
Cortisol secretion follows a distinct physiological rhythm that peaks  
in the early morning and reaches nadir around midnight1,2

The Process of Endogenous Cortisol Secretion

The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis begins to 
function from week 6 of fetal life but remains dormant 
throughout most of gestation.2

During the first weeks of life, there is an absence of 
circadian rhythm; however, within 2 months of age, a 
recognizable rhythm of cortisol secretion can be seen  
in most infants.1,2

• The rhythm is determined by the central pacemaker  
in the suprachiasmatic nucleus of the hypothalamus
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Individual infants can vary greatly in  
age when their cortisol circadian pattern 
appears, as well as in how stable the 
pattern is.3

CI=confidence interval; SD=standard deviation.

Mean (95% CI) mesor (midline 
indicating statistic of rhythm): 
5.2 µg/dL (4.7-5.7 µg/dL).
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Geometric mean (95% CI) ± 2 SD values of serum 
cortisol concentration based on 20-minute 
sampling over 24 hours in 33 healthy subjects.

Average of harmonic regressions 
for individual subject data.
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