FROM CRISIS TO EXCELLING:
EXPANDING OUR DEFINITION OF HEALTH

“I FELT LIKE A RUBBER BAND THAT HAD LOST ITS ELASTICITY—
STRETCHED TO THE POINT OF SNAPPING WITHOUT THE ABILITY
TO BOUNCE BACK.”

BY ELAINE KLEMMENSEN, DVM, CEC
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et me begin with a disclaimer. I am a leadership coach, a cultural consultant, and a veterinarian. I am not a
psychologist, psychiatrist, counsellor, or social worker, nor do I claim any expertise in the arena of wellbeing or mental health for veterinary professionals. As one who cares deeply about the well-being of the
humans behind our hospital doors, I offer my compassion and encouragement. Reach out and seek help if
you are struggling. Please know that you are not alone. Know that you matter and know that there is help available.
I encourage you to explore the resources offered in the supplementary material for this issue and take the first step
toward improving your well-being.
I believe deeply in the power our stories hold. The power that comes from owning and understanding our story and
the power our story has to make others feel less alone. In the winter of 2015, I found myself struggling with a deep
sense of apathy and exhaustion. I felt like a rubber band that had lost its elasticity—stretched to the point of snapping
without the ability to bounce back. Work started to feel like a deep river with a strong current that I needed to cross. If
I could just focus on the far shore and swim a little harder, I would get to the other side. I told myself I needed to keep
swimming. I had to be the leader my team needed, the veterinarian my clients needed, the mom my kids needed,
and the partner my husband needed. Every day, I stepped into my resolve, jumped back into the river, and struggled
against the current. Relying on sheer will and stubbornness to drag myself, along with my perfectionism and rescuer
mindset, to the other side. Looking back, I am surprised I took so long to hit the metaphorical wall. Until recently, I
refused to call it burnout. Me, burnt out? No way! I am tenacious, resilient, and tough. Trapped by my own mental
models and limiting beliefs, I called it exhaustion and said, “I just need a change.”
I’ve spent the last three years unravelling what led up to hitting that wall. It would be a lie to say it has been easy
or tidily resolved. It has been a messy, humbling, and at times painful process. I try to find some self-compassion and
humour as I remind myself how fascinating it is to discover what emerges when I shine a light into the dark places
in my psyche. I have learned that when exposed to the light, those dark places start to lose the power they hold
over you. Responsibility, achieving, perfection, and the relentless way I pushed myself were coping mechanisms I
developed to manage anxiety and mask my deep sense of unworthiness. These feelings stemmed from my childhood
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5. Physical symptoms of stress (headaches, gastrointestinal
distress, muscle tension)
6. Fraying relationships
7. Loss of interest and low energy (feelings of hopelessness)
8. Over-reliance on alcohol or other substances to cope
9. Struggles with identity and purpose
10. Inability to bounce back from minor setbacks
The Canadian Mental Health Association estimates that
in any given year, one in five Canadians will experience
a mental health problem or illness. Still, it takes courage
to reach out and ask for help. Listening to a podcast with
the amazing Esther Perel, I was struck by her reflection
that North Americans are culturally conditioned for
independence. When faced with a problem, most of us
immediately ask, “How can I fix this problem?” Growing up
in Belgium as the daughter of concentration camp survivors,
Esther was conditioned to ask, “Who can help me with this
problem?” She wonders, “What might emerge if we flipped
the script on our tightly held value of independence?” Many
of us worry that asking for help means admitting something
is wrong or we are somehow defective. We fear being judged
by others. Or perhaps we don’t know where to turn for help.
Whether it is joining a gym and stepping on a treadmill or
reaching out to a counsellor, making a positive change takes
courage. Similar to building a supportive team to meet your
fitness goals, consider the following steps to help build your
mental well-being team. You don’t need to do it alone. Talk
with supportive friends, colleagues, or family members.
Share your feelings with them and ask them to be part of
your team.
1. Enlist the help of your family doctor. They are a great
resource for professionals in your area.
2. Use resources provided by your employer or veterinary
association (please see the supplementary material for
this issue).
3. Connect with others who have had personal experience
with mental health challenges and learn more about their
recovery journey.
4. Educate yourself. Learn more about well-being and mental
health by reading, listening to podcasts, and attending
webinars or lectures by experts in the field.
5. Call a helpline. Find support from anonymous trained
professionals 24 hours a day.
As I work on my own well-being, I want to share that I
don’t believe I will one day arrive at “excelling” and the work
will be finished. The surfboard is a slippery surface. Some
days are epic and some days I can’t catch a single wave.
It takes practice and commitment to shift the needle in a
positive direction. By embracing a holistic view of well-being
that encompasses body, mind, and spirit, we all stand to
improve our mental health. As you embark on this journey,
be as patient and as kind with yourself as you would be to a
good friend. Don’t forget to celebrate the wins along the way
and remember that together we are stronger. Take care of
each other and take care of yourself.
To save space, supplementary materials for this article are made
available on the Chapter’s website at www.canadianveterinarians
.net/sbcv/west-coast-veterinarian-magazine.
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