
“If I were to let my life be taken over by what is urgent, I might very well never get around to 

what is essential. It’s so easy to spend your whole time being preoccupied with urgent matters 

and never starting to live, really live.” 

-Henri J.M. Nouwen 

 
 We are busy. And we live in a culture that rewards busy. Productivity and cramming 

every minute of our day with “something important” is seen as a badge of honor. In recent 

years, there has been a trend of over functioning anxiety in mental health. Over functioning 

anxiety means that we must constantly be doing something- usually something that appears 

productive- for us to avoid acknowledging that we are anxious. Over functioning when we have 

anxiety gives us the illusion that we have control over our lives. It puts a defensive wall up to 

others because it appears we have it all together. Over functioning in anxiety is also a fruitless 

attempt to feel fulfilled. If everyone around us thinks we have our stuff together that means we 

really do right? The reality is that over-functioners internal worlds are usually a mess. 

Productivity is a way for us to attempt to ignore that internal mess.  

 When COVID-19 ground our productivity to a halt, a significant number of people could 

no longer engage in over functioning behavior and there has been an increase in the diagnosis 

of anxiety disorders. About 31% of the general population suffer anxiety symptoms at some 

point in their lives and multiple studies have shown that they have increased significantly in the 

past year. Many over-functioners were forced to acknowledge anxious symptoms. Others 

started to have those same symptoms due to pandemic-related issues such as loss of income, 

worries about health, and social isolation. Symptoms of anxiety including inability or difficulty 

controlling worry, racing and ruminating thoughts, insomnia, a feeling of impending doom or that 

something bad will happen, increased irritability, difficulty concentrating, and even physiological 

effects (easily fatigued, muscle tension, gastrointestinal distress).  

 It is important to recognize these signs and get appropriate help. Anxiety symptoms and 

disorders are not something someone needs to suffer alone. With treatment, anxiety disorders 

can improve or even resolve.  


