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Cortisol interpretation guide
Free Cortisol

Normal

High

High

Normal

Cortisol Metabolites

Normal

High

Very High

High

Metabolism Rates

Not High

Not High

High

High

Normal Function

This is a healthy response to stress.
HPA axis is up-regulated, but may
not be chronic to the point of
causing dysfunction. Focus should
on lowering cortisol.

This implies stress or HPA
stimulation that is potentially
long-term as metabolism rates
have been increased.

Metabolism rates increased
perhaps after long-term
stress, or from insulin
resistance or obesity or
another reason.
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Cortisol is not cleared as it
should be. This may not be
a problem, but could be a
sign of nutrient deficiencies
or hypothyroidism

High cortisol without an
overactive HPA-axis. Cortisol not
clearing, suggesting sluggish
metabolism induced hypercortisol.
Possible nutrient deficiency or
hypothyroidism.

Cortisol deficiency caused
at least partly by increased
metabolism. Chronic fatigue
syndrome may present this way

True adrenal insufficiency

extreme adrenal exhaustion

complete adrenal exhaustion

Interpretation

Clinical Implication

Free Cortisol

Interpretation

Adrenal exhaustion
Clinical Implication

(this state shows as“normal”
in saliva testing)

Adrenal exhaustion
(NOT caused by overactive adrenals,
would not be evident in saliva
testing)
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