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If you're looking for a leather-tough, tobacco-chewing, stogie-smoking tough guy to tell you how not to feel pain...
sorry. I'm not that guy. I have hard days in the clinic just like you, and I've certainly had my ups and downs. The good
news is that you don't have to be emotionally dead inside to handle the bad parts of practice. In this session, we'll talk
about what it really means to be resilient, what we can ignore, and how to recognize and accept the crappy parts of
medicine that we can't change.

Veterinary medicine has always been a highly demanding work culture. And as we continue to engage technology in
a meaningful way, our medicine is moving us towards becoming a constantly connected, always-on culture where the
stress and risk of burnout are widespread. Our industry is facing record suicide rates and depression. Since the
intensity of our work and the pace at which we are moving is highly unlikely to change, it is more important now than
ever for our people to build skills to be resilient in the workplace.

What does resilience even mean? Dictionary definitions include: flexibility, suppleness, durability, strength, speed of
recovery and buoyancy. In other words, resiliency affects our human ability to “bounce back”. Resilience in our
practice lives is proving to be a defining characteristic of employees who seem to handle the stresses and strains of
veterinary medicine.

During my time in practice, I have seen over and over and over again how the teams that succeed aren’t the ones
that don’t fail. The teams that succeed are the ones who do fail, the ones who fall down, pick themselves back up to
learn from their failure and then thrive as a result of them. Being challenged and succeeding is what helps activate
resiliency as a skill set for people.

Research has shown that factors that help lead to resilience include: optimism; the ability to manage strong or difficult
emotions; the ability to stay balanced; a sense of safety and a strong emotional/social support network. These skills
associated with resilience can be learned, which is great news for all of us. But building your resiliency skills doesn’t
take place in a vacuum. If you are wanting to work on developing this skill set, it is important to understand some of
the factors that cause us to feel stressed out or overwhelmed at work. As we integrate more technology into our
practices, the speed at which we work becomes increasingly faster. The result of the pace and increase in reliance on
technology can lead to a frenetic way of working. We now can have an app on our phones that will show us patient
lab results the minute they are complete. We can access patient records from tablets, laptops or our phones and
have access to medical progress notes or patient updates from owners. We can utilize messenger/productivity apps
like Slack to be connected with our teams at all times. Being responsive to workload at any time, anywhere can be
hugely taxing. We are becoming hyper connected and responsive to work anytime, blurring the boundary lines (which
for many veterinary professionals were already very thin or blurred due to their compassionate, empathetic natures).
There is an urgent need to address this challenge and still allow us to move forward with technology that can benefit
our practices.

According to a JAVMA News Article, The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention published “Prevalence of Risk
Factors for Suicide Among Veterinarians—United States, 2014” in its Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report of Feb.
13. The findings come from an anonymous, online survey made available this past year to veterinarians by
researchers with the National Association of State Public Health Veterinarians, Auburn University, and the CDC. The
questionnaire asked respondents about their experiences with depression and suicidal behavior and included
standardized questions from the Kessler-6 psychological distress scale that assesses for the presence of serious
mental illness. The authors then compared the results with national figures from the CDC.



The survey results, based on answers from more than 10,000 practicing veterinarians—most (69 percent) of whom
are in small animal practice—revealed the following:

● 6.8 percent of males and 10.9 percent of females in the profession have serious psychological distress
compared with 3.5 percent and 4.4 percent of U.S. male and female adults.

● 24.5 percent of males and 36.7 percent of females in veterinary medicine have experienced depressive
episodes since veterinary school, which is about 1 1/2 times the prevalence in U.S. adults overall throughout
their lifetime.

● 14.4 percent of males and 19.1 percent of females who are veterinarians have considered suicide since
graduation. This is three times the U.S. national mean.

● 1.1 percent of males and 1.4 percent of females in the veterinary profession have attempted suicide since
veterinary school.

The current and rising stress levels, depression levels and suicide rates in the veterinary profession should be cause
of huge concern. There is a direct and adverse relationship between negativity, stress, wellbeing and productivity.

So how do we develop resilience and stay motivated while staring down the face of the constant increasing demands
from our patients, our clients and our teams? How do we handle the complexity of the changes we are facing as a
profession?  Based on neuroscience, behavioral and organizational research, we have a few tips to share:

● Exercise Mindfulness: There are an increasing number of apps and books to help you find a structured
approach to taking a time-out and focusing on yourself and staying focused and in the present moment.
Some things to check out include the books Fully Present: The Art, Science and Practice of Mindfulness by
Susan L. Smalley and Mindfulness: An Eight Week Plan for Finding Peace in a Frantic World by Mark
Williams and Danny Penman. I use the app Headspace and there are similar apps like Spire, Mental
Workout, Calm, Whil and Simple Habit.

● Quit Short-Circuiting Your Brain: We receive 11 million bits of information every second but the executive,
thinking centers of our brains can effectively process only 40 bits of information, according to Shawn Achor,
the author of The Happiness Advantage. We have patient and client and team members throwing
information at us non-stop during our days. We often can’t decrease the volume of information we are
receiving during the course of a day. But we can compartmentalize the work we are doing so that different
work tasks are done more intentionally and in an optimized way. For example, being deliberate about your
time to check email - if you check it at certain set points during the day, you will still be able to answer
everyone in a timely manner, but you aren’t interrupting your brain to look at your smartphone every time it
goes off in your pocket. Being deliberate with your time like this or compartmentalizing tasks is especially
helpful when you consider that switching from one type of task to another makes it much more difficult to
tune out distractions and makes you as much as 40% less productive according to recent research that was
published by the American Psychological Association. We often set aside dedicated time for going to the
gym or for a run, or cooking meals. We can apply the same approach to our work tasks and set aside
dedicated time to ensure they are done, rather than tackling them throughout the rest of the workload,
one-by-one.

● Take a Time Out: If you think about the course of your day, I bet you would notice that you have bursts of
energy and productivity that occur in a natural rhythm. Mental focus, energy and clarity cycles tend to be
90-120 minutes at a time, so it is helpful to take a break! Step away from the work for a few minutes and
give yourself time to reset your energy level. Go for a quick walk, spend a few minutes with your Headspace
app, read a few pages from a book - whatever activity makes you feel like you can reset yourself for the next
round of focused energy for your work. The short-term benefits are helping to provide greater energy levels,
mental clarity, creativity and focus. This ultimately leads to growing our resiliency throughout the course of
the workday. The long-term benefits are preserving your energy and helping to prevent burnout over the
course of your career.

So you are working on developing your resilience muscles and taking the time to reset and recharge. But how do you
avoid the crappy parts of our jobs in a way that allows us to ignore what we can and still accept the things we can’t



change about veterinary medicine? We see a lot of negative, awful things during our days in practice. I see it too. I
have days where I have four euthanasias and 8 fairly sick patients in a day. There may be a new puppy or kitten in
that mix somewhere but it is really hard to remember the fluffy kitten who headbutted your chin or the puppy who
licked you right in the mouth when the majority of your day is serious, emotionally draining and mentally challenging
casework.

The good news is that while we can’t avoid it all, we can accept the parts we can’t change. I know that we are always
going to need to be able to euthanize a patient when the time is right. It takes a toll but it can also be emotionally
filling to be able to provide owners with empathy and support on that last day with their beloved pet. I can choose to
focus on the light side of that because I know I cannot change the fact it will always happen. We can work together as
teams to develop workflow schedules that try and balance the sick patients with easier appointment types like
rechecks and wellness visits. This helps with bottlenecking which is also emotionally draining on the team and the
clients as well as breaking up the day so that it isn’t one long block of ick, all the time. We can create practice cultures
that allow us to have safety with our team so that when it gets to be too much, we can say “I need someone to step in
and take over for me, I need a timeout.” Knowing that our teams will have our backs to cover the floor, our patients
while giving us the time and space we need to go take a breather and support ourselves emotionally and physically.
We can support each other and our patients by knowing that sometimes cats are going to get fractious just being at
the vet or sometimes dogs are going to be fearful and try to take a bite out of everyone who comes near.
Acknowledging that it is going to happen and implementing fear-free handling approaches like treats during handling
or the use of drugs early on in the process to make it easier on our patients and on ourselves physically and mentally
is huge in terms of our ability to continue handling the situation day in and day out. Because the reality of our field is
that all of these difficult parts are always going to be there. We get to choose the way in which we approach them and
either set ourselves up for failure or build our individual and team resilience and choose to thrive.
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