
PUT YOUR MONEY TO WORK / PEER REVIEWEDCULTURE COACH / PEER REVIEWED



 January/February 2018  Veterinary Team Brief 45

Human brains are naturally wired to avoid rather than 
confront conflict, which made sense when we were 
cavemen running from animals who considered us a tasty 
snack. Today, however, confrontation is often necessary to 
maintain mental and physical health in our professional 
and personal lives. Knowing how to say No can be crucial 
for emotional and physical wellbeing.1

Why No Is Necessary
Veterinary support groups have revealed disheartening examples  
of poor treatment of veterinary team members 2:

!  Verbal attacks by unhappy clients with unreasonable demands
!  Team members expected to work long hours without food  

or bathroom breaks
!  Team members receiving no discipline when they behave badly, 

which impacts other team members
!  Clients taking advantage of the team’s love of animals so the 

practice will waive payment  
 
Disrespectful treatment and team members’ inability to speak up 
about it often affects their health,2 so much so they may resort to  
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self-harm, find another job, or even leave the 
veterinary profession completely.  

The Correct Approach
When the authors of Crucial Conversations 
explored how some people are able to speak up 
and resolve emotionally charged situations, they 
found emotional control was the difference.1

People who can control their emotions do not 
automatically see others as malevolent—rather, 
they observe situations and approach them 
with inquiry rather than accusation. Observa-
tion will often show that something said with 
no harm intended was perceived wrongly, but 
controlling emotions allows time to consider 
the conflict and the conversation and not 
jump to conclusions.1 

Self-control takes practice and a realization  
that your body works against you by sending 
adrenaline to the brain and hijacking rational 
thought when you feel attacked. Knowing this, 
think with logic instead. Stop, breathe, and 
relax. No one can make you angry but you.

!  Some of the common symptoms of compas-
sion fatigue include decreased self-esteem, 
thoughts of self-harm or harming others, 
anger/rage, helplessness, and impatience. 
Learn how to anticipate compassion fatigue in 
team members and take action. 

SOURCE: Benchmarks 2017: A Study of Well-Managed 
Practices. Columbus, OH: WMPB; 2017:118-119.

Recognize  
Compassion Fatigue

 BENCHMARKS 



Conclusion
Always try to find common ground by 
learning where the other person is coming 
from and then, if necessary, giving yourself 
permission to object or refuse. Also, 
always think—never assume. Correctly 
saying No shows you are looking for a 
collaborative solution, not trying to win a 
war. (See Saying No Correctly.) In John 
Steinbeck’s words: All war is a symptom of 
man’s failure as a thinking animal. n
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Saying No Correctly

First, find out why your team member or client is saying or doing what you 
perceive as difficult by asking yourself, Why does she want what she wants? Here 
is the correct way to say No to some common problems.

UNREASONABLE CLIENT REQUESTS
When a client requests that the practice stay open late so she can pick up her 
boarded pet, for example, instead of a confrontational We close at 5, inquire, 
Mrs. Jones, may I ask why you need us to stay after closing? She may be delayed 
in traffic and be just a few minutes late. Waiting for her would not be a huge 
inconvenience, and she will likely remember the good service.

If the delay is significant, say, I apologize that no one stays at the practice that 
late, but I understand the frustration of traffic delays and would be happy to board 
Spot overnight for you. I will personally give him an extra treat before I leave. 

NO LUNCHES OR BATHROOM BREAKS
Team members need these breaks, yet they often feel they cannot go against 
the veterinarian’s order and say, I have to go to the bathroom. The correct way 
to handle this situation is to calmly address leadership at an appropriate time: 
May I ask you a question? Would you be open to talking about some things that 
may help keep team members? You may not be aware that many days most team 
members do not feel they have time to eat lunch or even go to the restroom. You 
always say we are important, so could we work on a schedule that would allow 
breaks? Owners hate turnover, and finding a solution is a mutual win. 

BEHAVING BADLY 
A fellow team member constantly vents her frustration about a client whom 
she thinks does not care enough for his pet; however, her venting tends to 
negatively affect the energy of the team, even though they agree with her. 
Another team member should calmly and in private approach her colleague 
and say, May I ask you something? Do you think speaking harshly about our client 
makes our team feel better or worse? Would you consider being kinder to clients 
rather than judging them so harshly? I appreciate your passion for our patients, 
but clients need our compassion, too. 

CLIENTS WHO CANNOT PAY
Showing empathy is most important in these situations. Say, Mr. Smith, I 
completely understand your frustration. I know Fluffy is an important member of 
your family and you want to do what is best. Would you mind telling me the budget 
you have to work with? We can offer several financing options through outside 
providers, and I am happy to help you with those options. Let us work together to 
see what we can do. 

In all these situations, No was said firmly, but with respect, empathy, and 
kindness. Saying No is much easier when you keep cool, avoid a quick reaction, 
strategize, and seek a mutual win. 

  TAKE ACTI N

1  Train team members to say No  
by teaching them to control their 
emotions, to understand rather  
than assume what the other 
person is saying, and to think 
logically for a solution.

2  Emphasize the importance  
of saying No when necessary 
because the frustration of  
always saying Yes can affect  
team members’ physical and 
emotional wellbeing.


