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Surviving the
holiday season
For many this time of year is a time of
religious and spiritual celebrations, a time
for giving Christmas or Chanukah gifts, a
time for catching up with family and
friends combined with the almost inevitable social pressures to be happy and joyous.
However, it can be a very frantic time of
juggling festive preparations, workloads,
family and social commitments: a time
when regular exercise and usual health
maintenance practices fall by the wayside
and we risk arriving at the holiday break
exhausted and in a state of collapse.
Perhaps one of the best ways to survive
the holiday season is to think more than
usual about what you say “yes” to and
practice saying “no”: whether it‟s being
selective in the party invites you accept,
whether you say “no” to yet more rich
food, or not doing all the “on-call” over
Christmas and New Year!

Dr Kym Jenkins
VDHP Medical Director

At a time when temptations to indulge in
alcohol also increase, it‟s good to

Dr Kym Jenkins
& Ms Cheryl Wile

remember alcohol increases fatigue and
can increase stress: this is not a time to
risk binge drinking or drink driving. For
those who have or have had a substance
use disorder, there‟s a need to develop
and perfect the strategy to deal with the
fatal invitation to “just have one because
it‟s Christmas”.
Amplified by the external and community
pressures to be “Joyous and Happy” the
Christmas break can, for some, be a time
of loneliness and despair when memories
of lost loved ones and grief prevail. Depression often worsens at this time of year
and for busy people like doctors it can be
that when the pace slows and with time
alone, some realize that it‟s only the structure of work that‟s been holding us together.
So, if you or a doctor close to you needs
the services of the Victorian Doctors
Health Program over the holiday season
we can be accessed by ringing 9495 6011.

Unhelpful ways to manage your stress over the holiday season!
Offer to take your kids/grandchildren to the Myer Christmas windows – especially if you live out of town. Aim to get there
early afternoon so you should be at the first window by early evening and you can guarantee the kids will be hungry and fighting.
Ensure you take advantage of places like Chadstone Shopping Centre being open 24 hours. Be sure to drive your car to
Chadstone - you can relax in the 2km queue to enter the shopping centre car park .
Remember it would be catastrophic to give the wrong gift so be so totally obsessional about your gift buying that you become paralysed and purchase nothing. Then as the shops close on Christmas Eve you can rely on being spurred on by adrenalin
and your fellow shoppers to buy something …anything….
Offer to host Christmas day lunch, especially if you’re working right up until Christmas Eve. Invite ALL your family members – particularly those you don‟t like and those who don‟t get on with each other. Prepare the six course hot lunch yourself.
Remember to cater for the vegetarian cousins, the diabetic grandparents and the lactose intolerant nephew. Ensure that everyone
who attends has a gift on the table as well as under the tree.
For those family members who can’t attend the lunch, do the European thing and make sure you host a Christmas Eve
dinner as well. Maybe five courses will suffice.
Make sure you think about your patients continuously over the holiday season. DON‟T TAKE ANY LEAVE OVER THIS
TIME. YOUR PATIENTS NEED YOU!!!!
If you must have a holiday, finding a locum is best done at the last minute - you really need the adrenaline rush of those frantic
phone calls at the airport persuading someone to cover the practice. Put your phone on global roaming and find a Wifi hot spot as
soon as you arrive at your destination.

The importance of having a regular GP

Dr Kerry Breen &
Dr Kym Jenkins

Repeated surveys in Australia and elsewhere have documented that the majority of doctors do not have an identified
general practitioner, and many who
claim they do nominate a colleague or
spouse or attend only sporadically.
Some even nominate themselves!

Some important considerations

Why this is not in your best
interests?

How VDHP can help?

If you are a specialist you may not
really know about the competencies
of the modern GP.
Many GPs are especially comfortable
treating colleagues.

To quote Sir William Osler (18491919):
“A doctor who treats him or herself has
a fool for a doctor and an idiot for a patient”.
Opting for self treatment is unwise. Selftreatment suffers from a lack of objectivity, generates no records and obviates
preventive medicine and sensible health
screening. Inevitably, stress and its consequences, some physical health problems, substance dependency, and psychological problems go unrecognised
and untreated, or at best are poorly selfmanaged.
Doctors don‟t make the best patients:
it‟s not easy to shift roles from being
“care-giver “ to “care-receiver”. As
prospective patients we are good at engaging in denial, delay and delusion.
Additionally, self investigation, self diagnosis, self treatment and self referral
contribute to mismanagement of our
own problems. In addition, self prescribing is illegal in Victoria.

“A doctor who
treats him or
herself has a fool
for a doctor and
an idiot for a
patient”

So, a few questions to ask yourself...
Easier questions
*When did I last have my BP measured?
*When did I last (or ever) have a general
health check?
*What do I expect of my patients and
my non-medical family and friends, and
why are my health needs any different to
theirs?
*Have I circumvented the law on self
prescribing by (a) using drug samples
(b) prescribing for a family member and
then using the medication for myself?
Tougher, more “soul –searching”
questions:
**Am I embarrassed that I may have to
reveal my real self to a GP?
**Am I inhibited by the stigma I associate with some health problems – especially if the problem(s) have an emotional component?
**Am I reluctant to ask for help as this
might reflect badly on my ability to cope
and my image of myself as a doctor?

If you anticipate difficulty in finding
an appropriate GP, making the first
appointment, or being seen by someone who knows you are a doctor, we
hold a list of GPs who are willing to
receive other doctors as patients.
We are happy to field inquiries and
make suggestions, anonymously if the
caller prefers.
In collaboration with the Victorian
Branch of the Australian Medical Association, VDHP has conducted workshops (and will conduct further workshops) to foster the development of
appropriate skills for doctors who are
willing to accept other doctors as patients.
Some useful material to read
„Keeping the doctor alive‟
RACGP (www.racgp.org.au/
publications/tools#9)
„Emotional health. The conspiracy of
silence among medical practitioners‟
RACGP (www.racgp.org.au/Content/
NavigationMenu/PracticeSupport/
peersupport/20060106conspiracy_of _
silence.pdf)

**Do I mostly cope by denying illness,
not taking time off when ill and just
soldiering on?
**Am I the sort of doctor who feels that
no other doctor (especially a GP) could
be as competent as I am?
**How will I ever resolve these uncertainties without making a genuine attempt to find my own GP?

Need a GP?
VDHP have a list of GPs in Victoria that specialise in treating doctors and medical students
Contact VDHP via phone 03 9495 6011 or email vdhp@vdhp.org.au and simply tell us where you live,
and we will provide you with the names and contact details of the GPs closest to you

VDHP welcomes Dr Robyn Mason
Farewell Dr Kerry Breen
Dr Kerry Breen stepped down as the VDHP Chairman at the recent VDHP Annual General Meeting. The
VDHP staff and board would like to express their gratitude to Dr Breen for his hard work over the past four
years. Additionally, Dr Breen was instrumental in the establishment of VDHP in 2001 whilst he was President of the Medical Practitioners Board of Victoria (MPBV). His great passion for doctors health issues has
shaped VDHP into the organisation as we know it today. We wish Dr Breen all the best with his future endeavours.

Welcome Dr Robyn Mason
Dr Robyn Mason was appointed Chair of the VDHP Board at the recent VDHP Annual General Meeting. Dr
Mason‟s original experience was in hospital administration and she was CEO of AMA Victoria for a number
of years. She was then appointed Secretary General of the Federal AMA and stepped down from that position
in 2007. Significantly, Robyn was a driving force from AMA Victoria behind the joint steering committee
work of 1999 and 2000 which lead to the establishment of VDHP, and she retains her passion for our organisation and for doctors' health matters. Robyn‟s experience will be of enormous assistance to VDHP, particularly with the upcoming introduction of the national registration regime and the implications this will have for
VDHP.

A word from Dr Mason...
It is with pleasure and pride that I take
over from Dr Kerry Breen as Chair of
the Board of Directors of the Victorian
Doctors Health Program. I take this
opportunity to thank Dr Breen for his
wonderful contribution. I well appreciate
the enormity of the challenges of provision of a system which provides better
healthcare access for doctors and I am
pleased to be in a position to help address these challenges. I have since its
conception in 1999 shared with Kerry a
passion for the work of the VDHP.
The objectives of VDHP are clear, and
the current work of the VDHP staff
team, lead by our Medical Director, Dr
Kym Jenkins, is very professional and
effective, but it is true that more work is
yet to be done to ensure that the intent of
our objectives becomes reality.
The imminent passage of the Health
Practitioner Regulation National Law
(Victoria) will create some new

challenges, not least of which are those
relating to governance and funding and
the ultimate interpretation of those
clauses relating to mandatory reporting
of impaired health practitioners. VDHP
sought to be recognised as being exempt
from this provision of the legislation but
were unsuccessful.
As currently, it will be necessary under
the new legislation to find the right balance between protecting the community
from harm from doctors whose practice
is adversely affected by impairment, and
encouraging/assisting doctors to seek
help for their health issues. The task for
VDHP along with other groups representing the medical profession will be to
ensure that the guidelines relating to this
“mandatory reporting” clause do get this
balance right and there is no further impediment/discouragement to doctors
seeking professional care for their illness.

It is reassuring to note the strong support
of our Minister for Health, the Hon
Daniel Andrews and his recognition in
the Health Practitioner National Law
(Victoria) Bill‟s Second Reading speech
of the valuable work of the Victorian
Doctors Health Program.
Since taking on this role I have been
sometimes disappointed by the lack of
awareness of the services of VDHP
among many of our fellow practitioners
in Victoria. I urge you to check out our
role and services on our website
www.vdhp.org.au and for each doctor
and medical student to recognise and
support the work of VDHP by encouraging your own and your peers‟ access to
education about your health, and early
and appropriate treatment for illness.
Dr E Robyn Mason

Part-time Senior Clinical (Medical) Wanted!
VDHP provides education, prevention, early intervention, access to treatment, case management and undertakes research in relation to doctors' and medical students' health issues. VDHP seeks a part-time Senior Clinician (Medical) with an interest/expertise
in these areas to join the current clinical team. Expertise in general practice and/or addiction medicine may be an advantage but
is not mandatory. Excellent communication, liaison and organisational skills are required. A detailed position description is available at www.vdhp.org.au.
Applications/enquiries may be directed to: Dr Kym Jenkins, Level 8 Aikenhead Building, 27 Victoria Parade, Fitzroy VIC 3065, Ph 03
9495 6011, Email vdhp@vdhp.org.au.

Applications close on Monday 14th December 2009

VDHP launches
Rural Outreach Program

Ms Cheryl Wile

Whilst the number of medical students and doctors seen by the VDHP continues to rise, we are
concerned that rural practitioners may have difficulty accessing our service.
Research has consistently shown that rural doctors can and do experience a great deal of stress,
which can subsequently manifest as burnout,
depression, anxiety, excessive substance use, and
emotional exhaustion. We are certainly mindful
of the difficulties that rural medical practitioners
can experience, including heavy workloads, professional and personal isolation, difficulties in
obtaining locum relief, and difficulties in taking
time away from work to attend to other things –
including their own health.
In an attempt to make the VDHP more accessible to rural doctors, we are pleased to announce the launch of the VDHP „Rural Outreach‟ program. If you are a rural medical
practitioner registered in Victoria and you are experiencing mental health and/or substance use problems, a VDHP clinician would be happy to come and meet with you to
discuss your concerns.

Ms Cheryl Wile
Psychologist &
Case Manager

Appointments can be made by contacting the VDHP via telephone or e-mail. A
clinician will then contact you to arrange a time.

Rural Outreach
Are you a rural doctor experiencing problems with stress, burnout, mental health issues or substance use problems?
Would you like to discuss these issues with someone outside of your immediate community
who may be able to provide assistance and support?
In recognition of the numerous difficulties that rural practitioners can encounter in accessing health services for themselves, the
Victorian Doctors Health Program (VDHP) is now offering an outreach service to rural doctors who would like to speak with someone. Arrangements can be made for a VDHP clinician to come and talk with you at a location convenient for you.

To arrange an appointment please contact VDHP
VICTORIAN DOCTORS

Telephone: 03 9495 6011
Fax: 03 9495 6033
Email: vdhp@vdhp.org.au
Web: www.vdhp.org.au
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