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WHAT IS KETOSIS? 

The goal of the ketogenic diet is to put the body into ketosis, where it uses fat for energy instead of 
carbs. But what exactly is ketosis, and how does it help you to lose weight and optimize your health?

In this article, we’re going to discuss how ketosis works, how to get into ketosis, and how to reap 
the benefits of this powerful natural process. The first step is to understand how your body usually 
processes energy (and how it’s supposed to). 

The energy hierarchy

The body of the average person follows a particular hierarchy when it comes to burning, storing, and 
breaking down energy: first glucose, then fat, then protein. 

When you eat a meal, you usually take in much more glucose than your body can burn off, but that 
excess glucose can’t stay in your bloodstream. Instead, it’s stored in your liver as glycogen. When your 
glycogen stores are full, any remaining glucose is converted to fat and stored in your liver and adipose 
(fat) cells.

When you’re not taking in food and you’ve used all the available glucose in your blood, your body will 
turn to those energy stores for fuel, burning energy in the same order it stores it.

First, your liver will start to convert its glycogen stores back into glucose. Then, when your glycogen 
stores are fully depleted, your liver will start to break down its own fat stores, and then your adipose 
stores. You’re now in ketosis.

What is ketosis? 

Ketosis means that your body is using ketones for fuel. These three chemicals are produced when the 
liver breaks down fat, and they can be used to provide the majority of the body with fuel in the absence 
of glucose. 

When you’re in ketosis, your body only uses one of the ketone bodies, BHB, to meet its energy needs. 
The longer you stay in ketosis, the more BHB you’ll produce in relation to the other ketone bodies, and 
the more energy you’ll have. Your body is now ‘fat-adapted’, which essentially means it is highly efficient 
at running on ketones.

Is ketosis safe?

Most people believe that the energy hierarchy means we naturally need to run on glucose, which we 
get from breaking down dietary carbs, and that to stay in a state of ketosis is dangerous. 

In reality, your body uses glucose first simply because it’s the easiest to break down, but it actually runs 
at its optimum on ketones. In fact, not only is ketosis perfectly safe, it’s responsible for our survival as 
a species, having helped our ancestors to survive long periods without food. 

There is an important exception, though. 

Ketosis is often confused with the similar-sounding ketoacidosis, a condition that happens when the 
body can’t produce enough insulin to regulate ketone levels. Eventually the blood becomes dangerously 
acidic, leading to organ damage and potentially death. 



For a diabetic who is unable to produce enough insulin, ketone production can quickly hit critical levels. 
However, for a person with normal insulin function, ketosis is extremely unlikely to lead to ketoacidosis. 

If in doubt, particularly if you have a pre-existing condition, consult your physician before getting 
started. 

The benefits of ketosis

As the optimal method for fuelling your body, ketosis has been shown to offer some pretty incredible 
health benefits. I covered these in my previous article, but here’s a recap:

 • More efficient energy production. 
 • Significantly easier weight loss. 
 • Stable insulin and blood sugar levels. 
 • Protection from insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes. 
 • Stable appetite hormones and fewer cravings. 
 • Longer-lasting fullness after eating. 
 • Improved exercise performance and endurance. 
 • Increased antioxidant production.
 • Reduced inflammation and protection from inflammatory diseases. 
 • Protection against cardiovascular and metabolic disease. 
 • Improved mental clarity and focus. 
 • Protection against age-related cognitive diseases like Alzheimer’s. 

Side effects 

The dreaded keto flu! This is what we call the collection of side effects that you’ll likely experience 
as your body adapts to ketosis: headaches, leg cramps, fatigue, digestive issues, irritability, heart 
palpitations, and ‘brain fog’. 

Keto flu sounds a little off-putting, but it only lasts a few days. It’s usually caused by dehydration and 
excessive salt loss from increased urination, so you can minimize the effects by making sure you get 
plenty of fluids and salts (I recommend bone broth or bouillon).

Rest assured that once you power through to the other side, you’ll feel fantastic!

How to get into ketosis

To get into ketosis, you need to first use up all of the glucose in your blood, followed by all of the 
glycogen stores in your liver. You can achieve this within two or three days by eating a ketogenic diet, 
and as little as 12-16 hours by fasting. 

While fasting has much quicker and more powerful results, most people can only sustain it for short 
periods of time. The keto diet, on the other hand, is easier to stick to and can be practiced indefinitely. 

I recommend a combination of the two, using a short fast to quickly get into ketosis, maintaining ketosis 
with a very low-carb ketogenic diet, and then accelerating your results with periodic intermittent fasts 
of 12-36 hours. 

How to stay in ketosis

When your blood glucose levels rise, the pancreas releases insulin to help the cells take in that glucose 



and use it for energy. To make sure the body prioritizes glucose, insulin also prevents you from burning 
fat — and creating ketones. That’s why, in order to stay in ketosis, you need to keep carb consumption 
to a bare minimum. 

In my last post, I talked about a process called gluconeogenesis. To recap, there are certain systems 
and parts of the brain that can only use glucose for energy. When you don’t have enough glucose to 
meet those needs, your body creates glucose from fats and proteins via gluconeogenesis. 

Some people worry that if they eat too much protein, they’ll create too much glucose via gluconeogenesis, 
kicking themselves out of ketosis. Luckily, studies have proven that this isn’t true. 

Gluconeogenesis is hard work for your body, and so you’ll only ever make as much glucose as you need 
to sustain yourself. It’s a very stable, tightly regulated process, and you’re very unlikely to influence it 
by eating too much protein. 

How do you know if you’re in ketosis?

Although you might experience some physical symptoms when you go into ketosis (see Side effects), 
the only reliable way to know for sure is to test your ketone levels. You can do this in three ways.

Urine testing is the cheapest and easiest way to test your ketone levels (although it’s the least accurate). 
You simply dip a test strip in your urine and it will turn a shade of pink or purple, depending on the levels 
of acetoacetate in your urine.  

It’s important to keep in mind that as you become more efficient at using ketones for energy, you’ll expel 
fewer ketones in your urine, which might cause your levels to read lower. At this point, I’d recommend 
switching to one of the other two methods…

Breath testing involves breathing into a small handheld monitor, which will detect the levels of acetone 
expelled through your breath. It’s more accurate than urine testing, although it’s important to note that 
your results can be influenced by factors like drinking alcohol.

Blood testing involves pricking your finger and placing a small drop of blood on a test strip. You then 
place the strip into a small reader, which will tell you the level of BHB in your blood. It’s by far the most 
accurate testing method, but unfortunately it’s also the most expensive. However, if you can afford it, I 
consider it to be a worthwhile investment. 

In my next post, I’ll be showing you how to kickstart your ketosis with a ketogenic way of eating, AKA 
the keto diet. Until then, drop me your keto questions and thoughts in the comments. 

John
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