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The Scientific and Clinical Rationale for the Use of Ketogenic Diets in 
Psychiatric Disorders

The Emerging Field of Metabolic Psychiatry

Skepticism about the implementation of ketogenic diets in mental health care is 
understandable given that so few randomized controlled trials (RCTs) have been 
published in this field to date. Nevertheless, the scientific and clinical arguments 
in support of this low-risk, high potential benefit, lifestyle-based approach to 
psychiatric disorders are compelling. 

The ketogenic diet was originally devised in 1921 to help control seizures in 
children with intractable epilepsy, long before useful anticonvulsant medications 
were available. More than a dozen RCTs have found that more than half of 
children achieve more than a 50% reduction in seizure activity, demonstrating that 
ketogenic diets can stabilize neuronal networks. Given significant overlapping 
pathophysiology between epilepsy and bipolar disorder, and given that many 
of the same medications are used to treat both of these conditions, it had long 
been hypothesized that ketogenic diets may have mood stabilizing properties. A 
rapidly growing body of clinical research now points not only to potential benefits 
in bipolar disorder but in a wide variety of psychiatric conditions.

Ketogenic diets are very low in carbohydrate, moderate in protein, and relatively 
high in fat. This macronutrient profile (which can be achieved using plant and/
or animal foods) lowers and stabilizes glucose levels and reduces insulin to the 
fat-burning point, generating ketones which cross the blood-brain barrier and 
serve as a supplemental fuel source for neurons. These metabolic effects can help 
address neuroinflammation and oxidative stress, neurotransmitter dysregulation, 
mitochondrial dysfunction, and other abnormalities commonly observed across a 
spectrum of chronic diseases affecting the central nervous system, regardless of 
whether they are considered neurological or psychiatric in nature. 

Scientific Rationale

Below are a few key papers published in just the past 5 years that helped lay the 
foundation for the many controlled clinical trials now under way. 

•	 This 2020 paper authored by researchers at Stanford, Oxford, and Harvard 
Universities offers an overview of mechanistic hypotheses: Ketogenic Diet as a 
Metabolic Treatment for Mental Illness.

•	 In 2022, Toulouse-based Dr. Albert Danan and colleagues published this 
uncontrolled retrospective study The Ketogenic Diet for Refractory Mental 
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Illness: A Retrospective Analysis of 31 Inpatients  describing outcomes in 31 
adults with chronic, treatment-resistant major depression, bipolar disorder, 
or schizophrenia who added a whole-foods ketogenic diet to their treatment 
regimen in a semi-controlled inpatient setting. All 28 participants who 
adhered to the diet improved substantially; 43% achieved clinical remission 
from their primary psychiatric diagnosis and 64% were discharged on less 
psychiatric medication.

•	 In 2024, Dr. Shebani Sethi and colleagues at Stanford University published an 
uncontrolled pilot study finding that 79% of adult participants with bipolar 
disorder or schizophrenia experienced clinically meaningful improvement in 
their symptoms in response to a ketogenic diet (added to usual treatment). 

•	 In 2025, Dr. Iain Campbell and colleagues at the University of Edinburgh 
published an uncontrolled pilot study finding the ketogenic diet to be 
feasible, safe, and potentially therapeutic as an adjunctive treatment in adults 
with bipolar disorder.

•	 In 2025, Drew Decker and colleagues at the Ohio State University 
published an uncontrolled  pilot study finding that 100% of students with 
major depression who adhered to a ketogenic diet (added to pre-existing 
treatments) improved, averaging a 69% reduction in symptom scores.

Clinical Rationale

Since 2009, a growing number of published case reports have documented 
positive outcomes across a variety of psychiatric diagnoses from autism spectrum 
disorder to Alzheimer’s disease. While we await more rigorous clinical trial 
evidence in the field, a rapidly expanding community of psychiatric practitioners 
around the world finds the ketogenic diet to be a welcome addition to 
conventional care, particularly for the many patients who do not benefit enough 
from medication, do not tolerate medication, suffer metabolic side effects of 
medication, or hope to reduce medication burden. 

As with any intervention, the ketogenic diet does not help everyone, but 
the majority of the hundreds of adults I have worked with have experienced 
meaningful improvement in mental health symptoms, often evident within 3 to 
6 weeks. Some are able to reduce or even eliminate psychiatric medications, 
and for those who continue medications, the well-established metabolic benefits 
afforded by the ketogenic diet, such as the lowering and stabilization of blood 
glucose levels, reduction in triglycerides, improved appetite control, and fat loss, 
help greatly to offset the metabolic side effects of those medications.
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While there are important contraindications, medication interactions, and 
medical monitoring requirements to be aware of, ketogenic diets are safe 
for most adults, provided they are healthfully constructed, that practitioners 
have the information and experience needed to supervise the intervention, 
and that medications are carefully managed.

Clinical Trials Under Way

More than two dozen new studies including some large randomized 
controlled clinical trials exploring the effects of ketogenic diets in a variety 
of psychiatric conditions such as autism, ADHD, anorexia nervosa, major 
depression, PTSD, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, pediatric mood disorders, 
and Alzheimer’s disease are under way around the world. To stay abreast of 
the latest scientific developments in the field, visit the metabolic psychiatry 
research database hosted by the non-profit Metabolic Mind. 

Clinical and Educational Resources

Metabolic Mind 
Content-rich virtual home for scientific, educational and lived-experience 
resources related to metabolic psychiatry, provided as a free public service 
by the Baszucki Group. 

Free CME/CE/CNE lectures   
Metabolic Mind also sponsors a growing collection of free, high-quality, 
multi-accredited courses in metabolic psychiatry and metabolic medicine on 
their Training and Education page. 

Ketogenic Diets for Mental Health Clinician Training Program 
Comprehensive 5-module CME course accredited for medical practitioners 
and appropriate for clinicians of all backgrounds interested in incorporating 
the cutting-edge principles of metabolic psychiatry into mental health care. 

Ketogenic Therapeutics Mastery Courses 
Comprehensive CPE-accredited courses led by expert registered dietitian 
nutritionists. Topics covered include implementation of ketogenic 
metabolic therapy for numerous health conditions including psychiatric and 
neurological conditions.

Change Your Diet, Change Your Mind, Georgia Ede MD (2024)
Comprehensive guide to nutritional and metabolic psychiatry exploring the 
connection between nutrition science, brain metabolism, and mental health. 
Includes practical information about metabolic assessment and a range of 
therapeutic nutrition interventions including ketogenic diets. 
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I hope you have found this information helpful. If you have further questions, 
please feel free to reach out using the contact link below. 

Sincerely,

Georgia Ede MD 
diagnosisdiet.com/contact

Dr. Ede is an internationally recognized expert in nutritional and metabolic 
psychiatry. She co-authored the first inpatient study of the ketogenic diet for 
mental illness, developed the first medically accredited course in ketogenic diets 
for mental health, and is a recipient of the Baszucki Metabolic Mind Award. Her 
2024 book Change Your Diet, Change Your Mind, is recommended by the New 
York Times Book Review.
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