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Abstract

Objective: To evaluate the correlation between salivary cortisol level and depressive mood through
meta-analysis, and provide evidence for early detection and diagnosis of depression. Methods:
Relevant studies were retrieved from Web of Science, the Cochrane Library, PubMed, CNKI, VIP,
WangFang Database, and CBM Database, from inception until November 1, 2022. Two independent
reviewers screened the literature, extracted data, and evaluated the bias risk of the included stu-
dies using the NOS scale. Meta-analysis was performed using Review Manager 5.4.1 software. Re-
sults: A total of 12 cohort studies involving 1614 subjects were included in this meta-analysis. The
results showed that there was a significant difference in salivary cortisol concentration between
the depressed group and the non-depressed group, both in the morning and at night [MD morning
= 4.44, 95% CI (2.39, 6.49), P < 0.001; SMD night = 0.93, 95% CI (0.24, 1.62), P = 0.008]. Subgroup
analysis was performed based on the detection method (enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay,
electrochemiluminescence) and scale (HAMD, EPDS) [MD ELISA = 3.25, 95% CI (1.56, 4.93), P =
0.002; MD electrochemiluminescence = 0.53, 95% CI (0.11, 0.96), P = 0.01; MD HAMD = 8.91, 95%
CI (5.43, 12.38), P < 0.001; MD EPDS = 0.64, 95% CI (0.22, 1.05), P = 0.003]. Conclusion: The exist-
ing evidence suggests that there is a certain correlation between salivary cortisol level and de-
pressive mood, and that salivary cortisol level is higher in the morning than at other times, and its
level is influenced by different measurement methods. In addition, there is a certain positive cor-
relation between the degree of depression and salivary cortisol level.
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Figure 1. Literature screening process flowchart
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Table 2. NOS (Newcastle-Ottawa Scale) score of included studies
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Table 3. Meta-analysis results of the correlation between salivary cortisol levels and depressive mood
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Figure 2. Correlation between salivary cortisol levels in the morning and at night and depressive mood
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Figure 3. Funnel plot of publication bias for morning and evening salivary cortisol levels
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