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			Praise for
RELIT: How to Rekindle Yourself in the Darkness of Compassion Fatigue

		

		
			“A must-read for anyone in a caregiving role, RELIT offers a roadmap to rediscovering hope, energy, and joy in the face of burnout.”

			Maria Thomas, CEO, Sunday Health

			“Caregiving is not for SISSIES. The writers in this very special book speak with elegance and eloquence about humanity’s highest calling: giving care. And, caregivers burn out. This is a very difficult job. We are simply expected to know how. Most important, we are not trained to do this work. This book is our training manual… and an inspiration.”

			Nancy Novak, Ph.D., Founder of Nancy’s List

			“A compelling book for anyone who has compassion, empathy, concern, and caring for others. You will come away recognizing that self-compassion—caring, kindness, love, and concern for oneself—needs to be a priority.”

			Vicki L. Schmall, Ph.D.,
Professor Emeritus at Oregon State University

			“I recommend everyone who values life to read and share their takeaways. We need wider open discussions to acknowledge and act on compassion fatigue for world well-being.”

			Divya Shah, Executive & Leadership Coach

			“RELIT is an inspiring reminder that we are not alone. It is a book to be read and reread as a reminder that one of the most important aspects of effectively caring for others is ensuring we make time to also care for ourselves.”

			Julie Haller Prentiss, DVM
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			Introduction to
RELIT: How to Rekindle Yourself in the Darkness of Compassion Fatigue

		

		
			A Beacon of Hope When Darkness Falls

		

		
			Caring is one of the most human and natural things there is. It’s also exhausting. That exhaustion breaks people, but it doesn’t have to.

			Millions of people go into heart-based roles every year because they care about something. Some choose it as a profession, from nursing to veterinary medicine to law to life coaching. Millions are thrust into unpaid caregiving roles due to a loved one’s illness, the natural aging process their parents are going through, or another kind of crisis like a grandchild’s sudden need for a guardian.

			The amount of caring that goes on every day astounds and inspires us. The amount of burnout and compassion fatigue all that caring creates is devastating, both individually and to society as a whole. 

			Compassion fatigue—the physical and mental exhaustion and detachment experienced by those who care—is a growing yet largely unrecognized and undiscussed concern. It can be caused by many different factors, such as systemic inequities, a feeling of powerlessness, the ingratitude of those being helped, and just plain old overwhelm. It can also take many forms, from profound exhaustion to detachment to a loss of the ability to feel joy.

			Every time a mid-career woman is forced to drop out of the workforce to care for an aging parent, society suffers. Every time a nurse or teacher quits due to burnout, society suffers. Every time a family falls apart because of the strife, conflict, and financial distress caused by caregiving, society suffers.

			Our personal and professional experiences exposed us to a world where people in caring roles are starving for practical, useful, actionable help. We’ve interacted with hundreds of individuals who feel not just the profound exhaustion of compassion fatigue, but also a heavy sense of isolation and shame because of it. When you’re in a caring role, it’s almost impossible to admit out loud how hard it is, and how sometimes you feel like you just can’t go on anymore.

			Apart from a few scholarly articles and a handful of books about caregiver burnout, we saw a distressing lack of relevant, insightful, and actionable information on how to deal with it.

			That’s why we decided to create this book.

			Each of the experts contributing their wisdom has experienced compassion fatigue and overcome it. Each has a moving personal story that is both unique and very relatable on a human level. We sought out people with a variety of stories and backgrounds, in different professions, and with different experiences of compassion fatigue.

			

			You’ll find something valuable in every chapter. You can start anywhere, dip in and out of the book again and again, and still take away more with each read. That’s been our experience compiling and editing this book.

			We decided to call this book relit because every story is one of resilience. Each is a story of a caring person who has felt on the verge of being extinguished, but who found ways to rekindle their spirit. Some found help. Some found it within themselves. Some found it within nature, or family, or self-care techniques. Every one decided to share what they learned along the way so that others may learn how to prepare for what is to come, and so that others may have a light to follow in the darkest moments.

			We sincerely hope this book will be that beacon for you, and for thousands of others who heed the call to care.

			About the Photography

			Author photos were provided by the authors. The other photographs included throughout the book were taken by Antoinette LeCouteur. They symbolize the range of feelings people experience through burnout and resilience and are not intended to accompany or illustrate the text of any particular chapter.

			About the Poetry

			The poems that appear between chapters were written by Peter Dudley and selected from his personal archive of previously unpublished poetry.

		

	
		

		
			Peter Dudley, PCC

		

		
			Peter is an author, executive coach, and writing coach who tries to make the most of every day. He grew up in Connecticut with summers in Las Vegas, got his electrical engineering degree from UC Berkeley, then went on a long and winding career in startups, nonprofits, and big corporations. Once both his kids were grown, he started Gray Bear Coaching LLC and Gray Bear Publications. Peter has published four novels, two poetry collections, and a chapter book, and his short fiction and professional articles have been published in a wide array of journals and anthologies. He is the founder of Gray Bear Coaching LLC and Gray Bear Publications, and he serves on the board of directors of the San Francisco Writers Conference. Read his articles on leadership, balance, and self-development at graybearcoaching.com. Contact him at peter@graybearcoaching.com.
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			Peter Dudley, PCC

		

		
			Show up. Try hard. Be nice.

		

		
			I didn’t realize how exhausting being a caring person in a professional helper role could be until I powered through my first week seeing more than 20 clients. By the end of that week, I had nothing left to give. The exhaustion was profound and existential, in a way I had never felt before. I was truly tapped out. This took me by surprise because I’ve been through some stuff, and I think I’m pretty resilient.

			All my life (57 years and counting), I’ve been a supportive person. In high school, I was always the trusted confidante with the steady shoulder to cry on (sadly, never the boyfriend). As a manager, I’m people-first, having more concern for the humans I lead than for “hitting the numbers.” When I coached youth soccer, my players loved playing on my teams even though we rarely got within sight of a championship.

			Throughout my career, I’ve often been called the calming influence in the room. At the writer’s conference where I now volunteer and serve on the board of directors, I joke that I’m the golden retriever of the leadership team—eager to help, always smiling, and able to reduce an attendee’s stress just with my presence alone.

			That is to say, being supportive and caring comes so naturally to me that I don’t usually have to work at it.

			So, when this week of 20 clients happened (with 24 more on my calendar for the next week), I wasn’t prepared for the knockdown I got. Compassion fatigue hit me hard. Still, it wasn’t difficult for me to figure out where it was coming from or what to do about it.

			I had only been coaching professionally for about a year, and I had just started a new contract with one of the big-scale mental health providers. This company provides therapy and coaching for employees of their corporate clients. Any of the employees at these companies could pick me out of the catalog and schedule a session with me, and I had opened up my calendar to all of them.

			In theory, people would come to me because they saw something in my bio that made them think I’d be the right coach for them. In practice, I had no idea what I would face in that first session. It could be a C-Suite executive wanting to talk about organizational changes, a 76-year-old sales executive terrified of retirement, a mid-career worker going through their first layoff, a young professional eager to get into management, or a father of challenging teens who were being especially difficult.

			Or as happened several times during that 20-client week, an employee in their mid-20s, with a job they loved, who would tell me they were “feeling lost” due to a “crippling social anxiety” and what might best be described as a kind of ambiguous existential malaise.

			By the third such session that week, I was questioning my ability to perceive reality. These 20-somethings were apparently going through a worse midlife crisis than I or any of my Gen X friends ever had. They talked about feeling lost, about lacking motivation for work, about being fearful of any type of social interaction. They told me they had low self-esteem and terrible imposter syndrome.

			And yet, all the facts they presented to me during these discussions indicated they were experiencing what I would call a very normal level of self-doubt and insecurity. They were accomplishing their tasks, making presentations, having fun with friends, interacting positively with colleagues and management, and taking steps for professional and personal development. They talked of positive feedback from their bosses and praise from their peers.

			I saw this all as very normal and even mostly positive. But somehow in their minds they were riddled with anxiety, drowning in imposter syndrome, and feeling lost in their careers (which, remember, were just a few years along).

			I began to feel numb to their perceived problems. I wanted to reach through the computer to shake them and say, “Get a grip! Get over yourself! Grow up!” It was hard not to begin thinking of these young people as privileged, entitled, and completely unaware of what true hardship looked or felt like.

			I have been fortunate and privileged in my life, for the most part. I’ve had some rough patches of my own, but my Gen X “rub some dirt on it and walk it off” attitude has gotten me through them. I carry a lot of scar tissue because of that, but I’ve also developed a lot of resilience.

			So, as I listened to them, I started to think about some of the real hardships I’d witnessed.

			There was the four-time cancer survivor who had just been diagnosed with cancer for the fifth time. She was a regular in my writing group, and one day she shared a journal entry that began, “People tell me I am so strong. But I don’t feel strong. I feel broken and exhausted.” She wrote about how she felt alone and isolated with her cancer whenever anyone told her she was “strong.” It made her feel like an imposter because on the outside she seemed strong to others, but on the inside, she was disintegrating—both physically and emotionally. It made her feel like people had no idea how hard it was for her just to make it through a morning. She was in her mid-60s, I believe. I think that was the last time I saw her.

			I thought about the vacation to Nepal I took my family on in 2012. As we walked down the sidewalk at the edge of a vibrant, bustling tourist area in Kathmandu, our guide for the day warned us to step around the naked baby lying unattended. There, at our feet, was an infant no more than three or four months old. It looked like it might be dead, but the guide assured us it was merely sleeping. The baby lay without any blanket or clothing of any kind, on the cold, bare cement. Our guide told us not to pay any attention to it and that its mother was likely somewhere nearby but out of sight, “earning survival any way she can.” She then said, “That’s how it is in Nepal. If you have money, you live. If you don’t, you die.” As I’ve gotten older, I see how in many ways that is true right here in the United States as well.

			But even having money isn’t enough. I thought about my big sister, seven years older than I, who had a stellar career and retired at 53. Just before she retired, she visited the Bay Area, and we took a walk in Muir Woods among the giant redwood trees. She said, “Peter, you’ve worked in nonprofits and social impact for a long time. I’ve spent the first half of my life focused on my career and my family. I would love to do something meaningful with the second half of my life, now that I’ll be retiring and my kids will be going off to college.” I was eager to help her with that, but when she called a few months later, we had a very different conversation. She told me she had just been diagnosed with ALS. She lived only eight more torturous months. She never got a second half of her life, and she never got to fulfill her vision of helping the world in new ways. My 55th birthday was particularly poignant to me because it was the first number she did not get to celebrate for herself.

			And then there was the three-year period of suicidal depression my oldest child went through from ages 19 to 22. Transgender youth have a suicide rate that is four times the rate of their peers, and suicide is the third-leading cause of death among 15- to 24-year-olds.1 My kid was literally talked off a ledge one night by a compassionate police officer. Over those three years, she checked herself into the hospital numerous times when she was feeling so depressed she didn’t trust herself to survive the night. She went through a lot of therapy and counseling. One time, she did attempt to take her own life but immediately regretted it, and she managed to get herself to the hospital before it was too late.

			As a father who has stood in the behavioral health ward of a hospital, looked into his child’s eyes to see nothing there, and thought we’ve really lost her this time, I had a hard time generating much patience or compassion for these young coaching clients I was supposed to be helping.

			As the week dragged on, I pretty much faked my way through the last few sessions, relying on my ability to execute even when my heart wasn’t in it.

			During all this, I was also supporting my partner who was serving as caregiver for her 88-year-old mother living 500 miles away. Although her mother still lived independently at the time, she’d had a fall and broken a hip, so we had a constant fear of another fall and a nonstop anxiousness about whether mom was safe. That meant that when I wasn’t supporting my clients, I was supporting my partner in her own difficult and stressful situation.

			I imagine the kind of fatigue that the therapists at the cancer nonprofit I used to work at must go through on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis. Or the doctors and nurses who were hailed as heroes for a hot minute during COVID but who now often get treated worse than retail employees and restaurant serving staff. (For the record, retail and restaurant workers should be treated with the dignity and respect every human deserves. It’s a social tragedy that often, they are not.) Most, if not all, not only see and treat people in their worst moments, but then they go home to situations where they’re caring for family members as well.

			

			And I wonder at the fortitude of people like my formerly suicidal trans daughter, who is now serving as an EMT in a very conservative part of California. She is regularly called upon to help people who would, in different circumstances, insult, oppress, or even physically harm her. The hate and bigotry directed at transgender people is profoundly destructive and harmful. My daughter willingly and eagerly saves the lives of people who would just as likely tell her to kill herself if they knew she is transgender.

			If my daughter can do that, and if my nurse friends can return to the hospital day in and day out, then I can surely figure out how to show up for every one of my coaching clients in the way I truly want to. The 20th client of the week deserves as much of my attention, skill, and compassion as the first, no matter what they need help with.

			That weekend, I spent time refreshing and refueling. I got outdoors. I exercised. I slept in. I saw a couple of friends. And I role-reversed with my partner, relying on her for support and coaching instead of being the one to supply the support and coaching. By Monday, I had not only gotten myself back to baseline, but I had also come up with several ways to make sure I would get through the next, more grueling week.

			I didn’t want to simply recover from this new feeling of compassion fatigue just so I could endure the next week, however. I wanted to build new, healthier habits and techniques that could help me avoid compassion fatigue altogether in the future.

			Some of these new habits were focused on self-regulation and resiliency: 

			

			
					Planning out my week to avoid burnout
My work involves more than just time in session with clients. I have many other projects in flight at any given moment, such as my publishing business, writing weekly articles for my blog, working on personal and professional development, networking, and all the other aspects of running a small business as a solo entrepreneur. Normally, I just keep a rolling to-do list and pull those tasks off the list when I have some free time. Looking ahead at my next week with 24 client sessions scheduled, I intentionally planned out all that other, non-client work for the days with fewer meetings. This allowed me to direct my attention to one set of skills more than others on any given day. This is not unlike mixing up workouts at the gym; if you work out several times a week, you don’t go all-in on every muscle group every day. You spread it out to work different groups so each group can recover before you hit it hard again.

					Preparing for and closing out each day
On days when I knew I’d have a heavy client load, or clients I knew would be particularly draining, I intentionally steeled myself mentally and emotionally in the morning. This may sound like I created a big, elaborate ritual, but in practice it was just a few minutes of deep, relaxing breaths while reminding myself that I wanted to bring the same caring presence to all my clients. On those days, I would do a similar transition at the end of the day: cleansing breaths and an intentional letting-go of whatever emotional burdens I had picked up during the day.

					Using interstitial time for self-management instead of task completion
Because I rarely schedule clients back-to-back, I had trained myself to use the 15 or 30 minutes between client calls productively for all those other tasks on my to-do lists. On slower days, this works fine. I can snap into another mode (bookkeeping, customer service, writing, design, networking) for a short time, then transition back into client mode before my session. On busier days, though, I made sure to use that time to get up from my desk, walk around the coworking space or get outside, and perhaps get water or coffee. This small, repeated reset had a remarkably refreshing effect, especially when I left my phone next to my computer.

			

			Other approaches and techniques were aimed at the way I would show up for each session. These keep me in the right frame of mind to give every client my best:

			
					Remember that everyone’s experience is legitimate
One of the things I learned when working at the cancer support nonprofit is that someone else’s greater suffering does not invalidate your own, and that someone else’s lesser suffering is still suffering. I heard so many cancer patients talk about the guilt they felt because other patients had a worse diagnosis, or worse reactions to chemotherapy, or less support at home. While it’s true that thinking about people who have it worse than you can help you feel gratitude and a different perspective, it’s also true that someone else’s greater suffering does not invalidate your own. This thought can help build compassion not just for yourself but also for those who have lesser suffering than you. Keeping this in mind helped me remember that just because I or someone I’ve known has had it worse than my client, that does not invalidate my client’s experience. It’s not my place to judge what they’re living and feeling; it’s my job to help them through it. When I feel myself being dragged down into annoyance or apathy for a client, I remind myself of this rule.

					Remember that each client is engaged in self-improvement
These clients came to a coach to help them through a situation they had not yet learned to navigate on their own. Very likely, this was through no fault of their own, especially for the 20-somethings who were raised in an over-scheduled environment, who always received a trophy just for showing up, and who launched into adulthood during lockdown in a global pandemic. Perhaps they should have already had these skills and a better perspective on life, but they didn’t. It helps me to think of these clients as actively seeking the tools they were never given, instead of as privileged, entitled, and unaware of what real hardship looks like. They were coming to me for growth, not to complain.

					Shift my own goals in the session
As a coach, my goal in each session is to help my client achieve their goal for the session. But sometimes the client is incapable of achieving their goal because they lack the self-awareness to understand what they must do. You can’t blame someone for their own lack of experience. A fish, for example, does not know that it is wet. That’s because the fish has no concept of dry. It only has the experience it has known its whole life, with nothing to compare that to. So it is with many young clients who have very limited life experience. When I found myself beginning to lose patience with a client, this thought would sometimes help. The naïveté of the client was not a willing ignorance, but a lack of perspective. My goal in these cases shifted away from helping them achieve their goal, to helping them see what they needed to learn in order to start working on that goal.

					Be present “in the now” for myself
Whenever I feel dragged down, I find refreshment in stepping outside myself to observe what is wonderful about this very moment. A small example of this is when I used to play soccer (before I blew out my knee). If I was getting frustrated with myself for poor performance, I would pause during a break in play and simply focus on taking in the moment. The green grass. The joy of people at play. The broad sky, the fresh air, the birds in the nearby trees, the light and shadow and motion and sound. Becoming very present in the moment always brought up a feeling of gratitude, which would then lead to peace. This wouldn’t necessarily make me perform better on the soccer field, but it always improved my mood. Bringing this technique into my client sessions would similarly lift me up, even when I was on a video call in a tiny “phone booth” style soundproofed room in a coworking space. Just connecting to the physical environment around me was enough to pull me out of my own emotional doldrums.

			

			Most important of all, I keep a picture on my phone of a tee shirt I used to have. It got so threadbare that I decided to retire the shirt and memorialize it in a photo. I don’t really need the photo to remember what the shirt said and to have those words remind me of how I want to be. It said:

			“Show up. Try hard. Be nice.”

			That was the motto of my son’s high school track team, and really, life does not need to be much more than that. No matter what I feel with any given client at any given moment, I can always show up, try hard, and be nice.

			

			
				
						1	 The Trevor Project, July 18, 2024: https://www.thetrevorproject.org/resources/article/facts-about-lgbtq-youth-suicide/


				

			
		

	
		

		
			How and Where to Get
More Information

		

		
			This book, RELIT, is just the beginning. Additional resources such as workshops, classes, workbooks, discussion guides, and more are in work and will be released in the future. And we at Gray Bear Publications will be continuing to add to the wisdom and knowledge and expertise that RELIT has brought forward so far. Here are ways you can connect with us:

			
					Get the full book, see all the author bios, and learn more at
graybearpublications.com/books/relit

					Sign up for the Gray Bear Publications email list by visiting graybearpublications.com

					Follow Gray Bear Publications on social media:
Instagram: @graybearpublications
LinkedIn: Gray Bear Publications
Facebook: Gray Bear Publications

					Have thoughts on the book you’d like to share with us, or an idea for another book or project you’d like us to consider? Email us at info@graybearpublications.com.

			

		

	
		

		
			Did You Like RELIT?

		

		
			If you found this book useful, helpful, or interesting, please let others know about it! In addition to telling friends and relatives about it, here are a few other ways you can pay it forward:

			
					Review RELIT online
You can review the book in various places including on Amazon and Goodreads. Reviews give other readers confidence that they will be getting a good product.

					Post about RELIT on social media
Share your thoughts with the world! Use the hashtag #RELIT when you post, and tag the Gray Bear Publications accounts and any of the authors you want to see your post. Whether it’s a recommendation for the book, or a photo of you holding it, or how the book helped you... we want to see and hear it!

					Give RELIT as a gift
Everyone loves a gift! If you know someone who is in a caring role—or will be in a caring role soon—give them their own copy so they can learn these important lessons before they need them.

					Suggest that your local library carry it
Most libraries won’t automatically purchase copies of a new book unless their patrons request it. If your library doesn’t already have a copy in stock, check their website or talk to the librarian about acquiring it.

					Share it with your book group
One of the best features of RELIT is the diversity of experiences and stories it contains, and how those stories can provide entry points into deep, rich, powerful discussions about burnout, aging, caregiving, compassion, and even death. Suggest RELIT to your book group.

					Include an author in your podcast or event
Many of the authors are eager to appear on podcasts, do interviews, and support groups, conferences, symposia, and other events where RELIT’s topic or their expertise would be relevant. Feel free to reach out directly to the authors you are interested in hosting, or connect with us by email at info@graybearpublications.com.
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