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We enter into this profession making a large investment of time and money into our education.  This 

covers the space related to medical knowledge, in both learning the physical skills and the science 

behind the practice of medicine.  In fact hours and hours are dedicated to these areas as we start on 

this career. Along the way emotions develop with a variety of situations, and we are expected to 

inherently learn how to cope through these.  We stumble through in the process some of us falling into 

a resiliency, yet many left to flounder and struggle with staying connected to our passion and life.   

 

When you train for a marathon, you train in both the physical and mental aspect of the event.  

Marathoners will work to find ways to help with the emotions and mental struggles that will come along 

during that 26 mile running event.  With this mind, veterinary professional often do not have training in 

include related to our personal mental wellbeing, it is solely data and skills driven related to practicing 

medicine.  If we want to look at sustainability in this industry, we probably have to start working to train 

for the mental piece as well.  In going through my CCFP certification, the program shared 5 key points 

that can be utilized to help manage the risk of compassion fatigue.  Although an individual’s journey 

may not be “exactly” compassion fatigue, these tools are supportive in helping to find training for the 

emotions and mental struggles that will present themselves in this career for a number of reasons. 

Before we dig into the 5 areas recognized for resiliency in our marathon of a career, one concept 
should be addressed and that is the idea that this is an individualized journey for each person.  
Therefore what brings each person to the place of struggle and discontentment can be different from 
another.  In that same thought process, what works for one person may be different than for another.  
There is no “one fix it recipe” for the overall struggle. The overall theme of moving from Name, Blame, 
Judge and towards Recognize, Embrace, Connect is where resiliency lies for all aspects of the 
struggle within the veterinary industry.   
 
Self Regulation 
This is simply the ability to shift from the sympathetic to parasympathetic state while staying fully 
engaged in the activities of daily living.  Perceived threats are often triggered from an attachment 
trauma or the feeling of not living up to a certain idealistic vision.  Self regulation takes us to the place 
of learning to recognize when these triggers have occurred and move from the reactive state of Name, 
Blame, Judge and towards the acceptance place of Recognize, Embrace, Connect.  The sympathetic 
system is important to us, it is not about turning it off and walking around as perfectly run stable 
machines.  Learning to find the tools to move from the fight/flight/freeze/flock mode first requires 
acceptance that we are not flawed in being there.  Not finding a path in this space can lead to a state 
of chronic sympathetic dominance.   
 
Lets stop here and talk a bit about chronic sympathetic dominance.  This can be looked at as pain 
versus suffering, which can be seen as acute versus chronic sympathetic response.   Suffering is 
when we perceive the pain signal as a threat. In our world we cannot avoid the “pain” negativity of 
work, what we strive to do is work to prevent suffering.  This is not a quick fix, but there are many 
ideas of how to break the cycle of chronic sympathetic dominance (suffering).   Without accepting that 
we are normal for feeling the “pain” it can make it hard to not land in that space of suffering. Breaking 
the cycle starts with recognizing that we are normal for feeling the “pain” and do not need to be “fixed”, 
and we are not alone.   
 
Once we recognize we are in the sympathetic response, the next step is to embrace the space we are 
in. Finding that place to center yourself, allows the pre frontal cortex to come back on line. This can be 
achieved in learning to put energy onto things that are within our control.  This is not the space to dig 



deeply into the techniques, but a few will be discussed at a high level to provide insight.  The goal will 
be to find what resource works best for the individual on their unique journey.   
 
Intentionality 
Choice versus demand.  This is the place where intentionality shows up and it can be very difficult to 
find the path to move from fear to risk.  We will dive into a scenario where we walk through one such 
situation, where the individual moves from demand to choice.  Learning to see that there are real 
demands and perceived demands and recognizing the fact that demands are present in a reality we 
cannot ignore.  We cannot just put on a pair of rosy glasses and look at the world as all unicorns and 
rainbows, the reality is that there are real demands and risks.  Not recognizing those can have 
consequences.  Learning to recognize and then embrace the demand is where intentionality comes in.  
Is it a demand or a choice?  Do you have to go to work today? Or do you choose to?   
 
Intentionality does not let us be the victims.  Living in chronic sympathetic stimulation can lead us to 
feeling that the environment has control over us and defines our options.  This does not mean we go 
the path of entitlement and avoid responsibility, that is not intentionality.  It is moving from Naming, 
Blaming, Judging our environment as the only source to the pain.  Recognizing the pain and 
Embracing our choices related to it, fully understanding the consequences will lead to the journey of 
allowing intentionality back into our career.  The 1 Life Connected message helps to make this 
connection to intentionality by encouraging individuals to find their why, and then connect that why 
with what they are choosing to support each day. 
 
Viktor Frankl, Holocaust survivor, captures this concept beautiful in his book Man’s Search for 
Meaning when we stated: “Between stimulus and response there is a space.  In that space is our 
power to choose our response.  In our response lies our growth and our freedom.”   
 
Perceptual Maturation 
This can be referred to as moving from burn out to burn through, in that we correct our perception on 
what we are truly experiencing in our career.  Lets walk through this progression as a caregiver in the 
world of the veterinary profession.  First we start at the stage of fact that the outcomes of our work are 
all of who we are, and we aim for positive outcomes and goals only to realize that they are out of our 
control.  The flaw being we place our sole worth based on those outcomes.  We begin to embrace our 
powerless state and do the best that we can and begin to fall into the belief that others opinions of our 
outcomes, is also not directly related to our worthiness.  Next we start to find that our workplace is just 
a place to practice our internal conviction and vision through our code of honor and commitment to life.  
Nothing more, nothing less.   
 
This then leads into the final stage of recognizing that our career is always going to ask more of us 
than we can give.  The demands will never be satisfied with what we offer. We then move into a place 
were our value is not solely focused on outcomes, we become resilient to judgment of others and find 
a balance in our humility.  In the end our worth is intrinsic not extrinsic.  We begin to except that what 
we are capable of doing is enough and find peace in our actions and our level of commitment. Sounds 
super easy right?  
 
As you can imagine this is not as easy as it sounds.  This is where the concept of filling balloons that 
the 1 Life Connected message shares in helping to offset the sinkers that come into play in the 
struggle to stay content within our veterinary careers.  We cannot stop the sinkers, they do not 
however define us, and we have the peace to recognize and embrace the place to allow us to stay 
connected to our values and dedication to the profession.  
 
Connection 
This simply means having a community in which we feel safe.  A group of individuals that we can go to 
provide us inclusion and acceptance, but that which will also hold us accountable and challenge us in 
a way that we feel continually accepted. They help to identify shame within us and then show up with 



empathy to help diminish the shame and move us out of the that Name, Blame, Judge space and 
begin to travel towards the Recognize, Embrace, Connect journey to our authentic sustainable 
careers. These individuals are available to us within 48 hours and are a small group of people who 
may or may not know each other.  
 
We empower these individuals to tell on ourselves and to keep us true to our authentic self.  They help 
us resolve that attachment trauma that is taking us to the place of perceived threats and so our 
sympathetic response.  They listen and don’t interrupt, however don’t agree with all our points and 
thoughts and will push back with our best interest at heart.  The goal is to define 5 of these individuals 
and approach them. Let them know you would like for them to be a part of the lifeline team you have 
developed for your self and what being in that space would look like.  If they accept that commitment 
to you, then you set up check in and calls as you feel are appropriate.  In the end you may actually be 
that same person for them as well.    

 
Self Care 
Finally self care.  Self care is probably the most discussed area we hear related to “combating” 
Compassion Fatigue and the struggles of this career. It is easy to say, we should exercise, meditate, 
eat healthy, have decent sleep, enjoy yoga, enjoy a “hobby” etc. etc. etc.  There is always going to be 
someone that needs something from us, or a task that needs to be completed.  Stopping and allowing 
the self care acts to occur starts with forgiving ourselves in that we cannot do it all.  These self care 
acts fill all 4 types of balloons, mental, spiritual, physical, and emotional.  
 
Yet we will continue to find every reason to not move forward with our self care.  Justifying every 
reason why everything else is more important.  Recognize, Embrace, Connect is hard.  How do you 
find the time and space to develop self care in your routine?  The answer to that question is – YES!  
This lecture will not provide that answer as it is already inside of you.  We have permission to find your 
unique balloons and then fill them. What ever that is, running, yoga, meditation, playing with your kids 
at the playground, taking a walk for 20 minutes in the middle of the day around the clinic, coloring, 
dancing, singing, painting, spending time in nature, snuggling with your pets at the end of a day, again 
what ever that is.  These are the “fuel” that keep us going and stop us from sinking into that ocean of 
shame and falling into the that fear and demand space.  
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