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Understanding Stress and Adrenal Health
Cortisol
What is Cortisol?
Cortisol is a steroid hormone produced by the adrenal glands in response to stress. It plays a vital role 
in regulating metabolism, blood sugar levels, inflammation, and the body’s stress response. Cortisol 
levels naturally fluctuate throughout the day, peaking in the morning and declining by evening. 
Chronic stress, however, can disrupt these rhythms and lead to health complications.

Why Test for Cortisol?
Testing cortisol is essential for evaluating adrenal gland function and identifying potential hormonal 
imbalances. It provides valuable insights into conditions such as adrenal insufficiency, Cushing’s 
syndrome, and ways to address symptoms of chronic stress. 

Clinical Significance of Cortisol Levels

High Cortisol Levels:
Elevated Cortisol levels may indicate:

•  Chronic stress or prolonged activation of the stress response

• Cushing’s syndrome (overproduction of cortisol)

• Adrenal gland tumors or hyperplasia

• Prolonged use of corticosteroid medications

Elevated cortisol can suppress the immune system, increase abdominal weight gain, raise blood 
pressure, and heighten the risk of metabolic syndrome. It may also impair memory, disrupt sleep, 
cause mood disorders, weaken muscles, trigger skin issues like acne, and imbalance hormones, 
reducing libido.

Low Cortisol Levels:
Low Cortisol levels are less common but may be associated with:

• Adrenal insufficiency (Addison’s disease)

• Pituitary gland dysfunction affecting ACTH production

• Chronic fatigue syndrome or prolonged stress burnout

When to Consider Cortisol Testing:
Cortisol testing is particularly beneficial for:

• Evaluating patients with symptoms of fatigue, weight gain, or unexplained stress-related health 
concerns

• Diagnosing adrenal insufficiency or overproduction of cortisol

• Monitoring the effectiveness of treatment for adrenal-related disorders

• Identifying diurnal patterns in patients with disrupted sleep or stress response

Actionable Insights:
Understanding cortisol levels allows for targeted interventions to improve adrenal function and stress 
management. Elevated cortisol often requires stress-reduction strategies, lifestyle modifications, and 
potential medical interventions to manage underlying conditions. Supplementation can include 
Boswellia, Ashwagandha, and Vitamin C. Low cortisol levels may require further evaluation for adrenal 
insufficiency or the need for hormone replacement therapy.

Serum vs Saliva: 
The choice between serum cortisol and saliva cortisol testing depends on the clinical context and 
preference. Serum cortisol is better for acute and diagnostic assessments of adrenal disorders, while 
saliva cortisol is preferred for chronic stress evaluation and understanding cortisol's daily rhythm. 
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