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The High-Performer Mask

Why success makes it harder to ask for help —
and what your body already knows

Seventy-one percent of U.S. CEOs admit to experiencing imposter syndrome. Not
interns. Not new hires. CEOs. The people who look the most put-together are
statistically the most likely to feel like frauds. Which raises an uncomfortable

question: if success doesn't fix the feeling, what exactly are we all performing for?

THE PROBLEM

Achievement as Armor

There's a specific kind of exhaustion that doesn't come from working too hard. It
comes from holding two realities at once: the version of you that everyone sees —
competent, decisive, in control — and the version that exists at 2 AM when the house

is quiet and your chest is tight for no reason you can name.

For high-performing men especially, this gap becomes a lifestyle. Research
consistently shows that men are socialized toward self-reliance, emotional control, and
stoicism as markers of strength. These aren't character flaws — they're survival
strategies that probably served you well for years. The problem is that the same traits

that built your career become the walls that keep help from getting in.
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58%

of men with depression, anxiety, or suicidal thoughts never engage with a

mental health professional

And here's the part no one talks about: the more successful you become, the fewer
people check on you. The higher you climb, the more your environment treats you as
the person who resolves problems, not the person who has them. The feedback loop
closes. You perform competence. People believe it. You perform harder. And the
distance between who you appear to be and how you actually feel gets wider every

quarter.

THE SCIENCE

Your Body Is Already Keeping Score

This isn't just a mindset issue — it's a physiological one. When you chronically
suppress emotional distress while maintaining high cognitive output, your HPA axis
(the stress command center connecting your hypothalamus, pituitary, and adrenal
glands) stays activated. Cortisol stays elevated. And your body starts sending signals
your calendar won't acknowledge: disrupted sleep, jaw tension, GI issues, that

persistent tightness between your shoulder blades.

Research on chronic burnout confirms the connection — sustained performance under
unacknowledged stress correlates with heightened somatic arousal and elevated
cortisol throughout the workday. Your prefrontal cortex (the executive decision-
maker) gets starved of resources while your amygdala (the threat detector) stays on
high alert. You're literally running your brain's emergency system as the daily

operating system.

The mask doesn't just hide how you feel from others. Over time, it hides

how you feel from yourself.




This is where the top-down health perspective matters. Traditional approaches say "fix
the body, the mind follows." But the research increasingly points the other direction:
unresolved psychological stress drives physical breakdown. Your thoughts and

emotional patterns aren't separate from your health — they're upstream of it.

WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT

Five Moves to Start Lowering the Mask

These aren't soft suggestions. They're evidence-informed practices that work with how

your brain is actually wired, not against it.

01
Name the gap, privately.

You don't need to announce it. But acknowledging the distance between your
public performance and your private experience is the first neurological step
toward integration. Research on expressive writing shows that simply
externalizing internal conflict reduces cortisol and improves cognitive function.
Journaling, voice notes, even writing it in your phone's notes app. Get it out of

your head and into something you can look at.

02

Audit your somatic signals weekly.

Spend two minutes on Sunday asking your body what it's holding. Where's the
tension? What's your sleep actually like? How's your digestion? These aren't
random complaints — they're data. Your nervous system is communicating.
Start treating physical symptoms as information, not inconveniences to push

through.

03

Find one person who doesn't need your competence.




Not a direct report. Not a client. Not your spouse who depends on your
stability. Find one relationship — a coach, a therapist, an old friend — where
your value isn't tied to having answers. The 2024 Korn Ferry data found that
senior leaders are the most likely to feel like imposters but the least likely to

have safe spaces to say so.

04

Redefine strength as accuracy, not endurance.

The masculine norm that says strength means pushing through is a survival
strategy, not a performance strategy. Actual strength is the ability to accurately
assess your internal state and respond to it. That takes more courage than
grinding through another 14-hour day. Ask yourself: "Am I being strong, or am

I just being familiar?"

05

Interrupt the performance loop with micro-recovery.

Between meetings, before you shift into the next task, take 90 seconds. Three

slow breaths. Feet on the floor. Ask yourself one question: "How am I actually

doing right now?" Not how the project is doing. Not how the quarter looks. You.

This isn't meditation — it's a nervous system check-in that prevents the kind of

chronic activation that turns stress into disease.

FINAL THOUGHT
The armor that got you here isn't what gets you further — it's what's slowing
you down. The strongest move a high-performer can make isn't working

harder. It's letting one person see what's underneath.




Ready to Stop Performing and Start Leading?

Pegasus Realm offers evidence-based coaching for professionals who are done managing

the mask and ready to build something sustainable. Coaching, neurofeedback, and

wellness strategies — designed for how your brain actually works.
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