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The Role of Endogenous Cortisol in
Neuroendocrine Studies™

We read with interest the study by Meltzer and col-
leagues (Meltzer et al. 2001) examining the cortisol re-
sponse to apomorphine. The authors demonstrated a
blunted cortisol and growth hormone (GH) but not pro-
lactin (PRL) response to apomorphine in patients with
schizophrenia. In the study, cortisol, PRL, and GH are
used as indirect measures of central dopamine neu-
rotransmission. There are, however, difficulties inher-
ent in such paradigms. It has been demonstrated that
corticosteroids inhibit GH but not PRL release directly
at the pituitary level, thereby potentially blunting the
GH response to all provoking agents including apo-
morphine (Watson et al. 2000). This is of particular rele-
vance in studies in schizophrenia, a condition associ-
ated with dysfunction of the hypothalamic-pituitary-
adrenal (HPA) axis (Lammers et al. 1995). Indeed, in the
study by Meltzer and colleagues, baseline cortisol levels
are higher in schizophrenic subjects than in controls.
The authors state that the results provide further evi-
dence of dopamine dysfunction in schizophrenia. We
suggest that these results may, however, reflect disor-
der of the HPA axis. We further suggest that all studies
in which neurotransmitter function is inferred from pi-
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tuitary hormone measures must measure corticoste-
roids as a potential confounding co-variate.
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