
What Is the Keto Diet and Does It Work? 
Yes. But we don’t know how effective, or for how long. 
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A recent survey of registered dietitians named the low-carbohydrate keto diet yet again 
as the most popular diet in the United States. Powering this diet is fat, and loads of it — 
all the way up to a hefty 90 percent of one’s daily calories. 

Its fans (and marketers) feed social media with before and after photos, crediting the 
diet for life-altering weight loss or other effects. They swirl butter into their coffee, load 
up on cheese and eat lonely burgers without their bestie: the bun. Staples like whole 
grains, legumes, fruit and starchy vegetables are being largely pushed off the plate as 
devotees strive for ketosis — when the body begins to burn fat instead of glucose as its 
primary energy source. 

“America is in a state of carbophobia,” said Whitney Linsenmeyer, a spokeswoman for 
the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. 
 
The diet is hailed for dropping pounds, burning more calories, reducing hunger, 
managing diabetes, treating drug resistant epilepsy, improving blood pressure and 
lowering cholesterol, as well as triglycerides, the major storage form of fat in the body. 
People have reported improved concentration, too. “We see pretty dramatic benefits,” 
said Dr. William Yancy, director of the Duke Diet and Fitness Center. 

First, a word: Choosing an eating plan or an approach to eating is very personal. 
Everyone’s body, tastes and background are unique. The best approach to food intake is 
one in which you are healthy and nurtured and which matches your social and cultural 
preference. If you want guidance, it’s recommended you consult with a registered 
dietitian. 

What is the ketogenic diet? 

A “typical” ketogenic diet consists of at least 70 percent of calories derived from fat, less 
than 10 percent from carbs and less than 20 percent from protein. The ketogenic diet, 
long used to treat epilepsy in children, calls for 90 percent of daily calories to come from 
fat, with the amount of protein or carbs varying as long as it’s 4 grams of fat for every 
combined 1 gram of carb and protein, according to the American Epilepsy Society. That 
can mean chowing down on a lot of cheese, butter, eggs, nuts, salmon, bacon, olive oil 
and non-starchy vegetables such as broccoli, cauliflower, greens and spinach. For the 
arithmetic-challenged, apps and online programs can do the math for you. (No matter 







Does a low-carb diet help people with diabetes? 

Yes. “Carbohydrate is the biggest driver of blood sugar,” said Duke’s Dr. Yancy, who sees 
a lot of promise in the diet helping those with diabetes. 

A new randomized clinical trial enrolled 263 adults with Type 2 diabetes into group 
medical visits, with half receiving medication adjustment for better blood sugar control, 
and the others undergoing weight management counseling using a low-carb diet. (All 
participants of the study had a BMI that fell within the range of overweight or obese.) 
Both groups experienced lowered average blood sugar levels at the end of 48 weeks, 
according to findings in the Journal of the American Medical Association Internal 



(There’s also much debate about LDL particles and whether the type that’s increasing 
with the keto diet, larger LDL particles, doesn’t increase heart disease risk.) 



Advice we can all agree on: Eat healthily. There is no quick fix. 

Advice from the battling diet camps can be confusing. But Dr. Hall of the National 
Institutes of Health said there is a middle ground: “Can we get beyond this low-fat, low-
carb diet wars, and look to where people have this common piece of advice?” He said 
some versions of both the low-fat and keto diets can be healthier than the standard 
American diet, which is known as SAD for a reason. Low in vegetables and fruit, it’s 
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