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Snacking up a storm? Picking fights with your fiancé? Can’t focus to save your life? Don’t worry, 
you aren’t going cuckoo  —you just have an acute case of bridal brain. It turns out that 
months of stress, detail-wrangling, and heightened emotions can temporarily change your 
brain’s biochemistry, leaving you distracted, indecisive, and irritable. But before you give in 
to your inner bridezilla, you should know that there are ways to stop the insanity. Turn 
the page to learn how to tackle some of brides’ most common symptoms. Remember, it really is 
all in your head.  BY YELENA MOROZ  I  PHOTO ILLUSTRATIONS BY DAN SAELINGER

YOU’RE 

NOT  
CRAZY

NO,

339  



PR
O

P 
ST

Y
LI

ST
: W

EN
D

Y
 S

C
H

EL
A

H
. R

IN
G

: S
CO

TT
 K

AY
. C

H
O

CO
LA

TE
-S

TA
TI

ST
IC

  
SO

U
R

C
E:

 A
M

ER
IC

A
N

 C
H

EM
IC

A
L 

SO
C

IE
TY

’S
 J

O
U

R
N

A
L 

O
F 

PR
O

TE
O

M
E 

R
ES

EA
R

C
H

.

Research shows that 
eating this amount  
of dark chocolate 
daily for at least two 
weeks can make you 
feel less stressed out. 

1.4 
ounces

YOU WANT TO KILL…EVERYONE

Here’s why Big changes like—hello!—getting married 
can trigger the stress response, flooding your body 
with hormones that prep you to deal with challenges, 
says Esther Sternberg, a professor of psychology 
research at American University in Washington, D.C., 
and author of Healing Spaces: The Science of Place and 
Well-Being. The downside: “Chronic high stress can 
hijack the thinking part of the brain so responses are 
guided solely by the emotions of the moment,” says 
Ratey. So instead of simply fantasizing about telling 
off your FMIL, you might actually (hoo...boy) do it. 
The cure Spend quality time with Mother Nature, says 
Sternberg. Trees are the planet’s chill pill   —just looking at 
them spurs the production of endorphins, neuro trans-
mitters that create a feeling of well-being. Want to up 
the endorphin effect even further? Exercise outdoors. 

Here’s why “When you 
spend time jumping from 
detail to detail, information 
flies back and forth, causing 
the brain’s circuits to heat up 
and overload,” says Emmons. 
“This can leave you impatient 
and unfocused.” Stress also 

contributes by increasing the 
production of cortisol, a hor-
mone that affects the brain’s 
memory center. This can come 
back to bite you at exactly the 
wrong time. “Ever known a 
bride to forget her vows?” 
Emmons asks. 

The cure Take regular breaks, 
and enlist pals’ help with your 
to-do list. Stay alert by feeding 
your brain with low-glycemic 
foods, like nuts, yogurt, and 
fresh fruit, which provide a 
slow, steady supply of sugar 
mole cules. Another attention 

booster: omega-3 fats (fish oil 
is a good source), which help 
produce myelin. “It’s the oil 
that keeps your brain running,” 
says Mike Green, director of 
the Nutrition and Behaviour 
Laboratory at Aston University 
in Birmingham, England.

YOU CAN’T DECIDE ON A DRESS

Here’s why “The brain can 
only process about seven new 
options at once,” says Sheena 
Iyengar, a business professor at 
Columbia University and author 
of The Art of Choosing. So when 
you’re faced with an infinite 
number of necklines, you’re on a  
one-way road to Indecisionville. 
The cure Find ways to reduce 
your options: Tear photos of 
gowns you like from magazines, 
and make mental notes of styles 
you dislike . That way, you can 
give salon staff some direction 
so you’ll all focus on your best 

options. And before you shop, 
rev up your decision-making 
ability with a walk, a jog, or 
some tennis: Aerobic exercise 
activates a net work of tiny 
blood vessels, allowing your 
brain cells to fuel up faster. It  
also kick-starts the production 
of a protein called BDNF. “It’s  
like Miracle-Gro for the mind  ,” 
says John J. Ratey, a clinical 
associate professor of psychiatry 
at Harvard Medical School and 
author of Spark: The Revolu-
tionary New Science of Exercise 
and the Brain. 

YOU HAVE THE ATTENTION SPAN OF A FRUIT FLY

YOU’RE BEAT, BUT YOU CAN’T SLEEP 
 
Here’s why If, each time you 
lie down, you envision a big-day 
disaster (MIA ’maids! a ripped 
hem!), you’re going to feel fear-
ful and anxious, which elevates 
stress levels, says Henry Emmons, 
an integrative psychiatrist and 
author of The Chemistry of Calm. 
The result ? An increase in gluco-
corticoid, a stress hormone that 
can curtail sleep. And the less 
sleep you get, the more gluco-
corticoid you produce.

The cure Get into the zzzone 
by scheduling exercise in the a.m. 
Evening gym visits can tamper 
with your sleep, inhibiting the 
production of melatonin, a hor-
mone that regulates the sleep 
cycle. Meditating before bed also 
primes you for snoozing ; deep 
breathing relaxes the body and 
the mind. Another insomnia 
buster? Sex. Orgasms release 
oxytocin, a hormone that sends 
you to la-la land pronto.
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BRIDE VS. GROOM
A Battle of the Brains
Fact: The emotional center of a woman’s brain 
is larger than a man’s. (Shocking, we know.) 
Which means you two may react very differ-
ently to the same situation. Take a look: 

When a childhood friend returns an  
RSVP of “no”…
You wonder what you did to offend her.
He opens a beer and watches The Hangover.
WHY Women analyze relationships and work 
hard to preserve them; men —not so much.

The moment you got engaged...
You spilled the news to everyone in your office.
He quietly told his best buds.
WHY Women are all about bonding and com-
municating; men’s brains have smaller verbal  
centers. (A rush of testosterone actually  
shrinks the area in the womb!)

When the wedding to-do list gets  
overwhelming…
You post about it on Facebook.
He gets down to business.
WHY Women find comfort in social groups; 
men are wired for action. 

When choosing wedding colors…
You spend weeks deciding between aqua and  
turquoise.
He thinks blue is blue.
WHY Women like to spend time deliberating; 
men streamline their decision-making.

When your FMIL tries to take over...
You fume but hold your tongue.   
He calls her out on it.
WHY Women have an aversion to conflict; men 
prefer to face it head-on.

On the wedding night…
You get turned on when he says, “I love you.”
He gets turned on by your boobs.
WHY Women need romance to get aroused; 
men are stimulated by what they see.

YOU CAN’T STOP EATING CUPCAKES

Here’s why Reason one: Stress makes you eat by 
stoking your appetite. Reason two: Your brain is trying 
to self-medicate  by making you crave sugar and carbs, 
which cause the release of mood-boosting serotonin.
The cure Instead of making a bakery run, plug into 
your favorite tunes. “Your brain thinks, I’ve heard this 
before, and it’s good, and you start to produce the feel-
good chemical,” says Eric Jensen, author of Music With 
the Brain in Mind. Still can’t put down that fork? Try this 
trick: Use a smaller plate when you eat—you may fool 
your brain into thinking you’re having a larger portion 
and feel more sated, says Jeff Brunstrom, an experimen-
tal psychologist at the University of Bristol, in England.

YOUR AMEX CARD IS MELTING

Here’s why Evolution gave us 
big brains but not a whole lot  
of financial common sense. “Our 
ancestors dealt with tangible 
things, not credit cards,” says 
Scott Huettel, an associate 
professor of psychology and 
neuroscience at Duke University. 
Which means that managing 
a five-figure wedding budget 
can be a disaster in the making. 
After all, when you’re hemor-
rhaging cash to the tune of 
$25,000, your brain may not 

even flinch at the thought of 
$500 for Jimmy Choos.
The cure Avoid online shop-
ping (it encourages impulsive-
ness), and be as hands-on as 
possible : Walk into a store, inter-
act with salespeople , and touch 
each object before purchasing. 
Also think about the items on 
your list in terms of experience, 
not price. What do you value 
more—a $500 Rolls-Royce limo 
rental, or an upgrade to a 
honey moon suite?

YOUR SEX DRIVE IS STUCK IN PARK 

Here’s why All that wedding anxiety activates the 
amygdala, the teeny part of your brain that processes 
fear. But here’s the rub: In order for you to have an 
orgasm and enjoy sex to the fullest, your amygdala has 
to be turned way, way down. 
The cure Deal with your freak-outs by writing your 
worries down. “The physical act of getting concerns on 
paper takes the job away from the cortex, the thinking 
part of the brain, so it doesn’t have to worry about 
your tasks,” says Emmons. Just make sure you put pen 
to paper long before you hit the sheets —you want  
to give your amygdala plenty of time to register that 
it’s off-duty before the hanky-panky begins.


