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Unexpected hormone elevations are commonly due to either contamination or exogenous exposure. Contamination of a 
saliva sample occurs when the saliva sample or sample collection tube comes in contact with a topical or sublingual hormone 
supplement.  Hormones are prescribed in mg dosages, which are noted as 103.  Our sensitive testing equipment is designed to 
measure salivary hormones, which are in much smaller concentrations.  To be specific, the sample is measured in picograms or 
1012.  There are 1 billion picograms in 1 milligram, so even a trace amount of a milligram sample will cause picogram measurements 
to be significantly elevated.  Patient education on how to prevent contamination is imperative and will prevent the need to retest.  
Exogenous exposure occurs either when the patient comes into contact with another person’s topical hormone products or 
through the use of a product that contains a hidden hormone. This is also called Transference. Most often the exposure is from a 
partner or household member who is using BHRT. 

Common Causes of Exogenous Exposure
Steroid Creams and Inhalers 
Steroid medication use can skew salivary cortisol results. Steroids 
come in many forms including oral medication and inhalers (i.e. 
prednisone) and creams (i.e. cortisone). Watch out for steroid 
ingredients in anti-itch creams and even medicated lip balm. 
Even if the tester is not personally using a cream, trace amounts 
of topical cortisone cream from household exposure (children, 
animals, elderly) may be enough to affect levels.  All steroid 
product use should be avoided for 4-5 days prior to testing.

Beauty, Anti-Aging, and Wild Yam Creams 
Anti-aging creams, phytoestrogen creams or wild yam creams 
may contain, but not report, trace amounts of hormones such as 
progesterone, estradiol, estriol or DHEA.

Transdermal Creams and Gels 
Ideally a transdermal hormone user would have a separate 
bathroom to confine exposure.  As this is not often a realistic 
expectation, the following precautions should be undertaken 
when using topical hormone therapy:

1. Do not share bath or hand towels.
2. Especially with testosterone therapy, apply cream/gel with 

disposable gloves to backs of shoulders in AM before getting 
dressed.  Dispose of gloves in such a manner as they will not be 
touched by anyone else.

3. Place used clothing into a separate hamper.
4. Do own laundry or provide gloves to the person who does 

testosterone-exposed laundry (including towels).
5. Shower before bedtime to minimize exposure to partner.
6. Never apply hormone cream right before physical intimacy.
7. Consider an alternate mode of hormone delivery if there are 

children or pregnant women in the household.

Skin to Skin contact  
Hands-on practitioners such as massage therapists, chiropractors 
and acupuncturists can be exposed to their patients’ topical 
creams.  Practitioners using hormone creams themselves can 
also expose their clients to these creams. This is another reason 
to wash hands thoroughly before collecting saliva for testing.

Gym Equipment 
Gym equipment is a common vector of topical hormone 
contamination. Gym users who use topical hormones on 
exposed areas should wipe down equipment after use. Everyone 
should wash hands after visiting the gym.

Prevent Transference and Contamination
Wash Hands 
Wash hands thoroughly after applying topical BHRT cream 
or gel, otherwise residual cream can be found on doorknobs, 
faucet handles, counter tops, telephones, gym equipment, 
sheets and pillow cases, etc.  This residual hormone can be 
spread to others via these surfaces (especially important to 
note in cases of topical testosterone supplementation), and can 
find its way back onto the hands, face or lips of the patient and 
subsequently contaminate a saliva sample. For this reason, avoid 
touching the lips after contact with topical BHRT preparations. 

Account for Sublingual Hormones 
Sublingual BHRT formulas (troches) are designed to be 
absorbed by the blood vessels beneath the tongue.  While 
this is an effective way to administer hormones, this route of 
administration can make it difficult to monitor therapeutic 
hormone levels.  If any of the hormone supplement is still 
present in the mouth, or saturated in the buccal tissues at the 
time of saliva collection, contamination will occur.  For this 
reason, we recommend drinking two 8 oz glasses of water 
immediately after the hormone supplement has completely 
dissolved under the tongue. The saliva sample should be 
collected 24-36 hours following this process. Note that 
sublingual hormones can collect on toothbrushes. To avoid this, 
brush teeth prior to dosing sublingual hormones.

Clean Contaminated Surfaces 
If there is any chance any surfaces were touched after applying 
a hormone cream or gel, clean the area thoroughly. Wipe down 
faucets, doorknobs, counter tops, light switches, and soap 
dispensers with hot soapy water. Phones and remote controls 
can be cleaned with rubbing alcohol applied first to a microfiber 
cloth. Change sheets and pillow cases following the last 
hormone application prior to saliva sample collection.  

Wash hands thoroughly prior to touching the sample collection 
tube or collection straw.  

When applying topical BHRT preparations or using sublingual 
hormones, sample contamination can be easily avoided when 
the aforementioned precautions are mindfully taken into 
account.


