
What  Causes  High  Cortisol?
Understanding  Stress,
Hormones,  and  Cortisol
Imbalance
Cortisol is one of the most talked-about hormones in women’s
health. You may have heard that chronic stress can cause “high
cortisol,” make it harder to lose belly fat, interfere with
sleep, or leave you feeling exhausted.

But cortisol is much more complicated than simply being a
“bad” stress hormone.

Your  body  needs  cortisol  to  function  properly.  It  helps
regulate  blood  sugar,  metabolism,  blood  pressure,
inflammation, and the body’s response to stress. The problem
occurs  when  cortisol  production  or  exposure  is  abnormal,
particularly when cortisol remains excessively elevated over
time. (Endocrine Society)

So what actually causes high cortisol?

The answer ranges from temporary situations such as stress or
acute illness to medications and, much less commonly, medical
conditions such as Cushing syndrome.

Understanding  the  difference  is  important  because  feeling
stressed, gaining weight, or having trouble sleeping does not
automatically mean you have a cortisol disorder.

What Is Cortisol?
Cortisol is a steroid hormone produced by your adrenal glands,
which sit above your kidneys.
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Your brain and adrenal glands work together through a system
called  the  hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal  (HPA)  axis  to
regulate cortisol production.

When  your  body  encounters  stress,  the  brain  signals  the
pituitary  gland  to  release  a  hormone  called
adrenocorticotropic  hormone  (ACTH).  ACTH  then  signals  the
adrenal glands to produce cortisol.

Cortisol has several important jobs.

It helps your body:

Respond to stress
Regulate blood sugar
Control metabolism
Regulate blood pressure
Reduce inflammation
Maintain salt and water balance
Convert carbohydrates, fats, and proteins into energy
Support certain processes during pregnancy

In other words, cortisol itself isn’t the enemy. Your body
needs the right amount at the right time. (Endocrine Society)

What Does “High Cortisol” Actually
Mean?
This is where a lot of confusion occurs.

Someone might say, “I know my cortisol is high because I’m
stressed and gaining belly fat.”

But symptoms alone cannot establish that cortisol is medically
elevated.

Cortisol naturally changes throughout the day, and levels can
also be influenced by circumstances such as stress, exercise,
pregnancy, illness, and certain medications. Even a cortisol
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test outside the usual range doesn’t necessarily mean a person
has a disease. (MedlinePlus)

There is an important distinction between:

Temporary cortisol elevation

and

Persistent pathological cortisol excess.

A stressful day can temporarily increase cortisol. That’s a
normal response.

Persistent excessive cortisol exposure can be associated with
Cushing syndrome, a medical condition that requires evaluation
and treatment.

1.  Chronic  Stress  Can  Affect
Cortisol
Stress is one of the most common reasons people associate
cortisol with their symptoms.

When you experience a stressful situation, your body activates
its  stress  response.  Cortisol  helps  provide  energy  and
supports the body’s response to the challenge.

Stress can come from many sources:

Work
Financial concerns
Relationship problems
Caregiving
Major life changes
Lack of downtime
Emotional stress
Ongoing anxiety
Physical stress
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However, it’s important not to oversimplify this into the idea
that every person with chronic stress has a cortisol disorder.

Stress can influence cortisol, but persistent high cortisol
caused by a medical disorder is a different issue.

2. Certain Steroid Medications
One  of  the  most  important  causes  of  excessive  cortisol
exposure is actually medication.

Corticosteroid medications are used to treat many inflammatory
and  autoimmune  conditions.  Examples  include  prednisone  and
other glucocorticoid medicines.

When these medications are used in high doses or for prolonged
periods, they can produce effects similar to having too much
cortisol in the body.

The  Endocrine  Society  identifies  medically  prescribed
corticosteroids as the most common cause of Cushing syndrome.
(Endocrine Society)

Steroid medications can be administered in different forms,
including:

Pills
Injections
Inhalers
Some topical preparations
Other medical formulations

This is one reason it’s important to tell your healthcare
provider  about  all  medications  you’re  taking,  rather  than
assuming that only pills matter.

And if you take a steroid medication, do not stop it suddenly
on your own. Your healthcare provider may need to gradually
reduce the dose depending on the medication and circumstances.
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(Endocrine Society)

3. Cushing Syndrome
Cushing syndrome occurs when the body is exposed to too much
cortisol over an extended period.

It can result from corticosteroid medication or from the body
producing excessive cortisol itself. (Endocrine Society)

Endogenous Cushing syndrome is uncommon.

When the body itself produces too much cortisol, possible
causes  include  problems  involving  the  pituitary  gland  or
adrenal glands.

The pituitary gland
The pituitary gland produces ACTH.

A usually benign pituitary tumor can produce too much ACTH,
causing the adrenal glands to make excessive cortisol.

This specific condition is called Cushing disease.

The adrenal glands
The adrenal glands themselves can develop tumors that produce
excess cortisol.

ACTH-producing tumors elsewhere
In rare cases, a tumor outside the pituitary gland can produce
ACTH, which stimulates the adrenal glands to make too much
cortisol. (Endocrine Society)

These  conditions  are  very  different  from  simply  having  a
stressful week.
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4.  Acute  Illness  and  Physical
Stress
Being physically ill can also affect cortisol levels.

Cortisol is part of the body’s response to physical stress, so
illness can temporarily influence cortisol measurements.

MedlinePlus notes that cortisol levels can be affected by
stress and acute illness, among other factors. (MedlinePlus)

This  is  one  reason  a  single  cortisol  result  should  not
automatically be interpreted as proof of a chronic hormone
disorder.

Your healthcare provider considers the test result together
with your symptoms, medical history, medications, and other
relevant testing.

5. Exercise Can Temporarily Affect
Cortisol
Exercise is an important part of a healthy lifestyle, but
physical activity itself is a form of physiological stress.

Cortisol can change in response to exercise.

That does not mean exercise is bad for your hormones.

Regular  physical  activity  has  many  health  benefits.  The
important point is that cortisol is dynamic and responds to
what is happening in your body.

MedlinePlus specifically lists exercise among factors that can
affect cortisol test results. (MedlinePlus)

So if you exercise regularly, don’t assume that a temporary
change in cortisol means you’ve damaged your hormones.
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6.  Pregnancy  Can  Change  Cortisol
Measurements
Pregnancy is another situation in which cortisol physiology
changes.

The  body  undergoes  substantial  hormonal  changes  during
pregnancy, and cortisol measurements can be affected.

MedlinePlus lists pregnancy as one factor that can influence
cortisol levels. (MedlinePlus)

This  is  particularly  important  because  pregnancy  requires
specialized interpretation of certain hormone tests.

If  you’re  pregnant,  trying  to  conceive,  or  recently  gave
birth,  tell  your  healthcare  provider  before  interpreting
hormone test results.
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7.  Some  Medications  Can  Affect
Cortisol Testing
Medication isn’t limited to steroid drugs.

Certain other medications can influence cortisol measurements
or the way cortisol is interpreted.

For example, MedlinePlus notes that birth control pills can
affect cortisol test results. (MedlinePlus)

This  doesn’t  necessarily  mean  the  medication  is  causing
harmful cortisol excess.

It means that your healthcare provider needs to know what
medications you’re taking when evaluating hormone results.

Always provide a complete medication and supplement list when
discussing abnormal hormone tests.

Signs  That  May  Occur  With
Persistent Cortisol Excess
Cushing  syndrome  can  produce  a  variety  of  physical  and
metabolic changes.

Possible features include:

Weight gain, particularly around the face, abdomen, and
chest
Muscle weakness
High blood pressure
High blood glucose
Menstrual changes
Changes in the skin
Osteoporosis
Mood or cognitive changes
Easy bruising
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Fatigue

The Endocrine Society emphasizes that many individual symptoms
associated  with  Cushing  syndrome  are  also  common  in  the
general population. Therefore, having one or two of these
symptoms does not mean you have Cushing syndrome. (Endocrine
Society)

The  pattern,  severity,  progression,  and  combination  of
symptoms matter.

What About Belly Fat and Cortisol?
You’ve probably seen claims that cortisol is responsible for
belly fat.

There  is  a  legitimate  connection  between  cortisol  and
metabolism, and prolonged cortisol excess in Cushing syndrome
can be associated with weight gain and changes in body-fat
distribution.

But that doesn’t mean every woman with abdominal weight gain
has “high cortisol.”

Abdominal fat can be influenced by many factors, including:

Overall calorie intake
Physical activity
Muscle mass
Genetics
Age
Sleep
Medications
Menopause and other hormonal changes
Medical conditions

Therefore,  it  is  not  appropriate  to  diagnose  a  cortisol
problem  simply  because  someone  carries  weight  around  her
abdomen.

https://www.endocrine.org/clinical-practice-guidelines/diagnosis-of-cushing-syndrome?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.endocrine.org/clinical-practice-guidelines/diagnosis-of-cushing-syndrome?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Can Poor Sleep Increase Cortisol?
Sleep  and  the  body’s  stress-response  system  are  closely
connected, and poor sleep can influence hormonal regulation.

However, it’s important to distinguish between factors that
can  influence  cortisol  and  a  diagnosed  disorder  causing
pathological cortisol excess.

If  you’re  regularly  sleeping  poorly,  it  is  still  worth
addressing  because  quality  sleep  is  an  important  part  of
overall health.

Instead of becoming obsessed with “lowering cortisol,” focus
on healthy habits such as:

Maintaining a consistent sleep schedule
Creating a relaxing nighttime routine
Getting regular physical activity
Eating balanced meals
Managing stress
Limiting excessive alcohol
Seeking  professional  help  when  anxiety  or  emotional
stress becomes difficult to manage

These are healthy lifestyle practices regardless of whether
you have a cortisol disorder.

How Is High Cortisol Diagnosed?
A major misconception is that you can diagnose high cortisol
with one random blood test.

The Endocrine Society recommends specific testing approaches
when Cushing syndrome is suspected.

Depending on the situation, testing may include:

24-hour urinary free cortisol



Late-night salivary cortisol
Overnight dexamethasone suppression testing

The Endocrine Society specifically recommends against using a
random serum cortisol or plasma ACTH measurement alone as the
initial  screening  test  for  Cushing  syndrome.  (Endocrine
Society)

Your healthcare provider decides which test is appropriate
based on your symptoms and medical history.

When  Should  You  Talk  to  a
Healthcare Provider?
You should consider speaking with a healthcare professional if
you have multiple, progressive, or unusual symptoms that could
suggest excessive cortisol.

This is particularly important if you experience a combination
of  symptoms  such  as  unexplained  weight  gain,  significant
muscle weakness, high blood pressure, elevated blood sugar,
unusual bruising, or menstrual changes.

The Endocrine Society recommends considering testing in people
with  multiple  progressive  features  that  are  particularly
suggestive of Cushing syndrome, rather than broadly testing
everyone. (Endocrine Society)

If you already have an abnormal cortisol test, don’t panic.

An abnormal result doesn’t automatically mean you have Cushing
syndrome. Cortisol can be affected by several factors, and
additional evaluation may be needed. (MedlinePlus)

Should  You  Take  Supplements  to
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“Lower Cortisol”?
Be  careful  with  products  marketed  as  “cortisol  blockers,”
“adrenal support,” or “hormone-balancing” supplements.

Feeling  stressed  does  not  automatically  mean  you  need  a
supplement to suppress cortisol.

In fact, the Endocrine Society recommends against treatment
intended to lower cortisol when Cushing syndrome has not been
established. (Endocrine Society)

If  you  believe  you  have  a  cortisol  problem,  the  better
approach is to determine why your cortisol may be abnormal
rather than trying to suppress the hormone yourself.

The Bottom Line
Cortisol is essential to your health. Your body uses it to
respond  to  stress,  regulate  metabolism  and  blood  sugar,
support blood pressure, and perform several other important
functions.

High cortisol can have several causes.

Temporary  increases  can  occur  with  stress,  exercise,  and
illness. Pregnancy and certain medications can also affect
cortisol  measurements.  Long-term  use  of  corticosteroid
medications is a major cause of Cushing syndrome, while rare
tumors  involving  the  pituitary,  adrenal  glands,  or  other
tissues can cause the body to produce excessive cortisol.
(Endocrine Society)

Most importantly, you cannot diagnose high cortisol based on
symptoms  such  as  belly  fat,  fatigue,  cravings,  or  stress
alone.

If you are concerned about your cortisol levels, talk with a
qualified healthcare professional who can determine whether
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testing  is  appropriate  and  interpret  the  results  in  the
context of your overall health.

Your goal shouldn’t be to eliminate cortisol.

Your  goal  should  be  to  support  a  healthy,  well-regulated
stress-response system while getting medical evaluation when
symptoms suggest something more serious.


