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THE PATTERN

“I AM this role.”

What's Underneath

Somewhere along the way, the line between what you do and who you are disappeared. This wasn't
weakness. It was efficiency. When you fully become your role, you perform it brilliantly. That merge
enabled your success.

But now you can't see where the role ends and you begin. Retirement feels like disappearing. Career
change feels like losing yourself. The fusion that served you became a cage.

Where Else It Shows Up
VACATION ANXIETY RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS
Extended time away creates unease rather than Your partner, kids, or friends might not fully know
relief. Without the role to structure your days who you are outside of work context. You might
and define your purpose, you feel adrift. not either. The role became the whole
personality.
HEALTH DECISIONS HOBBIES & INTERESTS
You push through illness or ignore warning signs Old interests atrophied from neglect. New ones
because stepping back from the role, even never developed. When asked what you do for
temporarily, feels like a survival threat. fun, the answer often circles back to work.
What Helps

Start small. Find one activity, relationship, or interest that has nothing to do with your professional
identity. Not to replace work, but to create dimension. You're adding, not subtracting.

Practice introducing yourself without your title. Notice how uncomfortable it is. That discomfort is
information about how fused you've become.

The goal isn't to abandon professional identity. It's to hold it more loosely. You can be excellent at
what you do without being only what you do.

THE SUCCESS TRAP 1/2



THE IDENTITY TRAP

Four Questions
No right answers. Just honest reflection for you to keep.

ONE
The last real stretch of time you had away, what did you actually do with the middle
ofit?

Whatever that was, it's what's still there when the role isn't.

TWO
If the person closest to you had to describe you for five minutes without mentioning
your work, how far would they get?

Wherever they'd stop is where the material ran out.

THREE
Think of the last time you worked through something you'd have sent anyone else
home for. What would most likely have happened if you'd stopped?

Now ask who would have had to cover for you, and whether they could have.

FOUR
The last time someone asked what you'll do when this is over, what did you say?

Whatever came out, you had it ready. Nobody assembles that answer on the spot.

Nobody is asking you to walk away. The skill is real, the relationships are real, and the reasons
you got good at this are real. None of that is what's caught. What's caught is that all of it ended
up in one place, and unpicking that is measured in years. Which is worth knowing before you
decide you've left it too late.

@ CLIF MATHEWS clifmathews.com
The Success Trap - © 2026 ’


https://www.clifmathews.com/
https://www.clifmathews.com/

