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    To my partner who patiently listened to my nightly ruminations and practice lectures.

      

    



  	
        
            
            I wasn't afraid of slowing down.
I was afraid of falling apart
if I did.


    



About the Author

Dr. Ben Reinking is the founder of The Developing
Doctor, a platform dedicated to helping high-achieving
professionals navigate the mental health challenges that often
accompany success.

Ben is a physician-educator who blends evidence-based
psychology with practical coaching. For years, people described him
as “on top of it all.” What they didn’t see was the mental hamster
wheel, the sleepless nights, and the fear of dropping the ball.

He thought he was just detail-oriented until he
broke.

That breaking point led him deep into the research on
anxiety, cognitive behavioral therapy, and sustainable performance.
He tested every evidence-based tool he could find and built a
system that allowed him to maintain his edge without sacrificing
his peace of mind.

This book is that system.

It's not therapy-speak or vague advice. It's a clear,
practical roadmap for anyone who wants to calm their mind without
losing their drive.
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If you’ve ever looked calm on the outside while
secretly unraveling on the inside, this book is for you.







Introduction: The Calm Before the Storm

Let’s start with a confession. I don’t have it all
figured out. Admitting that is still hard.

It was 2:17 a.m.I lay in bed rehearsing slides for a
lecture I was scheduled to give in a few hours. It was a talk I had
delivered countless times, one I could probably give without a
PowerPoint, yet I was convinced that I was unprepared and
unqualified. The next morning, my partner, who had slept through my
midnight rehearsal, asked why I looked so tired. When I explained,
he said, “That’s not normal. You need help.”

I laughed and replied, “ I am just detail-oriented.”
His response, “Still not normal. You are exhausted. Maybe you
should talk to someone?” For whatever reason, his words landed.


Success without peace, or sleep, isn’t success. It’s
survival.



If you’ve smiled at colleagues while your stomach was
doing Olympic-level gymnastics, you’re in good company. And if
people describe you as “put-together” while you quietly wonder how
much longer you can keep your head above water, then you’ve found
your field guide.

This book is for the over-preparer, the relentless
hard worker, the reliably excellent friend. It’s for anyone who has
mistaken the hum of anxiety for the sound of ambition. My journey
from being "on top of it all" to actually enjoying it all is the
foundation of the system you’re about to learn.

Let's begin.





Chapter 1. The Big Why

On the outside, you are calm and collected. On the
inside, it can feel like a category - five hurricane. Unlike
classic anxiety disorders that can be debilitating,
high-functioning anxiety doesn’t keep you from your duties. It
often masquerades as excellence. You’re the one who never misses a
deadline, the friend who never forgets a birthday, the employee who
anticipates every problem.

From the outside, it looks like success. On the
inside, you are constantly in overdrive. Convinced you are one
misstep away from failure,

Why This Matters

Left unchecked, this driven energy becomes a ticking
time bomb. The usual outcomes aren’t dramatic failures but burnout,
strained relationships, health problems, and a life spent worrying
instead of living. Even subclinical levels of anxiety (meaning
anxiety that doesn’t meet diagnostic criteria) are linked to
increased risk of cardiovascular disease, and chronic anxiety leads
to sleep disturbances and other mental health problems. Anxiety
also seeps into relationships: couples who experience higher
anxiety report lower marital satisfaction. Research shows people
often delay seeking help; a cross‑national survey found the median
delay between anxiety onset and first treatment contact ranges from
three to thirty years. You don’t have to wait until everything
falls apart.

A High‑Functioning Example

I love the Olympics! Watching athletes perform at the
highest level is inspiring. The ability to perform at that level is
a combination of genetic luck, years of hard work, resilience, and
a strong support system. It requires attention to detail and a
growth mindset. That level of success also comes with immense
pressure and is the perfect setup for high-functioning anxiety to
take hold and thrive.

How many times have we witnessed the gold medal
favorite falter on the world’s biggest stage? It is rarely, if
ever, due to a lack of physical preparation. In recent years,
high-profile Olympic athletes, including Simone Biles and Michael
Phelps, have spoken openly about their struggles with anxiety. They
have also found success after seeking support to deal with the
anxiety.

Simone, for instance, withdrew from several events at
the Tokyo 2020 Olympics due to mental‑health concerns. Many
dismissed her decision as weakness. Yet four years later, she
returned to the 2024 Paris Olympics and led Team USA to gold,
winning the individual all‑around and vault titles. Her story
illustrates that addressing anxiety is not the secret ingredient to
success; it’s the path back to sustainable excellence.

You do not need to be an Olympic-level athlete to have
high-functioning anxiety. I am just an ordinary guy. I thought my
anxiety was just dedication. I worried that if I relaxed, I would
miss something crucial. High-functioning anxiety hides in plain
sight. It looks like competence but feels like captivity.

I finally realized: success means nothing if it costs
you your peace of mind.

What Is High-Functioning Anxiety?

High-functioning anxiety is the experience of
persistent worry, perfectionism, and inner restlessness that
coexist with external success. Unlike clinical anxiety disorders
that impair daily functioning, high-functioning anxiety often fuels
achievement, at least in the short term. People with
high‑functioning anxiety continue to face their fears and meet
responsibilities while covering their symptoms, which is why the
Mayo Clinic notes that the term isn’t recognized by formal
diagnostic manuals.

In other words, you meet deadlines, maintain
relationships, and appear confident. But internally, you're driven
by fear of failure, constantly second-guessing yourself, and unable
to relax even when you "should" be able to.

The key characteristics:


	Outward success masking inner
turmoil

	Perfectionism and over-preparation

	Difficulty relaxing or "turning
off."

	Fear of disappointing others

	Constant mental rehearsal and rumination



Research consistently shows that chronic anxiety, even
when it doesn't meet diagnostic criteria for an anxiety disorder,
takes a measurable toll. A 2019 study in the Journal of Anxiety
Disorders found that subclinical anxiety was associated with
increased risk of cardiovascular disease, sleep disorders, and
relationship dissatisfaction.

Another study tracking high-achieving professionals
over five years found that those with perfectionistic tendencies
and chronic worry were three times more likely to burnout.

The message is clear: you can't outrun anxiety with
achievement. Success, propelled by perfectionism, reinforces habits
that become unsustainable.

There’s a useful principle here. The Yerkes–Dodson law
suggests that performance improves with arousal up to a point. And
then it declines. In other words, a little pressure is helpful; it
is what allows athletes to break world records at the Olympics.
Chronic, unchecked pressure is performance poison, the thing that
causes the same athletes to crash and burn when it matters
most.

Your Edge, Reimagined

You don’t need to lower your standards or abandon
ambition. You need a new relationship with pressure. You



	A framework for recognizing anxiety’s disguises

	Research-backed tools to calm your body and mind

	Practical scripts and exercises for work, home, and high-stakes
moments

	A plan for thriving long term—without white-knuckling your way
through it





Coaching Exercise: Your Anxiety Inventory



	I replay conversations in my head, analyzing what I said or
should have said. ___

	I have trouble relaxing because I feel like I should be doing
something productive. ___

	People describe me as "put together," but I feel like I'm
barely holding it together. ___

	I say yes to commitments even when I'm already overwhelmed.
___

	I check my work multiple times because I'm afraid of making
mistakes. ___

	I feel guilty when I'm not being productive. ___

	I worry about letting people down. ___

	I have physical symptoms of stress (headaches, stomach issues,
muscle tension) that I ignore or push through. ___

	I compare myself to others and feel like I'm falling short.
___

	I feel like I need to be "on" all the time. ___





	0-10: You have some anxious tendencies, but they're not
dominating your life.

	11-25: Moderate high-functioning anxiety. You're managing, but
at a cost.

	26-40: High levels of high-functioning anxiety. This book is
definitely for you.





	Which statements resonated most strongly?

	When did you first notice these patterns?

	What would change in your life if these patterns eased?
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