
The Brain Chemistry of Mood & Connection

1 Meet the Messengers

DA Dopamine
THE  "WANTING"  &  MOTIVATION  SIGNAL

MOOD Drives motivation, focus, and anticipation of
reward. Low drive can feel like flatness or
"why bother."

BONDS Fuels the excitement and craving of new
romance; makes a partner feel rewarding to be
near.

Myth: It's the "pleasure" chemical. It's more about wanting
and pursuing than enjoying.

5-HT Serotonin
THE  MOOD  STABILIZER

MOOD Helps regulate mood, impulse control, sleep,
and appetite; supports feeling settled and
content.

BONDS Shifts during early infatuation, which may
contribute to obsessive, can't-stop-thinking-
about-them feelings.

Myth: Depression = "low serotonin." Research doesn't
support that simple story; mood is far more complex.

OT Oxytocin
THE  BONDING  &  TRUST  SIGNAL

MOOD Linked to calm, safety, and lowered stress
reactivity in safe company.

BONDS Released with touch, hugs, intimacy,
childbirth, and nursing; strengthens trust and
closeness.

Myth: The "love hormone" makes everyone kinder. It can also
heighten in-group loyalty and social sensitivity.

AVP Vasopressin
THE  COMMITMENT  &  PROTECTION  SIGNAL

MOOD Involved in social memory and stress
responses.

BONDS Associated with long-term pair bonding,
partner protectiveness, and (in excess)
jealousy or guarding.

Note: Much of the evidence comes from animal studies (e.g.,
prairie voles); human findings are more modest.

END Endorphins
THE  NATURAL  PAINKILLER

MOOD Ease pain and stress; contribute to the warm
glow after exercise, laughter, or a good cry.

BONDS Shared laughter, singing, dancing, and touch
release them, which helps groups feel
connected.

Tip: Laughing together is one of the fastest ways to feel
closer.

NE Norepinephrine
THE  ALERTNESS  &  AROUSAL  SIGNAL

MOOD Sharpens attention and energy; too much
shows up as anxiety, irritability, and a racing
heart.

BONDS Behind the pounding heart, sweaty palms, and
sleeplessness of a new crush.

Note: Arousal from fear and attraction can feel alike, so the
body can mislabel one as the other.

GABA GABA
THE  BRAKES

MOOD The brain's main calming messenger; quiets
overactive signaling and supports rest and
sleep.

BONDS A calmer nervous system makes it easier to
listen, stay present, and not react during
conflict.

Tip: Slow breathing and relaxation practices help engage the
body's calming systems.

CORT
Cortisol
THE  STRESS  HORMONE  (NOT  A
NEUROTRANSMITTER)

MOOD Helpful in short bursts; long-term elevation is
linked to fatigue, low mood, and worry.

BONDS Chronic conflict keeps it high; supportive
partners and safe touch help bring it down.

Note: Included because it interacts with all the messengers
above.

Neurotransmitters carry signals between nerve cells. Oxytocin and vasopressin act as both hormones and brain messengers.

PSYCHOEDUCAT ION  HANDOUT

Your brain uses chemical messengers to shape how you feel, what you want, and how you bond
with others. None of them is a simple "happy chemical" — each has a job, and they work as a team.

                         



2 How Chemistry Changes as Love Develops

Based on Helen Fisher's model. The stages overlap and can coexist; they're a useful map, not a strict sequence.

3 At a Glance

MESSENGER MAIN FEELING WHEN IT'S BALANCED WHEN IT'S OFF

Dopamine "I want that" Motivated, curious, goal-directed Low drive, or chasing quick rewards

Serotonin "I'm okay" Steady mood, patience, good
sleep

Irritability, rumination, sleep/appetite
changes

Oxytocin "I'm safe with
you"

Trust, warmth, closeness Disconnection, guardedness

Vasopressin "I've got you" Loyalty, protectiveness Jealousy, possessiveness

Endorphins "That felt good" Comfort, ease, playfulness More sensitive to pain and stress

Norepinephrine "Pay attention!" Alert, energized, focused Anxious, on edge, reactive

GABA "Slow down" Calm, able to rest Restless, tense, hard to unwind

Cortisol "Brace yourself" Rises to meet a challenge, then
falls

Stuck "on": worn out, worried, snappy

Everyday ways to support these systems

Move your body — exercise supports dopamine,
endorphins, and stress recovery.

Safe touch — hugs, holding hands, and cuddling
encourage oxytocin.

Laugh and play together — shared joy releases
endorphins.

Get daylight and sleep — both help regulate mood
systems.

Slow your breath — calms the stress response during
conflict.

Try new things together — novelty brings back some
early-romance spark.

Keep in mind

You can't "read" your chemistry from your feelings,
and no one is just their chemicals.

Fading butterflies isn't fading love; it often means
attachment is taking over.

Strong attraction doesn't mean a relationship is healthy
or right for you.

Supplements and "hacks" claiming to boost a specific
chemical are mostly unproven.

Medication questions belong with a prescriber.

Chemistry pushes; you choose. Brain chemicals create urges and feelings, but they don't decide your
actions. You can notice the pull of craving, anxiety, or jealousy, make room for it, and still act on what matters
to you — like kindness, honesty, and commitment.

Desire
Testosterone · Estrogen

Sex hormones drive general attraction
and libido. It's broad, not yet focused
on one person.

STAGE  1

Attraction
Dopamine · Norepinephrine ·
Serotonin shifts

Focus narrows to one person. Energy,
craving, obsessive thoughts, and
butterflies. Intense, but not built to
last.

STAGE  2

Attachment
Oxytocin · Vasopressin

The rush settles into calm, security,
and partnership. Built through time,
trust, and shared experience.

STAGE  3
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