
Heart of Dixie
Cardiology

LCHF Nutrition/Intermittent Fasting

You are receiving this document because you are open to exploring an alternative nutritional lifestyle, one that in many 
ways contradicts conventional teachings and guidelines. 

I am here to help you!
•	 Nutrition is such a loaded topic—almost a religious or political one—so I’m always looking for ways to explain 

nutrition that are as free from that baggage as possible. 
•	 So far, the framework I use to explain eating is based on modifying three parameters (calorie, dietary, and time 

restriction) in various combinations.
•	 The “standard American diet” is essentially one the involves eating as much as you want (no calorie restriction), 

anything you want (no dietary restriction), and whenever you want (no time restriction). The further you can get 
away from this pattern of eating, the better you will be.  You will be decreasing your risk for getting sick.

What is Time Restricted Feeding or Intermittent Fasting?
Well, it’s not a “diet” per se, but rather an eating pattern by basically eating just as the words 
sound: varying times of when you eat and when you don’t, for weight loss and many other 
health benefits.
•	 Intermittent fasting plans only restrict when you eat, not what you eat. 
•	 However, I do recommend following a low carb diet (see additional information below) if 
you plan to intermittent fast, but there are technically no actual food restrictions. 
•	 With so many different ways to intermittent fast, it’s pretty easy to make this age-old 
practice work for you, your lifestyle and your goals. Whether you’re new to fasting or just 
looking to learn more about it.  Hopefully this information will help you make the best decisions 
for your body and kickstart your journey to health.
•	 Essentially, you will cycle between periods of fasting and eating with the most common 
being the 16:8 method (16 hour fast: 8 hour eating window), my personal favorite (see 
information below). 

 
Is intermittent fasting a fad?

•	 The idea of fasting has been around for centuries, as food wasn’t always readily available like it is now. 
•	 Fasting is also used in various religions and spiritual practices to start a purification process in the body or solidify 

one’s commitment to a higher power.
 
What are the benefits?
Studies have shown intermittent fasting can help:

•	 Regulate blood sugar levels and improve insulin sensitivity
•	 Improve mood and manage stress levels
•	 Improve gut microbiome
•	 Decrease calories consumed over a 24h period leading to weight loss
•	 Reduce risks of chronic diseases such as type II diabetes and high blood pressure; and lowered risk of cancers 

associated with obesity. 
 
Two deeper reasons to do this?

•	 The benefits behind intermittent fasting happen at a cellular and molecular level (see diagram below)
•	 The beneficial effects of time restriction include metabolic switching (or flexibility) and stress resistance.  
•	 Metabolic switching refers to the preferential shift from the use of glucose as a fuel source to the use of fatty acids 

and ketone bodies. Your ability to toggle back and forth between these two metabolic states is an indicator of 
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your metabolic flexibility.  
•	 Time restricted feeding’s benefits are independent of weight loss.  We also know that ketone bodies produced 

from fasting are not only used for fuel, but are also signaling molecules that have positive effects on metabolism 
and are known to influence health and aging.

 
The illustration below helps illustrate my excitement for the importance of intermittent fasting. The neurobiology of 
wisdom can be found in the balance of growth and repair. 

What happens to your body when you fast?
•	 After 8 hours of fasting, your body uses up its glucose reserves and begins to dip into stored fat for energy, 

leading to weight loss and an increase in metabolic function.
•	 Fasting gives your body a break from the process of digestion, so your cells and genes are able to focus on 

repairing themselves.
 
Insulin Levels

•	 Carbohydrates, particularly sugars and refined grains (think white flour and rice), are quickly broken down into 
sugar, which our cells use for energy. 

• If our cells don’t use it all, we store it in our fat cells as, well, fat. But sugar can only enter our cells with 
insulin, a hormone made in the pancrease. Insulin brings sugar into the fat cells and keeps it there.

•	 Between meals, as long as we don’t snack, our insulin levels will go down and our fat cells can then release fatty 
acids, to be used as energy. We lose weight if we let our insulin levels go down. 

 
The entire idea is to allow the insulin levels to go down far enough and for long enough that we burn off our fat.
 
Human Growth Hormone
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•	 The blood levels of the growth hormone increase and higher levels of this hormone facilitate fat burning and 
muscle gain 

 
Cellular Repair

•	 The body begins to remove waste material from its cells 
 
Intermittent Fasting Schedules options
There are lots of different options when it comes to how you can intermittent fast. 

•	 Keep in mind that intermittent fasting isn’t for everyone, and it is best suited to those who are already following a 
low carb way of eating (see information below). 

•	 Fasting does not take the place of a balanced, nutrient-dense diet, but it can be a great compliment if you find a 
method that works for you.

 
12:12 Fasting Schedule
This intermittent fasting method is straightforward and simple. 

•	 The shorter fasting window is easier to attain and safer for those who might not fare well with a longer fast. It’s 
also a great way to experiment with fasting to see if it works for you. 

•	 We have evolved to be in sync with the day/night cycle, i.e., a circadian rhythm. Our metabolism has adapted to 
daytime food, nighttime sleep. Nighttime eating is well associated with a higher risk of obesity, as well as diabetes.

•	 If you sleep from 11 p.m. to 7 a.m., you’ve already fasted for eight hours. Extending this time is a great way to knock 
out a large chunk of the fasting time, leaving very few “awake” hours to not eat.

•	 The main downside is that you likely won’t see the dramatic impact, including mental clarity and cellular and 
gastrointestinal repair, that a longer fast might offer.
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The 16:8 method (Dr. Cooley’s personal favorite) 
This method is most often taken on as a daily practice but can also be used a few times a week depending on your 
personal preferences. 

•	 One of the most common intermittent fasting schedules, 16:8, requires 16 hours of fasting at a time with an 8-hour 
eating window. 

•	 16 hours of fasting allows your body to burn more fat, regulate insulin levels and improve brain function, making it 
a great option if you’ve already mastered the 12:12 fast and you’re eating a low carb diet (<100g of carbs/day).

•	 The remaining 16 hours should remain fasted (water/tea/black coffee/non caloric beverages allowed).

Side Effects
The most common side effect of the 16:8 fasting 
schedule happens during the first week. 
•	 As the body transitions to its new eating schedule, 
you may have intense feelings of hunger and some 
irritability. You will mostly avoid these symptoms if 
you eat low carb to begin with since your insulin and 
hormones will already be fairly well regulated. 
•	 Rest assured that these side effects are totally 
normal and tend to go away within a few weeks 
(as your body is great at adapting quickly to fasting 
patterns)! Those who adhere to the 16:8 schedule 
typically eat from 10 am to 6 pm (my personal favorite) 
or from 12 pm to 8 pm. 
 
There are other fasting schedules that certainly can be 
explored later in your journey if desired.  I list some of 
these here but will not go into detail in this document.
•	 20:4 Fasting Schedule. Also called the Warrior Diet
•	 Full Day Fast (24H). Fasting for a 24-hour period can 
have major benefits, like helping to reset gut bacteria 
and improving cardiovascular health. 
•	 Three Day Fast (72H). While there are researched 
benefits to this method, only drinking water for 3 whole 
days can be dangerous if not performed correctly. 
o I do not recommend this diet in general. 
o This method also accelerates cell turnover (known 
as autophagy), which involves the body clearing out 
damaged cells to make way for new, healthy cells. 

An example schedule for this plan is a weekend fast where you eat your last meal on Friday night and fast until Monday 
night.The 5:2 diet. On this fasting plan, you consume low- carb only 500–600 calories (should be 25% of your daily caloric 
needs) on two non-consecutive days of the week, but eat normally for the rest of the week. I do not recommend this diet. 
 
What to eat/drink?
There are many opinions on what you should or should not be eating between fasting periods. 

•	 You should be enjoying nutrient dense, lower carb, unprocessed food from whole food sources, NOT a diet of 
burgers, fries, candy and soda. 

•	 Avoid sugars and refined grains. Instead, eat fruits, vegetables, beans, lentils, whole grains, lean proteins, and 
healthy fats (a sensible, plant-based, Mediterranean-style diet, or my personal favorite is a low carb, Keto diet).

•	 Let your body burn fat between meals. Don’t snack. Be active throughout your day. Build muscle tone.
•	 Avoid snacking or eating at nighttime, all the time.
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So does Intermittent fasting really work?
You must be the one to find the balance on what works with you 
and your body.

•	 If you dramatically lower your calories during your fasting 
days but then eat a ton of calories, sugar, carbs and 
junk food during your regular eating days, you may find 
that you aren’t losing any weight or noticing any health 
benefits because of your food choices.

•	 It’s even more effective for those individuals on a keto 
diet as the periods of fasting will enhance your state of 
ketosis (fat-burning state) even more! Let’s talk low carb, 
high fat!

 
 Low-carb, high-fat diet (LCHF)
 
WHY YOU NEED TO DITCH THE CARBS: THE ADVANTAGES 
OF A LOW-CARB DIET

•	 In truth, fat is essential for your health, carbohydrates are 
not. 

 
ADVANTAGES OF A LOW-CARB DIET ON BLOOD SUGAR 
AND INSULIN LEVELS
Eating carbohydrates have the biggest impact on our blood 
sugar and insulin levels. 

•	 Restricting carbohydrates in our diet has a direct result in 
lowering our sugar levels and insulin needs. 

•	 By lowering carbohydrate intake, blood sugars are 
controlled and insulin levels are minimized. This is 
incredibly beneficial for those with diabetes (type one or 
two) and those with insulin resistance.

•	 High sugar levels play a part in almost all chronic 
diseases such as type 2 diabetes, dementia, cancer and 
cardiovascular disease. 

ADVANTAGES OF A LOW-CARB DIET FOR HUNGER
Low-carb diets increase satiety due to the balanced 
blood sugar levels they promote.
•	Unlike diets high in carbohydrate, blood sugar 
and insulin spikes throughout the day are kept to a 
minimum.
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ADVANTAGES OF A LOW-CARB DIET FOR THE HEART
Low-carb diets have a beneficial impact on a whole host of heart disease risk factors. 

•	 Specifically, they reduce triglycerides (a major risk factor for cardiovascular disease) and increase the 
concentrations of HDL (known as the “good” cholesterol).

•	 Additionally, they lead to reduced blood sugar, insulin, and inflammation in the body; all of these things can be 
damaging to the heart. 

•	 As well as this, another big advantage is weight loss, since heavier weights and obesity increase cardiovascular 
risk.

 
Health Benefits of Low Carb Diets

•	 Scientific studies of varying quality and duration show low-carb diets (generally less than 100 grams of 
carbohydrates per day) and ketogenic diets (less than 20-30 grams of carbohydrates per day) provide numerous 
health benefits including: 

o Effective weight loss
o Treatment of diabetes
o Lowered blood pressure
o Treatment of fatty liver
o Increased high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol and reduced triglycerides
o And more…..

 
Pre-existing Diabetes or Blood pressure medication 

•	 If you are already on diabetes medications, it is possible that the dose requirements may substantially change to 
prevent hypoglycemia. Insulin is the obvious example but there are others such as SGLT-2 inhibitors. In contrast, 
metformin is safe in the context of a low-carb diet.

•	 It is important that you partner with your primary care provider or diabetic educator and let them know of your 
decision and seek advice on monitoring blood glucose and potential medication changes.

 
Pre-existing High Blood Pressure

•	 In addition, low-carb diets can help lower blood pressure. 
•	 If you are on blood pressure medications, make sure to monitor your blood pressure at home. Watch for 

symptoms of hypotension such as dizziness, feeling weak, or feeling faint. Please call my office or reach out to 
your primary care physician if you experience these symptoms. 
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HOW DO I FOLLOW A LOW-CARB DIET?
At its most basic, the low carb diet (or LCHF: low-carb high-fat) means eating plenty of healthy animal foods as well as 
nutrient-dense plant foods. 

•	 Stay away from processed foods. If it comes in a box or bag and has an expiration date you probably don’t want it. 
Throw them away.

•	 Look at spinach or an avocado; they are full of nutrients yet extremely low in digestible carbohydrates (which turn 
to sugar in the body). By the same token, if we examine bread or rice then sure, they do have a few nutrients, but 
not so many. Added to that, they also contain a significant amount of digestible carbohydrate which raises your 
blood sugars incredibly.

 
Looking at the picture, see that the three most nutrient-dense food groups are encouraged.
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HOW MANY CARBS SHOULD I EAT ON A LOW-CARB DIET?
If you are just starting a low-carb diet, this can be confusing. 

•	 In brief, one man’s low-carb diet is another man’s  
high-carb diet. 

•	 By that, I just mean that there is no one-size-fits-all amount 
of carbohydrate you need to eat.

•	 However, to get the best advantages of a low-carb diet, it’s 
better to aim at the lower end of the scale.

 
Some easy targets to follow are:

•	 Moderate low-carb – 100g net carbs or below each day
•	 Very Low-carb – 50g net carbs per day
•	 Keto – 20g net carbs per day, or less

 
Personally, I usually stick to somewhere between 30g and 50g Net 
Carbs per day. However, more than half of the total tends to come 
from fibrous plant foods and some dark chocolate.
 
Strategies to getting started on a low carb life

•	 Eliminate refined sugar, grains and seed oils  
(see bottom chart)

•	 Count your Carbs
o A good app for tracking carbs is chronometer
o A low-carb diet can provide anywhere from 30-100 grams of net carbs per day, depending how strict you 

want or need to be
o If you have diabetes or want to lose weight, aim for less than 50 grams of net carbs most days in order to 

maximize results
 
VEGETABLES ARE YOUR BEST SOURCE OF CARBS
What vegetables are low carb?

•	 Vegetables growing above ground are usually low carb and may be eaten freely
•	 Vegetables growing below ground usually contain more carbs, so you should be more careful with them 

(especially potatoes)
•	 Like any rule, it’s not perfect, so have a look below

 
Above Ground
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Below Ground

My Top 10 Vegetables
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Top 10 low-carb fruits
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Employ Substitutions
•	 If breakfast is usually cereal, juice, and toast then 

try eggs, bacon, and coffee (with heavy cream, if 
wanted) instead.

•	 If lunch is a sandwich with deli meat, how about 
salad with sliced chicken or steak and plenty of extra 
virgin olive oil as the dressing instead?

•	 If dinner is often a meat with a starch like pasta, 
potatoes, or rice, try having as much meat as you like 
and fill the rest of the plate with green vegetables 
or salad. You can even try adding cauliflower rice, 
zucchini noodles, or other starch substitutions.

•	 If between-meal snacks or after-meal desserts are 
stumbling blocks, I recommend eliminating the soft 
drinks, junk food, and sugary desserts and suggest 
drinking sugarless tea, coffee or water and snacking 
on nuts and cheese. Berries with unsweetened 
whipping cream or full fat yogurt can substitute for a 
sugary dessert.

 
What about all the naysayers? 
The list below helps clear up some common 
misconceptions.

•	 Low-carb diets result in weight loss, but at the cost of 
increasing risk of heart disease

o In brief, there are no moderate- or high-
quality studies demonstrating that eating 
a whole-food, low-carb diet results in an 
increased risk of heart disease or early 
death.

•	 The amounts of fat allowed in a low-carb diet will 
raise LDL cholesterol levels

o This is not true for the vast majority of 
individuals. Most studies show no significant 
change in LDL cholesterol, but rather the 
potentially beneficial effects of raising HDL, 
lowering triglycerides, and reducing more 
atherogenic small, dense LDL particles.  

o In fact, one study that looked at a 10-year 
atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease 
(ASCVD) risk calculation for participants 
showed a decreased cardiovascular risk on a 
low-carb diet.

o However, there is a small subset of people, 
termed hyper-responders, whose LDL 
increases significantly on a LCHF diet. It is 
not known exactly how big this population 
is.  Although most medical practitioners 
immediately assume this is harmful, we do 
not have definitive outcome data in this 
specific population.
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Misconceptions Continued ...
•	 The meat and fat on a low-carb diet increase the risk of cancer

o In brief, the data linking fat to cancer risk is inconsistent, incomplete, and unreliable.
o Randomized controlled trials show no association between red meat and cancer risk.

•	 Whole grains are a necessary part of a healthy diet
o There is no such thing as an essential carbohydrate. 
o It is clear, therefore, that whole grains are not a requirement for survival.
o There are no studies comparing whole grains to a grain-free diet composed of whole foods.

•	 Low carb diets are deficient in fiber
o Many low-carb and ketogenic diets contain nearly unrestricted amounts of above-ground vegetables such 

as broccoli, spinach, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, green beans, bell peppers, zucchini, and more, all of 
which are high in fiber.

o Last, there is no convincing evidence that alterations in gut microbiome from a low carb diet have any 
implications for future health. 

o Once again, the science is muddied by subjects eating a lower-quality diet, high in processed foods
•	 Low carb diets are too restrictive

o Does eating practically all the veggies, meat, cheese, eggs, poultry, fish, nuts, and seeds you want sound 
restrictive?

•	 It is too difficult to maintain long term
o No sugar coating here, maintaining ANY lifestyle change is not easy
o Despite the difficulty of long-term behavior change, some studies demonstrate excellent compliance with 

a ketogenic diet. 
o The nonrandomized trial performed by Virta Health showed an outstanding one-year compliance rate of 

83%.  It shows that with good support, people who choose low-carb diets can thrive.
•	 A low carb high fat diet is bad for the environment

o In short, there is more than one way to be environmentally friendly and avoiding animal sourced foods isn’t 
necessarily the best.

 
Lastly, some of my favorite resources include:

•	 Website: Dietdoctor.com
•	 Good book: Ketotarian by Will Cole
•	 Favorite trail blazers: Eric Westman, Zoe Harcombe, Jason Fung, Jeffrey Gerber, Ivor Cummins, Tim Noakes, Ted 

Naiman, Peter Attia, William Davis


