
Is the keto diet 
safe over 40?
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For many years the ketogenic diet has been used clinically for young children 
suffering from epilepsy (1). For this reason, amongst others, people over the 
age of 40 have been nervous to try a ketogenic diet, thinking that is was only 
effective for children. 

However, because of the success in children there have been studies into 
whether or not a ketogenic diet could be effective in an adult population. 
Research into the safety of the keto diet in overweight adults (2), people 
suffering with type 2 diabetes (3) and those going through the awful effects 
of polycystic ovarian syndrome (4) have shown positive results with no 
adverse effects. Yet people over 40 are still hesitant to have a go at losing 
weight with this diet. 

So, is it safe to start a keto diet when you’re over 40? The answer is yes! 
Ketogenic diets are considered to be safe for most adults when they are used 
correctly and monitored by a physician. So why is there confusion? There is a 
lot of conflicting advice regarding this diet. So, you need to do some research. 
But hopefully this article will help point you in the right direction.

The most important thing for people over forty to consider is their current 
level of health. If they have a chronic illness such as diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease (high blood pressure and cholesterol levels etc.) or kidney problems, 
it is highly likely that they were caused by diet and lifestyle in the first place 
(5). So, when starting the keto diet, you do not want to make these conditions 
worse.  
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The keto diet is high in fat so it would be a good idea to get your cholesterol 
checked before starting this diet. This is because a lot of fat in your diet can 
increase cholesterol levels in the body (6). The possibility of having increased 
cholesterol is more likely as you move into middle age (7) so this is definitely 
something that you need to be mindful of when thinking about the safety of 
the keto diet.

For years the advice from the so-called experts was that all fat is bad. 
However, many of our organs are made up of a large percentage of fat. In fact, 
the dry weight of the brain is made up of 50% fat (8). 

The outer layer (or membrane) of every single cell in our body is also made up 
of fats called lipids (9). 

So, it makes sense that we need fat in our diet to survive and maintain the 
healthy function of our body, all through our life. 

As you go into your 4th decade memory issues start to raise their head. 
People following a keto diet think they can just gorge on all fats with no ill 
effects. However, keto diets are often high in a type of fat called Omega 6. 
These fats are inflammatory and known to cause neurological problems (10).
 
However just to add to the confusion, the brain has been shown to function 
better on ketones (the energy from fats) than glucose (the energy from 
carbohydrates) (11). I did warn you there was a lot of conflicting advice! 
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Having said all that Omega 6 fats are essential as the body does need them, 
for the reasons outlined above. The problem is when too much of this type of 
fat is eaten. This is when it can cause inflammation and contribute to heart 
disease, cancer and dementia. These are the type of diseases that the 
40-something man/woman can suffer from, especially after years of poor 
lifestyle choices. Omega 6 fats are found in vegetables oils so keep fried foods 
to a minimum in the keto diet.

But it’s not all bad news. Omega 3 is the good (anti-inflammatory) cop and as 
long as there is a healthy balance between the two Omegas – all is good.  
Foods such as oily fish, especially mackerel and salmon, walnuts, seed oils, 
chia and flax. All of which are allowed on a keto diet. Thankfully our tastes 
change as we age, so even if you didn’t like mackerel or sardines as a child 
give them another try. 

As we age our metabolism slows down (12) which makes it harder to burn 
fat. One of the dangers of the keto diet is that it is high calorie. This is because 
fat has over twice the number of calories of carbohydrate and protein (13). 
This is another reason why you should not fall into the trap of thinking you 
can eat copious amounts of fat; such as adding full-fat cream to your 6 cups 
of coffee a day! Just because you are on the keto diet, doesn’t mean you 
shouldn’t be keeping an eye on calorie intake. Eating less calories than you 
burn is the only way you will actually lose weight (14). 

As we age we start to lose muscle mass and this starts to become more 
apparent in our 40s (15). When following the keto diet don’t just focus on fat, 
protein is incredibly important too. 
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We need protein to repair our muscles and organs, especially following 
exercise (16). The danger is when you have too much protein, which is pretty 
likely when you are eating a diet so high in meat. Too much protein can be just 
as dangerous as too little. Eating lots of meat, poultry, fish and eggs can make 
you feel tired most of the day which is not great when you are trying to run a 
house, care for your family and hold down a job. It can also affect your 
kidneys, lower your mood, and make you constipated (17). 

By way of reassurance with regard to the keto diet; when you search ‘danger 
of the ketogenic diet’ in Pubmed (the main directory for scientific research) 
only 7 results are found. Four of those results focus on just one person who 
suffered severe adverse effects rather than large groups of people (18). 

This is a much more reliable source of information than other websites that 
are based on hearsay. So, the takeaway from this is that done with care and 
under the supervision of a doctor there is no reason why it should not be safe 
for people over 40 to follow the keto diet.  
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