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As we journey through the seasons of our lives, hormone levels will vary according to age, nutritional status, stress, and underlying health issues. Steroid hormones, such as progesterone, estradiol, estrone, estriol, testosterone, DHEA and cortisol play vital roles in the maintenance of good health. Therefore, an accurate measurement of hormonal levels is essential to monitor physiological changes as well as to offer a diagnostic assessment.

While men, especially during andropause, are able to receive important information about their hormonal status through salivary testing, reliable testing of hormones is especially important for women. The many physiological and emotional symptoms that occur with PMS, infertility, perimenopause, and menopause reflect significant hormonal shifts, imbalances, and fluctuations. Hormone testing also is important in revealing some of the hidden causes of hormonal imbalances addressed in my previous article, such as adrenal exhaustion.

Since steroid hormones play such a vital role in the maintenance of optimal health, knowledge of an imbalance in any one or more hormones can help to illuminate the cause of health problems.

The conventional approach for testing hormones requires a blood test, which measures the hormones found in blood serum or blood plasma content. While a blood test has been the most common way to test hormones, it is now realized that it is not giving the whole story.

So, what kind of testing would provide the most dependable information about hormone levels and why? Substantial clinical and scientific research has shown that saliva testing, which has been used in scientific testing for decades, is a highly accurate way to assess hormone levels.

The Messages in Saliva 
Saliva, which is produced by salivary glands located under the tongue and along the sides of the mouth, comprises a complex mixture of mucins, electrolytes, antibodies, and enzymes. It also contains steroid hormones, which are able to pass freely through the membranes of the salivary gland into the saliva by passive diffusion.

Saliva tests are more useful than blood tests because they measure the bioavailable (free) hormone in the blood.1 It is this bioavailable form of hormones that actually has an effect on the tissues.

Some of the common imbalances identified through this form of testing include: 1) estrogen dominance; 2) estrogen deficiency, progesterone deficiency or excess; 3) androgen (testosterone) and DHEA excess or deficiencies and 4) Cortisol excess or deficiency.

Another advantage of this testing is its ability to provide an insight into underlying health conditions such as compromised adrenal function, inflammation, blood sugar imbalances and microbial stressors. This becomes an invaluable diagnostic tool not only to measure hormone levels and ratios but also as a means to evaluate hormonal risk factors for hormone dependent diseases such as breast or uterine cancer. In addition, it can provide a basis for correcting imbalances through diet, exercise, nutritional support, or hormone supplementation.

Saliva Testing 101 
When the various glands manufacture the steroids, they are released into the bloodstream bound to carrier proteins. Only a small fraction (1 to 5 percent) of a given amount of steroid hormone breaks loose from the carrier protein in the bloodstream and is free to enter target tissues. This free or unbound hormone is what we want to measure, since it is active or bioavailable to the target tissues such as the breast, uterus, brain, and skin. Many scientific studies have shown a strong correlation between steroid hormone levels in saliva and the amount of hormone in the blood that is bioavailable.

Another benefit is the ability to more accurately reflect the uptake and response of topical hormone supplementation delivered through the skin in creams, gels, or patches.2 When steroids are delivered topically, serum testing grossly underestimates bioavailable hormone levels and is not reflective of either tissue uptake or response. Saliva hormone levels, on the other hand, closely parallel tissue uptake of the hormone.

Through transdermal delivery, hormones can enter the blood stream, bind to red blood cells and then be rapidly transported to tissues of the body.3-5 Standard blood tests measure the amount of hormones in the serum, or watery part of the blood. However, the majority of hormones found in serum have been inactivated and are on their way out of the body. Active (bioavailable) hormones are carried on the red blood cells and these are what matters. The active hormones are filtered into your saliva.

One of the most significant studies that demonstrated these discrepancies showed that topical applications of estradiol, progesterone, or combinations of these hormones to women’s breasts dramatically elevated hormone levels in tissue. Despite the 100 fold increase of hormones in the breast they did not find any change in the plasma or the serum of the blood.6

In order for blood tests to show an increase in hormone levels, extremely high amounts of topical hormones must be used. This has led to the practice of using excessive amounts, particularly of estrogen, progesterone, or testosterone, which can further exacerbate hormone imbalances.

Thus, by measuring hormones in saliva it is possible to determine not only how much hormone is bioavailable but also, even more significantly, how much is entering tissues throughout the body.

Other Benefits 
In addition to its superior accuracy, saliva collection is easy, can be done at home and at one’s convenience. It merely requires spitting into the supplied tubes, which are then mailed back to the lab.

The hormones in saliva are exceptionally stable and can be stored at room temperature for up to a week without affecting the accuracy of the result. This offers maximum flexibility in sample collection and shipment.

Conclusion 
Saliva hormone testing is more convenient, less stressful, more effective, and more representative of bioavailable fraction of hormones in blood than serum testing. When steroid hormones are delivered topically, saliva provides a more realistic and accurate reflection of tissue hormone uptake and biological response.
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