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EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT KETONES

If you’re considering a ketogenic diet, you’ve probably heard a lot of talk about ketones, or ketone 
bodies. In this post, I’m going to break down exactly what ketones are, how they’re made, and how your 
body uses them for energy during ketosis. 

Before we dive in, here’s a quick overview of how ketosis works. 

The modern, high-sugar diet means that your body is primed to use glucose as its default energy source. 
You get more glucose than you need from a typical meal, and so any glucose you don’t use is stored in 
the liver as glycogen. After your glycogen stores are full, any further excess glucose is stored as fat. 

When there’s no glucose available — because you’re eating a very low-carb, high-fat keto diet, for 
example — your body goes to the next easiest energy source, which is fat. When you go from burning 
sugar to burning fat, you’re ‘in ketosis’. 

So what are ketones? 

Ketones, or ketone bodies, are the three chemicals produced during ketosis when the liver breaks down 
fat:

 • Acetoacetate is produced first as long- and medium-chain fatty acids are broken down.
 • Acetone is an unusable by-product of acetoacetate and is expelled through the breath  
  and urine.
 • Beta-hydroxybutyrate, or BHB, is also a by-product of acetoacetate and is used for   
  energy. 

BHB is technically a molecule rather than a chemical, but it’s classed as a ketone because of its essential 
role in ketosis. 

It’s the only one of the three ketone bodies that can move freely around the bloodstream, cross the cell 
walls, and enter the mitochondria, otherwise known as the powerhouse of the cell. It’s then turned into 
adenosine triphosphate (ATP), which is used by the body for energy.

Endogenous vs exogenous ketones

Ketones produced by your body are known as endogenous ketones, but you may also have heard of 
exogenous ketones. These are synthetic ketones, usually BHB, produced outside of the body and taken 
in supplement form.

Ideally when following a ketogenic diet, you’ll aim to fuel your body with as many endogenous ketones 
as possible. However, exogenous ketone supplements can help your body get accustomed to burning 
ketones for energy, and they’re great for getting into ketosis faster and staying there for longer. 

Can you survive on ketones alone? 

Critics of the keto diet will tell you that the brain can only use glucose for energy, and so using ketones 
for fuel is dangerous. This is simply not the case; how would our ancestors have survived long periods 
of fasting and famine if it were?! 

Now it is true that you need a small amount of glucose to survive. While almost all of your systems can 
function perfectly well on ketones alone, there are exceptions like red blood cells, the testicles, and 



parts of the brain (around 30%) that can only use glucose. However, your body has you covered…

To support these exceptions, your body has a process called gluconeogenesis, which literally means to 
“create new sugar”. It involves breaking down protein into amino acids, and fats into glycerol, both of 
which can be converted into glucose and used to meet the energy needs that ketones can’t. 

That means that as long as you’re supplying your body with the right amounts of fat and protein via a 
ketogenic diet, then relying mostly on ketones for energy is perfectly safe. In fact, it’s the healthiest 
option. 

Why your body prefers ketones 

Your body uses glucose first, but only because it’s easy to use and abundantly available in our modern 
high-sugar diets, and not because it’s the best option. 

Our ancestors couldn’t depend on the continuous food supply that we’re lucky to enjoy today, and so 
they adapted and evolved to function optimally on ketones. We’re no different, and our bodies actually 
thrive on ketones. 

Here’s why…

Remember adenosine triphosphate (ATP)? Produced in your cells’ mitochondria, ATP is what ultimately 
fuels your body, but whether it’s created from glucose or ketones makes a big difference. 

ATP created from ketones is shown to provide much more energy than ATP created from glucose, 
demonstrating quite clearly that ketones are the superior fuel source for your body. 

Stable blood sugar and insulin levels

Consistent, abundant and reliable energy has a positive knock-on effect throughout the body. One of 
the major benefits of running on ketones is low and stable blood sugar, which in turn leads to stable 
insulin levels and a reduced risk of insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes. 

Appetite hormone regulation

With sustained energy from ketones, you’ll find that your hunger levels, satiety and cravings are much 
easier to manage. This is because ketones help to regulate leptin and ghrelin, otherwise known as your 
appetite hormones. You’ll feel fuller for longer, after eating less food, which will have a positive impact 
on your weight, too. 

Improved exercise performance and fat loss

During exercise, your muscles absorb ketones faster than glucose, improving workout performance and 
increasing endurance. (That’s why many endurance athletes swear by ketogenic diets.) And because 
the muscles are taking in more ketones, your body is burning more fat to create them, leading to 
increased fat loss from exercise. 

Disease prevention

The process of creating ketones also produces antioxidants and anti-inflammatory compounds, which 
can protect you against cardiovascular and metabolic disease, and even extend your life expectancy. 



Cognitive health

As for your brain, ketones have been shown to boost its function and cognitive performance. In fact, 
their anti-inflammatory effects can even help to protect against, and reduce symptoms of, neurological 
conditions like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease. 

Now you know the ins and outs of ketones, you can see what a powerful fuel they are for your body. 
In my upcoming posts, I’ll be explaining the process of ketosis in more detail and showing you exactly 
how to use it to transform your body into a ketone-fuelled, fat-burning machine. Until then, head to the 
comments and let me know your thoughts and questions about ketones. 

John
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