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Seasonal variation in harbour seal 
(Phoca vitulina) blubber cortisol - 
A novel indicator of physiological 
state?
Joanna L. Kershaw & Ailsa J. Hall

Cortisol is one of the main glucocorticoid hormones involved in both the mammalian stress response, 
and in fat metabolism and energy regulation, making it of increasing interest as a biomarker for 
stress, health and overall physiological state. However, transient stress responses to animal handling 
and sampling may be important sources of measurement artefact when investigating circulating 
concentrations of this hormone in wildlife. Here, cortisol concentrations were measured in the plasma 
and, for the first time, in the blubber of live captured adult harbour seals (Phoca vitulina). Plasma 
cortisol concentrations were positively correlated with capture time, suggesting that they were largely 
driven by a stress response to the capture event. In contrast, blubber cortisol concentrations were 
shown not to be significantly affected by capture time and varied significantly by sex and by season, 
with higher concentrations during natural fasting periods of their life cycle, particularly during the 
moult. These results suggest that cortisol may play a key role in increased fat metabolism during highly 
energetically demanding periods, and that blubber concentrations have the potential to be used as 
physiological state indicators in phocid seals.

Wild animals encounter a diverse range of environmental stressors that can be described as any physical or psy-
chological event that disrupts homeostasis1. Their responses to such stressors are largely hormonally mediated, 
particularly by the glucocorticoids2, primarily cortisol2. The adrenal secretion of cortisol in response to stress-
ful psychological stimuli (e.g. predators) and physiological stimuli (e.g. nutrient limitation) is controlled by the 
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis3, and can be either short-term (acute) or long-term (chronic).

In terrestrial mammals, as well as their role in the stress response, the glucocorticoids have also been proposed 
as long-term regulators of both energy intake and storage4. Glucocorticoids increase in circulation in response to 
energetic needs, and their levels are generally interpreted as indicators of allostatic load5. Cortisol is of particular 
interest in the regulation of whole body energy stores as it is involved in maintaining the balance between fat stor-
age where triglycerides are deposited, and fat depletion where they are catabolised and released into circulation6,7. 
Overall, cortisol is known to increase lipolysis, stimulate gluconeogenesis, mobilise amino acids, and increase 
circulating concentrations of plasma proteins8,9. Cortisol concentrations could therefore also be used as indicators 
of overall physiological state and provide vital information on the health and resilience of a population as a whole. 
For these reasons, conservation biologists are increasingly using glucocorticoid hormone assessments to monitor 
stress and animal health to better inform management efforts10,11.

However, studying natural variation in glucocorticoid hormone concentrations in wild populations is inher-
ently very difficult as the temporary capture and restraint necessary for sampling may alter the physiological 
parameters of interest. Animals are typically manually restrained or sedated for varying lengths of time, and it is 
well recognised that these sampling procedures are potentially highly stressful for the study animals12. It is there-
fore very important to appreciate the magnitude and duration of this stress response to the capture event as it may 
compromise the specific aims of different studies by masking any underlying variation in these hormones levels.

In pinniped research, animal handling cannot be avoided for the collection of physiological samples. Increases 
in circulating cortisol concentrations are characteristic of their stress response to such handling and physical 
restraint procedures13–15. Natural cycles due to reproductive and physiological condition16–20 may therefore be 
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masked by the effect of handling on cortisol secretion. Sedation has been shown to reduce the stress response 
in phocids, such that hormone concentrations under these conditions are more likely to reflect basal values14,15. 
However, there is often a time delay between capture and sedation which is then reflected in the circulating cor-
tisol concentrations post-sedation15.

Sampling other fluids, tissues and excreta instead of the plasma may therefore provide more representative 
baseline information on cortisol concentrations that could be less affected by the sampling procedure. For exam-
ple, levels of glucocorticoid hormones, including cortisol, or their metabolites have been measured in various 
marine mammal matrices including the faeces21,22, saliva23, hair24,25 skin26, blow expirate27 and also in the blub-
ber28,29. Here, we investigate the increases in plasma cortisol concentrations in wild caught harbour seals (Phoca 
vitulina) following capture and handling. We also investigate the presence and variation of cortisol in the blubber 
to assess its potential as an informative biomarker of physiological state after allowing for any capture stress 
effects. Determining the dynamics of cortisol throughout the life cycle of this species at its site of action, in the 
subcutaneous fat stores, would be a key step towards understanding the endocrine control of energy regulation 
in pinnipeds, and in establishing whether glucocorticoid concentrations in this matrix can be used as a potential 
marker to better understand health and condition in wild populations.

Results
The Effect of Capture Time.  Plasma cortisol concentrations ranged between 102.10–1662.81 ng/ml. 
Capture times were recorded for 50 of the 85 individuals, and ranged from 14–281 min. Overall, there was a 

Figure 1.  (a) Significant positive correlation between capture time and plasma cortisol concentrations over 
the 5 hour sampling period (linear regression model, adjusted R2 =  0.1, p =  0.01). (b) No significant correlation 
between blubber cortisol concentration and capture time over the same sampling period.

Figure 2.  Plot showing the distribution of samples across the five sampling areas and over four seasons. 
Three of the areas (Firth of Forth, Inner Hebrides and Orkney) were sampled over two seasons while the other 
two areas (Moray Firth and Shetland) were sampled once.
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positive correlation between plasma cortisol and capture time (linear regression model, adjusted R2 =  0.1, 
p =  0.01), with large amounts of individual variation (Fig. 1a). In contrast, there was no correlation between blub-
ber cortisol concentrations and capture time (linear regression model, adjusted R2 =  − 0.003, p =  0.37) (Fig. 1b).

Variation in Blubber Cortisol.  Using the correction factor for the average blubber sample mass (0.2 g), the 
calculated limit of detection for the cortisol concentration in the blubber samples was approximately 4000 ng/g 
for this study, and measured concentrations ranged from 37.84 to 1553.58 ng/g. As only three of the five areas 
were sampled over two different seasons (Fig. 2), the respective effects of season and area were considered sep-
arately in the modelling process so as to take into account the potential variation as a result of season, and as a 
result of sampling area.

The best Generalised Linear Model following backwards variable selection for the blubber cortisol data 
revealed that biopsy mass, sex, season, and area were all statistically significant. Plasma cortisol concentration 
was retained in the final model, but was not statistically significant. Body condition and an interaction between 

Figure 3.  Blubber cortisol concentrations during the moult and over the rest of the year. Blubber cortisol 
concentrations were up to two orders of magnitude higher during the moult.

Figure 4.  Blubber cortisol partial term plot for the final GLM (glm(Blubber ~ Biopsy  + Plasma + as.
factor(Sex) + as.factor(Season) + as.factor(Location), family = Gamma(link = log)). Biopsy mass, sex, season 
and location were all statistically significant in the final model, but plasma cortisol concentration was not.
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sex and season were not included in the final model (Supplementary Table S1 online). Blubber cortisol concen-
trations were up to two orders of magnitude higher during the moult compared to the other seasons sampled 
(Kruskal-Wallis test, H =  28.4, p <  0.0001) (Fig. 3). The breeding season had the highest concentrations for both 
sexes excluding the moult, while concentrations were lowest immediately prior to the breeding season in May  
(p values <  0.003). Overall, males had significantly lower blubber cortisol concentrations than females 
(p <  0.0001). Finally, variation across the different areas revealed that the seals in the Inner Hebrides had sig-
nificantly higher blubber cortisol concentrations than those in the Moray Firth and in Orkney (p values <  0.05) 
(Fig. 4).

Even when cortisol concentrations were corrected for extraction efficiency, biopsy mass had a significant 
effect on blubber cortisol in the final model (p <  0.001). In order to assess the potential bias of this effect on the 
model results, samples over 0.2 g were removed from the model as above this mass, it was seen from the extrac-
tion efficiency verifications that efficiency dropped from between 90–100% when sample masses increased over 
0.2 g (Supplementary Fig. S3 online). When the samples over 0.2 g were removed from the analysis, 44 remained 
in the dataset from across all seasons and locations. The same modeling and variable selection processes were 
performed as before. Model selection revealed that the same covariates were included in this final model, with 
the same overall differences between the sexes, across seasons and between locations. Thus, using only using the 
results from the samples with high extraction efficiencies in the analysis did not affect the overall results.

Discussion
The plasma cortisol concentrations showed considerable individual variation with higher concentrations 
recorded than in other studies on harbour seals published to date17,19,30–32, but within the ranges published for 
other phocid species15,20,33,34. The plasma concentrations measured were significantly positively correlated with 
capture time and therefore appear to represent different stages of a stress response to the capture and handling 
event. The same relationship between plasma cortisol concentrations and ‘elapsed time’ was observed in a popu-
lation of bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in response to capture and handling35. Some of the individual 
variation in these results is likely to be due to confounding factors not controlled for in this study. The ELISA kit 
used had a 9% cross-reactivity with progesterone, and while there was no significant difference in the plasma 
concentrations between males and females, and the highest individual concentrations were measured in males 
in both matrices, it is possible that there is some interference with this hormone in the assay results. In addition, 
the reproductive histories for the adult females were unknown, and whilst none were sampled during lactation, 
differences in reproductive state may also be a potential confounder.

Assuming that the stress response is the same in harbour seals as other mammals, upon activation of the HPA 
pathway, adrenocorticotropin hormone (ACTH) is released from the anterior pituitary into the bloodstream 
which stimulates the adrenal cortex to produce glucocorticoids above baseline levels with a measurable increase 
in circulating levels within 3–5 minutes36. Hormone concentrations then continue to increase for 15–30 minutes 
after exposure to the stressor36, as appears to be the case in the seals sampled here. The termination of the pathway 
is controlled by the glucocorticoids themselves through a negative feedback loop such that stress-induced con-
centrations of glucocorticoids interact with their receptors in the hippocampus, hypothalamus and pituitary to 
suppress the continued activation of the pathway37. Circulating concentrations generally return to baseline levels 
within 60–90 minutes36. Under conditions where the stressor is chronic rather than acute however, these negative 
feedback signals are weak and the pathway remains activated for a longer period38.

Delayed negative feedback on the HPA axis was observed in northern elephant seals (Mirounga angustirostris) 
following the administration of exogenous ACTH39, and a similar delayed negative feedback mechanism may 
have taken place in the seals sampled here as there was no decrease in plasma concentrations in seals sampled 
after 90 minutes. However, a longitudinal sampling study design would be needed to confirm this. The large 
amount of individual variation across capture times could be due to individuals initially experiencing varying 
‘stress loads’ at the time of sampling as a result of seasonal and sexual variation for example, which could then 
affect the extent to which they respond to the capture event. While only four animals were sampled over 2.5 hours 
(and showed considerable individual variation among their plasma cortisol concentrations), in general, the longer 
animals were held in nets, the higher their circulating cortisol concentration. Therefore, given the nature of typi-
cal capture methods at harbour seal haul outs that involve the retention of multiple individuals caught in a net at 
once, thus prolonging individual capture times, measuring baseline stress hormone levels in the plasma that are 
unaffected by these procedures is likely to be unattainable.

This study demonstrates that cortisol can be extracted from pinniped blubber in a similar way to cetacean 
blubber28,29, and quantified using a commercially available ELISA. The blubber cortisol concentrations reported 
here provide the first data on this hormone in marine mammal blubber biopsies from live animals, and demon-
strate its potential variability in this matrix throughout the life cycle of a phocid seal. Here, full depth blubber 
biopsies were analysed, and further work to investigate differential deposition of this hormone through the blub-
ber layer should be prioritised. In addition, tissue sample mass for extraction has to be chosen carefully for unbi-
ased measurements of cortisol. Attempts were made to avoid the loss of tissue components that may affect the 
results (lipids, proteins and hormones) through excessive sub-sampling and handling of the biopsies by extracting 
them whole. However, the correlation between biopsy mass and cortisol concentration suggests that the extrac-
tion efficiency validations did not reflect the full extent to which extraction efficiency decreases with larger pieces 
of tissue. This is likely to be because with larger biopsies, tissue disruption is less effective and some hormone is 
not released from the matrix while the spiked cortisol added is already in solution and therefore readily available 
for extraction. In addition, the ratio of tissue mass to solvent volume which maximises extraction efficiency needs 
to be optimal, and the larger sample masses analysed here did not meet this ratio. Thus, it is recommended that 
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even with the potential loss of other tissue components, biopsies should be sub-sampled for a sample mass of 
between 0.1 and 0.2 g to avoid underestimating the concentration of hormone in the tissue.

There was no significant relationship between capture time and cortisol concentration in the blubber over 
the 5 hour sampling period investigated here. This suggests that, within this time window, the blubber may be 
an appropriate tissue to sample in order to investigate cortisol concentrations in terms of natural physiological 
processes as it is much less sensitive to the acute stress response following a capture event in this species. Blubber 
cortisol concentrations were highest during the August moult. An increase in plasma cortisol has also previously 
been shown in moulting harbour seals30,40. It is thought that the moult is an energetically costly process for pho-
cids41–44, as moulting animals need to supply nutrients, energy and oxygen to epidermal cells while maintaining 
a skin surface temperature that is optimal for hair growth45. In addition, they undergo periods of fasting as they 
haul out for longer to facilitate hair regeneration and to avoid thermal stress45 for the duration of the moult last-
ing between approximately 20 and 40 days40. For these reasons, harbour seals may have to draw on their energy 
reserves more during the moult than over the rest of the year, with the exception of lactation in females. Thus, 
increased circulating concentrations of cortisol, as well as increased concentrations in the blubber fat stores them-
selves over this time period could be required to facilitate the mobilisation of stored energy reserves.

Outside the moult, the highest blubber cortisol concentrations were measured during the breeding season 
in both males and females. Females had the highest concentrations overall. Lactating females greatly restrict 
their foraging in the early stages of lactation46, and therefore have to rely heavily on their fat reserves to meet 
the demands of lactation where increased lipid mobilisation is necessary for the production of fat-rich milk47. 
Thus, higher blubber cortisol concentrations leading up to pupping in females may aid in lipid mobilisation for 
milk production as well as energy release. Males also have a reduced food intake over the breeding season as they 
restrict their foraging range and spend more time making shorter and shallower dives accompanied by vocal 
displays thought to be associated with male mating behaviour48. Males spend time maintaining small territories 
and thus less time foraging48, so higher blubber cortisol concentrations leading up to breeding may be a result 
of increased demand on blubber energy stores over this period as well as the result of stressors associated with 
competing for territories and mating.

While foraging effort is reduced for both males and females during the breeding season, it appears that feeding 
does still take place46,48. This may explain why blubber cortisol levels are lower in the breeding season compared 
to the moult when animals remain hauled out for extended periods49, and foraging is reduced to a much greater 
extent such that reliance on the mobilisation of energy stores is more extreme. The lowest blubber cortisol con-
centrations were measured immediately prior to the breeding season in May, possibly as a result of individuals 
depositing fat stores instead of mobilising them in preparation for the short term fasting associated with the 
breeding season46,48.

There was significant variation in blubber cortisol concentrations between three of the five locations with sig-
nificantly higher concentrations measured in seals captured in the Inner Hebrides compared to animals captured 
in the Moray Firth and in Orkney. Movement data from satellite relay dataloggers deployed on the animals from 
the Inner Hebrides (McConnell, B. pers. comm.) revealed that they made longer trips to distant foraging and haul 
out sites than seals from the other regions. This may indicate that short term fasting (3–5 days) during transit to 
and from these sites may also result in increased lipolysis and elevated blubber cortisol.

Adipose tissue has been shown to accumulate steroid hormones as they passively diffuse out of the blood 
through the capillaries that permeate the tissue50. As such, the cortisol concentrations measured in the blub-
ber here may reflect circulating concentrations of this hormone through passive diffusion from the blood. The 
increase in blubber cortisol during the moult could be the result of increased perfusion of the tissue over this 
period which thus results in the accumulation of more hormone. However, recent data indicate that both the 
uptake of cortisol and its turnover in human adipose tissue is slow51. While phocid seal blubber is likely to be 
more highly vascularised than human adipose tissue, as cetacean blubber is more vascularised than typical adi-
pose tissue52, and therefore perfused to a greater extent, the low lipophilicity of cortisol53 may mean that the 
uptake and turnover of this hormone in the blubber is still slow.

An alternative hypothesis is that the high blubber cortisol concentrations could be driven by cortisol pro-
duction in the blubber itself, rather than solely as a result of passive diffusion of the steroids into the tissue from 
the blood. A body of literature highlights the importance of mammalian adipose tissue as an endocrine organ 
involved in both the production and metabolism of steroids (for a review see54 ). Cortisol is released from sub-
cutaneous adipose tissue after its conversion from cortisone by the 11 β -hydroxysteroid dehydrogenase type 1 
(11β -HSD1) enzyme in humans such that human adipose tissue contains glucocorticoids derived from both 
systemic circulation and local generation within the tissue itself51,55. Recent results in an ongoing project have 
demonstrated the presence of 11β -HSD1 mRNA transcripts in the blubber of phocid seals (Bennett, K. pers. 
comm.). Thus, if the same cortisone-cortisol shuttle in blubber tissue occurs in seals though the activity of this 
enzyme, this could be the primary source of the hormone during times of high energy demand to mobilise lipids. 
The blubber in phocids may therefore be acting as an endocrine organ by both producing and responding to 
hormone signals that are involved in regulating metabolism, and is not merely passively accumulating cortisol 
from the blood as has been suggested in cetaceans28,29. It is possible that cortisol concentrations in the blubber are 
derived from both circulating concentrations and local production of the hormone during periods of high energy 
demand. To further investigate this possibility, both the activity of the 11β -HSD1 enzyme, and the concentrations 
of cortisone should be measured in the tissue over the different life history stages of phocid seals.

To conclude, transient stress responses to capture and handling may be important sources of measurement 
artefact, and this work highlights the importance of measuring capture time as any variation in plasma cortisol 
levels as a result of life history stage would be affected by handling stress. This study has demonstrated that there 
appears to be considerable uptake and storage and/or metabolism of cortisol in blubber tissue, and as a result, it 
may play an important role in hormone homeostasis. The extreme changes in energy requirements throughout 
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the life-cycle of harbour seals may explain the seasonal changes in blubber cortisol concentrations observed here. 
Cortisol concentrations were increased during periods of the year when the seals reduce their forging efforts 
and rely on stored blubber reserves for energy which suggests that cortisol may be important in lipolysis during 
fasting. Notwithstanding that blubber cortisol may be being produced locally, or whether blubber cortisol simply 
reflects circulating concentrations of this hormone through adrenal production, the concentration of cortisol in 
this matrix may be an important practical alternative for investigating longer term physiological changes of this 
hormone in phocids. Understanding the mechanisms by which glucocorticoids are stored and metabolised in the 
blubber of phocid seals is critical to further our understanding of the pleiotropic nature of blubber and its func-
tional ecological role in shaping phocid seal life history strategy.

Materials & Methods
Sample Collection.  Licensing: All research reported in this study was approved by the University of St 
Andrews Animal Welfare and Ethics Committee (AWEC) and was carried out under the Sea Mammal Research 
Unit’s Home Office licence number 70/7806 in accordance with the guidelines issued under the Animal (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986 and under personal licence number (PIL 80/1552) issued to Dr. Ailsa Hall. All research 
reported in this study was also licenced to be carried out in the field under the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010, Part 
6 Conservation of Seals Research Licence issued to the Sea Mammal Research Unit.

Paired blubber biopsy and blood samples were collected simultaneously from 85 live captured adult harbour 
seals from five areas across Scotland between 2010 and 2014. Seals were sampled in Shetland, Orkney, the Moray 
Firth, the Firth of Forth and the Inner Hebrides between March and October, with repeated captures at different 
times of year in three of these five areas. The seals were captured in nets either on the haul-out sites or in the water. 
The ‘capture time’ was recorded for a subset of these animals (n =  50) as the time from when the animals were first 
disturbed off their haul out straight into capture nets, to the time at which they were sedated. This time therefore 
encompasses the entire duration of the stressor event from initial disturbance to sedation. Capture times varied 
based on the number of individuals caught in one capture attempt as each animal was immobilized and sampled 
in turn while other individuals caught at the same time were retained in hoop nets. The animals were sedated 
with Zoletil 100 (Virbac, France) at a dose rate of 0.5 ml/100 kg body weight intravenously. Immediately after 
the sedative was injected into the extradural vein, the syringe was replaced with a heparinized Becton Dickinson 
Vacutainer (Oxford, UK), and blood samples were collected. Blubber biopsies were taken from the flank area 
following local anaesthesia using subcutaneous injections of Lignol (Dechra, UK), between 5 and 10 minutes 
after the animal was sedated. A small incision was made through the skin, and a core biopsy punch was used to 
obtain a full depth blubber sample. The blubber samples were wrapped in aluminum foil, placed in individual 
plastic vials, and stored at − 20 °C. The blood samples were centrifuged at 1,500rcf for 10 minutes and aliquots of 
the plasma collected and stored at − 20 °C before analysis.

Sample Analysis.  Cortisol extraction from blubber biopsies.  Given the similarities in the structure and 
physical properties of the steroid hormones, the same method has been used for the extraction of progesterone 
and cortisol from human adipose tissue56. For this reason, the extraction method developed by Kellar et al. (2006) 
for reproductive hormones from cetacean blubber samples was used here to extract cortisol from the blubber 
biopsies57. In order to avoid losing hormone through too much tissue handling and sub-sampling, all blubber 
biopsies were extracted whole. Masses ranged from 0.0768–0.4861 g (see Supplementary Information online).

Cortisol quantification in blubber biopsies and plasma samples.  A commercially available Enzyme Linked 
Immunosorbent Assay (ELISA) (DRG International Inc. Cortisol ELISA EIA-1887) was the used for the quantifi-
cation of cortisol in all samples. The concentrations were measured according to the ELISA kit instructions with 
a standard curve ranging between 0 and 800 ng/ml with a sensitivity of 2.5 ng/ml. The hormone concentrations 
in the samples were determined using a 4 parameter log-logistic model based on the standard curve. While none 
of the samples were at or below the limit of detection of the assay, any samples with a concentration higher than 
the highest standard (> 800 ng/ml) were diluted with the 0 ng/ml standard and re-assayed to bring the concentra-
tion down onto the standard curve. All samples were assayed in duplicate and the mean hormone concentration 
reported. These means were reported as cortisol per wet weight of the biopsy for the blubber samples in ng/g, and 
as ng/ml for the plasma samples that were assayed unextracted19. While this ELISA has a 9% cross-reactivity with 
progesterone, as there was no significant difference between plasma cortisol concentrations measured in males 
and females (1 way ANOVA, DF =  1, F value =  1.73, p =  0.19), and as all 5 individuals with the highest plasma 
cortisol concentrations were males, and 7 of the top 10 highest plasma and blubber cortisol concentrations were 
also all males, we are not concerned that variation in progesterone concentrations have a large effect on these data.

High, medium and low concentration samples were used to calculate intra-assay and inter-assay coefficients 
of variation58,59. Percentage coefficients of variation (% CV) of < 20% and < 10% were set as the acceptable limits 
for the inter- and intra-assay % CV respectively60. The inter-assay coefficients of variation ranged between 5.9% 
and 17.0% for the blubber extracts, and between 4.3% and 13.9% for the plasma samples. The mean intra-assay 
coefficients of variation for the blubber extracts and plasma samples were 1.4% and 0.6% respectively.

Verifications.  Parallelism Assays.  Five plasma samples and six blubber extracts were serially diluted from 
undiluted to 1/2, 1/4, and 1/8 with the 0 ng/ml cortisol standard provided in the ELISA kit. Parallelism between 
these dilutions and the standard curve was assessed and provided strong evidence of the reliable determination of 
hormone concentrations in these samples (see Supplementary Fig. S1 online).

Matrix Effect Tests.  As the ELISA kit used here was designed for use with serum or plasma samples, 
the compatibility of the kit with extracts resuspended in PBS with 1% bovine γ  globulin was assessed (see 
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Supplementary Fig. S2 online). The results showed that matrix effects are minimal and this sample diluent is 
therefore compatible with the immunoassay.

Cortisol Recovery from Spiked Samples.  As the blubber biopsies were of varying sizes, it was necessary to deter-
mine the extraction efficiency of the method across tissue samples of different masses. Pooled biopsy blubber 
samples were divided into masses of 0.1 g, 0.15 g, 0.2 g, 0.25 g, 0.3 g, 0.35 g, and 0.4 g (all ± 0.025 g), each one in 
either duplicate or triplicate, such that one sample of each mass was unspiked while the other one or two were 
cold spiked with 100 ng of cortisol. Cortisol was then extracted and measured as discussed above, and the percent 
recovery calculated for each sample.

There was a significant negative correlation between extraction efficiency and sample mass (linear model, 
p =  0.006, adjusted R2 =  0.46) with efficiencies ranging between 99.88% for the 0.1 g samples down to 63.21% for 
the 0.4 g samples. The linear model parameters were used to calculate the expected extraction efficiencies for all 
the biopsy samples based on their mass (see Supplementary Fig. 3 online). These extraction efficiencies were then 
used to correct the measured cortisol concentrations in each sample to give a final cortisol concentration used 
for statistical analysis.

Statistical Analysis.  All statistical analyses were carried out using the statistical package, R, version 3.1.2 (R 
Development Team, 2014). Statistical significance was taken at p =  0.05.

Plasma Data.  The effect of capture time on the plasma cortisol concentrations (n =  50 where capture time was 
recorded) was investigated using a Linear Regression model.

Blubber Data.  The effect of capture time on the blubber cortisol concentrations (n =  50 where capture time was 
recorded) was also investigated using a Linear Regression model. In addition, Generalised Linear Models (GLMs) 
with a gamma distribution and a log-link function were used to model the data so as to better take into account 
the right-skew in the hormone concentrations in the tissue. To investigate annual variability in blubber cortisol 
concentrations, the annual cycle was divided into four seasons based on the time of sampling: ‘pre-breeding’ 
(May), ‘breeding’ (June and July), ‘moult’ (August) and ‘other’ (September-March). Biopsy mass, plasma cortisol 
concentration, sex, season (‘pre-breeding’, ‘breeding’, ‘moult’ and ‘other’), area (Shetland, Orkney, the Moray Firth, 
the Firth of Forth and the Inner Hebrides) and body condition (girth/length) were used as explanatory variables 
to model the cortisol concentrations. An interaction term was included between sex and season to take into 
account the possibility that hormone concentrations may not show the same changing relationship across the 
seasons in males and females.

Backwards variable selection was performed in order to identify the best subset of variables and interactions to 
explain the variation in hormone concentrations, and the fit of the final model was assessed (see Supplementary 
Table S2).

References
1.	 Sheriff, M. J., Dantzer, B., Delehanty, B., Palme, R. & Boonstra, R. Measuring stress in wildlife: techniques for quantifying 

glucocorticoids. Oecologia 166, 869–887 (2011).
2.	 Sapolsky, R. M., Romero, L. M. & Munck, A. U. How Do Glucocorticoids Influence Stress Responses? Integrating Permissive, 

Suppressive, Stimulatory, and Preparative Actions. Endocrine Reviews 21, 55–89 (2000).
3.	 Liberzon, I., Krstov, M. & Young, E. A. Stress-restress: Effects on ACTH and fast feedback. Psychoneuroendocrinology 22, 443–453 

(1997).
4.	 Strack, A. M., Sebastien, R. J., Schwartz, M. W. & Dallman, M. F. Glucocorticoids and insulin: reciprocal signals for energy balance. 

American Journal of Physiology 268, 142–149 (1995).
5.	 Bonier, F., Martin, P. R., Moore, I. T. & Wingfield, J. C. Do baseline glucocorticoids predict fitness? Trends in Ecology & Evolution 24, 

634–642 (2009).
6.	 McMahon, M., Gerich, J. & Rizza, R. Effects of glucocorticoids on carbohydrate metabolism. Diabetes/Metabolism Reviews 4, 17–30 

(1988).
7.	 Peckett, A. J., Wright, D. C. & Riddell, M. C. The effects of glucocorticoids on adipose tissue lipid metabolism. Metabolism: clinical 

and experimental 60, 1500–1510 (2011).
8.	 Bergendahl, M., Vance, M. L., Iranmanesh, A., Thorner, M. O. & Veldhuis, J. D. Fasting as a metabolic stress paradigm selectively 

amplifies cortisol secretory burst mass and delays the time of maximal nyctohemeral cortisol concentration in healthy men. J. Clin. 
Endocrinol. Metab. 81, 692–699 (1996).

9.	 Exton, J. H. et al. Interaction of Glucocorticoids with Glucagon and Epinephrine in the Control of Gluconeogenesis and 
Glycogenolysis in Liver and of Lipolysis in Adipose Tissue. Journal of Biological Chemistry 247, 3579–3588 (1972).

10.	 Walker, B. G., Boersma, P. D. & Wingfield, J. C. Physiological and Behavioral Differences in Magellanic Penguin Chicks in 
Undisturbed and Tourist-Visited Locations of a Colony. Conservation Biology 19, 1571–1577 (2005).

11.	 Wikelski, M. & Cooke, S. J. Conservation physiology. Trends in Ecology & Evolution 21, 38–46 (2006).
12.	 Morton, D., Anderson, E., Foggin, C., Kock, M. & Tiran, E. Plasma cortisol as an indicator of stress due to capture and translocation 

in wildlife species. Veterinary Record 136, 60–63 (1995).
13.	 Engelhard, G., Brasseur, S., Hall, A., Burton, H. & Reijnders, P. Adrenocortical responsiveness in southern elephant seal mothers and 

pups during lactation and the effect of scientific handling. J Comp Physiol B 172, 315–328 (2002).
14.	 Harcourt, R., Turner, E., Hall, A., Waas, J. & Hindell, M. Effects of capture stress on free-ranging, reproductively active male Weddell 

seals. Journal of Comparative Physiology A 196, 147–154 (2010).
15.	 Champagne, C. D., Houser, D. S., Costa, D. P. & Crocker, D. E. The Effects of Handling and Anesthetic Agents on the Stress Response 

and Carbohydrate Metabolism in Northern Elephant Seals. PLos ONE 7, doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0038442 (2012).
16.	 Guinet, C., Servera, N., Mangin, S., Georges, J.-Y. & Lacroix, A. Change in plasma cortisol and metabolites during the attendance 

period ashore in fasting lactating subantarctic fur seals. Comparative Biochemistry and Physiology Part A 137, 523–531 (2004).
17.	 Oki, C. & Atkinson, S. Diurnal patterns of cortisol and thyroid hormones in the Harbor seal (Phoca vitulina) during summer and 

winter seasons. General and Comparative Endocrinology 136, 289–297 (2004).
18.	 Ortiz, R. M., Wade, C. E. & Ortiz, C. L. Effects of prolonged fasting on plasma cortisol and TH in postweaned northern elephant seal 

pups. American Journal of Physiology - Regulatory, Integrative and Comparative Physiology 280, 790–795 (2001).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

8Scientific Reports | 6:21889 | DOI: 10.1038/srep21889

19.	 Gardiner, K. J. & Hall, A. J. Diel and annual variation in plasma cortisol concentrations among wild and captive harbor seals (Phoca 
vitulina). Canadian Journal of Zoology 75, 1773–1780 (1997).

20.	 Bartsh, S. S., Johnston, S. D. & Siniff, D. B. Territorial behavior and breeding frequency of male Weddell seals (Leptonychotes 
weddelli) in relation to age, size, and concentrations of serum testosterone and cortisol. Canadian Journal of Zoology 70, 680–692 
(1992).

21.	 Hunt, K. E., Rolland, R. M., Kraus, S. D. & Wasser, S. K. Analysis of fecal glucocorticoids in the North Atlantic right whale 
(Eubalaena glacialis). General and Comparative Endocrinology 148, 260–272 (2006).

22.	 Rolland, R. M. et al. Evidence that ship noise increases stress in right whales. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 
279, 2363–2368 (2012).

23.	 Pedernera-Romano, C. et al. Salivary cortisol in captive dolphins (Tursiops truncatus): a non-invasive technique. Animal Welfare 15, 
359–362 (2006).

24.	 Macbeth, B. J., Cattet, M. R. L., Obbard, M. E., Middel, K. & Janz, D. M. Evaluation of hair cortisol concentration as a biomarker of 
long-term stress in free-ranging polar bears. Wildlife Society Bulletin 36, 747–758 (2012).

25.	 Bechshøft, T. Ø. et al. Measuring environmental stress in East Greenland polar bears, 1892–1927 and 1988–2009: What does hair 
cortisol tell us? Environment International 45, 15–21 (2012).

26.	 Bechshøft, T. Ø. et al. Developing a new research tool for use in free-ranging cetaceans: recovering cortisol from harbour porpoise 
skin. Conservation Physiology 3, doi: 10.1093/conphys/cov016 (2015).

27.	 Thompson, L. A., Spoon, T. R., Goertz, C. E. C., Hobbs, R. C. & Romano, T. A. Blow Collection as a Non-Invasive Method for 
Measuring Cortisol in the Beluga. PLoS ONE 9, doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0114062 (2014).

28.	 Kellar, N. M. et al. Blubber Cortisol: A Potential Tool for Assessing Stress Response in Free-Ranging Dolphins without Effects due 
to Sampling. PLoS ONE 10, doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0115257 (2015).

29.	 Trana, M. R., Roth, J. D., Tomy, G. T., Anderson, W. G. & Ferguson, S. H. Influence of sample degradation and tissue depth on 
blubber cortisol in beluga whales. Journal of Experimental Marine Biology and Ecology 462, 8–13 (2015).

30.	 Riviere, J. E., Engelhardt, F. R. & Solomon, J. The relationship of Thyroxine and Cortisol in the Moult of the Harbour Seal (Phoca 
vitulina). General and Comparative Endocrinology 31, 398–401 (1977).

31.	 Gulland, F. et al. Adrenal function in wild and rehabilitated Pacific harbor seals (Phoca vitulina richardsii) and in seals associated 
with Phocine herpesvirus associated adrenal necrosis. Marine Mammal Science 15, 810–827 (1999).

32.	 Trumble, S. J. et al. Endocrine Changes in Harbor Seal (Phoca vitulina) Pups Undergoing Rehabilitation. Zoo Biology 32, 134–141 
(2013).

33.	 Tryland, M., Krafft, B. A., Lydersen, C., Kovacs, K. M. & Thoresen, S. I. Serum chemistry values for free-ranging ringed seals (Pusa 
hispida) in Svalbard. Veterinary Clinical Pathology 35, 405–412 (2006).

34.	 Bennett, K. A., Moss, S. E. W., Pomeroy, P., Speakman, J. R. & Fedak, M. A. Effects of handling regime and sex on changes in cortisol, 
thyroid hormones and body mass in fasting grey seal pups. Comparative Biochemistry and Physiology Part A: Molecular & Integrative 
Physiology 161, 69–76 (2012).

35.	 Schwacke, L. H. et al. Health of Common Bottlenose Dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in Barataria Bay, Louisiana, Following the 
Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill. Environmental Science & Technology 48, 93–103 (2014).

36.	 de Kloet, E. R., Joels, M. & Holsboer, F. Stress and the brain: from adaptation to disease. Nat Rev Neurosci 6, 463–475 (2005).
37.	 Kloet, E. R. d., Vreugdenhil, E., Oitzl, M. S. & Joëls, M. Brain Corticosteroid Receptor Balance in Health and Disease. Endocrine 

Reviews 19, 269–301 (1998).
38.	 Sapolsky, R. M. In Behavioural Endocrinology (eds J. B. Becker, S. M. Breedlove & D. Crews) 287–324 (MIT Press, 1992).
39.	 Champagne, C., Tift, M., Houser, D. & Crocker, D. Adrenal sensitivity to stress is maintained despite variation in baseline 

glucocorticoids in moulting seals. Conservation Physiology 3, doi: 10.1093/conphys/cov1004 (2015).
40.	 Ashwell-Erickson, S., Fay, F. H., Elsner, R. & Wartzok, D. Metabolic and hormonal correlates of molting and regeneration of pelage 

in Alaskan harbor and spotted seals (Phoca vitulina and Phoca largha). Canadian Journal of Zoology 64, 1086–1094 (1986).
41.	 Boily, P. Metabolic and hormonal changes during the molt of captive gray seals (Halichoerus grypus). American Journal of  

Physiology - Regulatory, Integrative and Comparative Physiology 270, 1051–1058 (1996).
42.	 Sparling, C., Speakman, J. & Fedak, M. Seasonal variation in the metabolic rate and body composition of female grey seals: fat 

conservation prior to high-cost reproduction in a capital breeder? J Comp Physiol B 176, 505–512 (2006).
43.	 Boyd, I., Arnborn, T. & Fedak, M. Water Flux, Body Composition, and Metabolic Rate during Molt in Female Southern Elephant 

Seals (Mirounga leonina). Physiological Zoology 66, 43–60 (1993).
44.	 Hindell, M., Slip, D. & Burton, H. Body mass loss of moulting female southern elephant seals, Mirounga leonina, at Macquarie 

Island. Polar Biol 14, 275–278 (1994).
45.	 Paterson, W. et al. Seals like it hot: Changes in surface temperature of harbour seals (Phocina vitulina) from late pregnancy to moult. 

Journal of Thermal Biology 37, 454–461 (2012).
46.	 Thompson, P. M., Miller, D., Cooper, R. & Hammond, P. S. Changes in the Distribution and Activity of Female Harbour Seals 

During the Breeding Season: Implications for their Lactation Strategy and Mating Patterns. Journal of Animal Ecology 63, 24–30 
(1994).

47.	 Engelhardt, F. R. & Ferguson, J. M. Adaptive hormone changes in harp seals, Phoca groenlandica, and gray seals, Halichoerus grypus, 
during the postnatal period. General and Comparative Endocrinology 40, 434–445 (1980).

48.	 Van Parijs, S. M., Thompson, P. M., Tollit, D. J. & Mackay, A. N. N. Distribution and activity of male harbour seals during the mating 
season. Animal Behaviour 54, 35–43 (1997).

49.	 Thompson, P. & Rothery, P. Age and sex differences in the timing of moult in the common seal, Phoca vitulina. Journal of Zoology 
212, 597–603 (1987).

50.	 Deslypere, J. P., Verdonck, L. & Vermeulen, A. Fat Tissue: A Steroid Reservoir and Site of Steroid Metabolism. The Journal of Clinical 
Endocrinology & Metabolism 61, 564–570 (1985).

51.	 Hughes, K. A., Reynolds, R. M., Andrew, R., Critchley, H. O. D. & Walker, B. R. Glucocorticoids Turn Over Slowly in Human 
Adipose Tissue in Vivo. The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism 95, 4696–4702 (2010).

52.	 McClelland, S. J. et al. Microvascular patterns in the blubber of shallow and deep diving odontocetes. Journal of Morphology 273, 
932–942 (2012).

53.	 Pyka, A. & Babuska, M. Lipophilicity of Selected Steroid Compounds. I. Investigations on RP18W Stationary Phase by RP‐HPTLC. 
Journal of Liquid Chromatography & Related Technologies 29, 1891–1903 (2006).

54.	 Galic, S., Oakhill, J. S. & Steinberg, G. R. Adipose tissue as an endocrine organ. Molecular and Cellular Endocrinology 316, 129–139 
(2010).

55.	 Stimson, R. H. et al. Cortisol Release From Adipose Tissue by 11β -Hydroxysteroid Dehydrogenase Type 1 in Humans. Diabetes. 58, 
46–53 (2009).

56.	 Newton, C. J., Samuel, D. L. & James, V. H. T. Aromatase activity and concentrations of cortisol, progesterone and testosterone in 
breast and abdominal adipose tissue. J. Steroid Biochem. 24, 1033–1039 (1986).

57.	 Kellar, N. M., Trego, M. L., Marks, C. I. & Dizon, A. E. Determining pregnancy from blubber in three species of delphinids. Marine 
Mammal Science 22, 1–16 (2006).

58.	 Jaedicke, K. M., Taylor, J. J. & Preshaw, P. M. Validation and quality control of ELISAs for the use with human saliva samples. Journal 
of Immunological Methods 377, 62–65 (2012).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9Scientific Reports | 6:21889 | DOI: 10.1038/srep21889

59.	 Thomsson, O., Ström-Holst, B., Sjunnesson, Y. & Bergqvist, A.-S. Validation of an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay developed 
for measuring cortisol concentration in human saliva and serum for its applicability to analyze cortisol in pig saliva. Acta Veterinaria 
Scandinavica 56, doi: 10.1186/s13028-014-0055-1 (2014).

60.	 Sink, T. D., Lochmann, R. T. & Fecteau, K. A. Validation, use, and disadvantages of enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay kits for 
detection of cortisol in channel catfish, largemouth bass, red pacu, and golden shiners. Fish Physiol Biochem 34, 95–101 (2008).

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank all the staff and students at the Sea Mammal Research Unit who were involved 
in the fieldwork to capture and sample the harbour seals, with particular thanks to Simon Moss and Matthew 
Bivins. The authors would also like to thank DRG International Inc. for their financial support that enabled the 
attendance of The European Cetacean Society Conference in 2012 where part of this work was presented. This 
work was partly supported by the National Capability Funding from the Natural Environment Research Council 
and by a School of Biology Class Grant.

Author Contributions
J.K. and A.J.H. conceived the study. J.K. and A.J.H. were part of a team involved in the sample collection from the 
harbour seals. J.K. performed the hormone analysis. J.K. and A.J.H. interpreted the data. A.J.H. supervised the 
research. J.K. wrote the manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/srep
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Kershaw, J. L. and Hall, A. J. Seasonal variation in harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) blubber 
cortisol - A novel indicator of physiological state?. Sci. Rep. 6, 21889; doi: 10.1038/srep21889 (2016).

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images 
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, 

unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license, 
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy of this 
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

http://www.nature.com/srep
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Seasonal variation in harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) blubber cortisol - A novel indicator of physiological state?
	Introduction
	Results
	The Effect of Capture Time
	Variation in Blubber Cortisol

	Discussion
	Materials & Methods
	Sample Collection
	Sample Analysis
	Cortisol extraction from blubber biopsies
	Cortisol quantification in blubber biopsies and plasma samples

	Verifications
	Parallelism Assays

	Matrix Effect Tests
	Cortisol Recovery from Spiked Samples

	Statistical Analysis
	Plasma Data
	Blubber Data


	Additional Information
	Acknowledgements
	References



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                Seasonal variation in harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) blubber cortisol - A novel indicator of physiological state?
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep21889
            
         
          
             
                Joanna L. Kershaw
                Ailsa J. Hall
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep21889
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2016 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2016 Macmillan Publishers Limited
          10.1038/srep21889
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep21889
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep21889
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep21889
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   




