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Agenda
• Brief overview

- What is CF?
• Roles & triggers of CF
• Problems, sources &

solutions (AT focus)
• Discussion



What is Compassion Fatigue in the Laboratory 
Animal Science Community?

In an animal care setting, Compassion Fatigue can be a combination of physical, 
emotional and psychological depletion associated with working and caring for animals 
and their well-being in a captive environment.  

It’s the negative aspect of our work. It may be related to providing care, working with colleagues, beliefs 
about self, system failure, burnout and/or any work-related trauma.



Intrusive Arousal Avoidance

Intrusive thoughts and 
images

Increase Anxiety Apathy

Obsessive desire to help Increased frustration and 
anger

Decreased energy

Inability to let go of work Sleep disturbances Loss of sense of 
competence

Feelings of inadequacy Physical ailments Self medication or addiction

Symptoms



Zealot 
Phase

Irritability 
Phase

Withdrawal 
Phase

Zombie 
PhasePathology

Jan Spilman, MEd, RCC

Compassion Fatigue Trajectory



• Pathology & Victimization
– Overwhelmed
– Somatic Illness
– Suicide*
– Leave the profession

• Maturation & Renewal
– Resilience
– Transformation

Transformation

http://digitalworksconsulting.com/services/digital-transformation/

* Witte, TK, Spitzer, EG, Edwards, N, Fowler, KA and Nett, RJ.  Suicides and deaths of undetermined 
    intent among veterinary professionals from 2003 through 2014. J Am Vet Med Assoc 2019;255:595-608. 



We All (can or may) Experience It!

Not only do the individuals that work directly with the animals, but IACUC members, 
administrative support staff, vendors and facilities services personnel may indirectly 
experience compassion fatigue.

  We don’t get compassion fatigue because we are weak, can’t handle the work, aren’t “cut out” for it, etc.  
We get compassion fatigue because we care, deeply.  And we ignore our own needs.



In the mid-1990’s

• When I started to work in the field of laboratory 
animal science, I was overwhelmed by emotions. 

• Nobody told me about the feelings of
- Guilt…
- Sadness...
- Regrets...

And nobody told me (or warned me) how difficult it
would be to talk about my work/research.











Animal Caregivers
•Negative media
•Animal Rights Activists
•Long hours
•Manual labor
•Hazardous conditions
•Isolation
•Euthanasia
•Observed morbidity and 
mortality 

•May develop animal 
allergies

•Self-blame
•Sadness over the loss of a 
particular animal

•Nothing to show for work
•Hard to talk about work

Research Faculty and 
Staff
•Long hours
•Regularly witness or 
induce disease in animals

•Euthanasia
•Self-blame
•Isolation
•No one to talk to
•May develop animal 
allergies

•Desensitization
•Targeted by animal rights 
activists

•Hard to talk about work

IACUC Members and 
Administrative 
Support Staff
•Protocol Reviews
•Protocol/Grant 
Congruency Reviews

•Post-Approval Monitoring
•Animal Numbers
•Program Size/Complexity 
•System Failure
•Ethical Decisions
•Misperceptions
•Non-conforming 
Incidents/Non-compliance

•Hard to talk about work

Trainers/Training 
Staff
•Volume of animals 
euthanized for training 
purposes

•Workload
•Lack of discussion/support
•Mistakes (trainees)
•Failed euthanasia
•No formal program to help 
prepare newcomers or 
employees on managing CF

•Hard to talk about work

Laboratory Animal Professional Roles and Triggers of CF



Possible Results of CF
• Belief that no one is going to listen/care
• Attitude that nothing will change
• Low morale
• Poor attendance
• High job turnover
• Poor job performance
• Callous or uncaring attitude
• Belief that the work is not of value
• Nothing to show for it
• Unexpected research outcomes
• Negative Media/Animal Rights Activism
• Desensitization



• Research Staff
• Lab staff, student helpers, and volunteers
• Veterinary Staff
• Trainers
• Husbandry Staff
• IACUC,  AUTS, OH&S, EH&S, Animal Purchasing
• Building Management
• Facility Services
• Vendors
• Professional Transportation Services
• Government/Company 

Research Animals
• Numerous interactions throughout its life in 

a laboratory
• 100’s of people involved in direct interaction 

and/or oversight of the animals

It Affects the Entire System



It is important

To provide Lab Animal Professionals (LAPs) with proper 
training, guidance, and care because this will also have 

an effect on the animals. 



Typical LAP Employee Training

• Bites, scratches, kicks, physical trauma
• Ergonomics, noise
• Zoonoses, allergens, blood-borne pathogens
• Caustic, infectious, radioactive, toxic agents
• Sharps, hot surfaces, physical hazards
• Public safety, facility and computer security
• Disaster plans, fire, flood, bomb threat
• Harassment, discrimination, whistleblower



Typical Animal Use Training Courses (Online)

• Essentials for UW IACUC Members
• Animal Use Laws & Regulations Training
• Rodent User Course
• Non-Rodent User Course
• Working with Mice
• Working with Rats
• Introduction to Rodent Surgery
• Introduction to Surgery (Non-Rodent, USDA-Covered Animals)



Animal Use Training at UW (In-person)
• Mouse Hands-on Lab
• Rat Hands-on Lab
• Hands-on Training for Species of than Mice and Rats
• Certification*
• Lab-Managed Animal Care and Records
• Lab-Managed Sick Rodent Recognition
• Lab-Managed Animal Care and Records: Aquatic Animals
• Surgery Lab Part IA
• Surgery Lab Part IB
• Surgery Lab Part II
• Surgery Certification/Anesthesia Certification
• 6th Floor Facility Orientation
• 6th Floor Facility Behavior Room Orientation
• T-wing Facility Orientation 

• Mental health training on emotional involvement?

• K-wing Facility Orientation
• Animal Research and Care Facility (ARCF) Orientation
• Foege Facility Orientation
• Harborview (HR&T) Facility Orientation
• South Lake Union (SLU)  Brotman Facility Orientation
• South Lake Union (SLU) 3.1 Facility Orientation
• Guthrie Facility Orientation
• Roosevelt Facility Orientation
• CHDD Facility Orientation
• North Lake Diesel Facility Orientation
• ABSL2 Room Orientation
• ABSL3 Room Orientation
• Gnotobiotic Animal Core (GNAC) Orientation



Compassion Fatigue at UW
 

Figure 2. Compassion Fatigue at University of Washington (UW):  Target Objectives (             ) 
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Assist all members of the research team to recognize compassion fatigue 
and raise awareness, provide tools, strategies and resources for managing 
human emotions in working with and caring for laboratory animals.

UW D2C Program Mission Statement



• RATs
• Not heard
• Not valued
• Not appreciated
• Nothing to show for work
• No mental health training 

on emotional involvement 

• Low public image of animal research
• Stigmatization as ‘dirty’ work
• Low social support and poor internal 

communication culture
• Areas of conflict in daily work
• Lack of education and supportive 

environments to cope with emotional stress 
in the workplace.



You
Hard to talk about work
   **TOLD** not to talk 
about your work

Institution
Not acknowledged
Nothing to show for 
work
Do not talk about work

Department Management

Limited educational 
opportunities
Not valued

Research 
Group

Endpoints unknown
Not informed of research
Not seen and not heard

Regulatory

Not seen
No regulatory 
representation

Public
Negative media and publicity
Judgmental
Uneducated
Hard to talk about work

Understaffed
“Just get it done”
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Slide courtesy of:   Holly Nguyen, Director, Pre-Clinical Services, GU Cancer Research, Department of Urology, SOM
                              Co-Chair, Dare 2 Care (D2C): Compassion in Science Committee



Study endpoint notificationsSummary of research

Pre-endpoint and post-endpoint email notifications 
acknowledging high level of humane care and the greater 
purpose the animal served. 

Communication

Inclusion

Slide courtesy of:   Holly Nguyen, Director, Pre-Clinical Services, GU Cancer Research, Department of Urology, SOM
                              Co-Chair, Dare 2 Care (D2C): Compassion in Science Committee



Recognition
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Recognition

Slide courtesy of:   Holly Nguyen, Director, Pre-Clinical Services, GU Cancer Research, Department of Urology, SOM
                              Co-Chair, Dare 2 Care (D2C): Compassion in Science Committee



• Provide an opportunity for individuals to come together in one 
place to pay tribute to our research animals and each other.

• Guest speakers share their research and acknowledge the  
contributions provided by Laboratory Animal Professionals

• Open to all animal caregivers, research faculty and staff

Martin K. (Casey) Childers,
DO, PhD
Professor
Rehabilitation Medicine
University of Washington

Paul Frase
NFL Veteran
Co-Founder, Joshua Frase 
Foundation

Reflections

Recognition



Value

Slide courtesy of:   Holly Nguyen, Director, Pre-Clinical Services, GU Cancer Research, Department of Urology, SOM
                              Co-Chair, Dare 2 Care (D2C): Compassion in Science Committee



D2C KudoBoard

Value

Slide courtesy of:   Holly Nguyen, Director, Pre-Clinical Services, GU Cancer Research, Department of Urology, SOM
                              Co-Chair, Dare 2 Care (D2C): Compassion in Science Committee



Value

Slide courtesy of:   Holly Nguyen, Director, Pre-Clinical Services, GU Cancer Research, Department of Urology, SOM
                              Co-Chair, Dare 2 Care (D2C): Compassion in Science Committee



Improving break rooms was frequently requested during our Needs Assessment 

“Before” and “After” video of animal caregiver breakroom with completed 
renovations @  https://sites.uw.edu/d2c under Special Projects page

Value



Conferences

Committees

Classes/Workshops

IACUCs

Opportunity

Slide courtesy of:   Holly Nguyen, Director, Pre-Clinical Services, GU Cancer Research, Department of Urology, SOM
                              Co-Chair, Dare 2 Care (D2C): Compassion in Science Committee
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