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UNDERSTANDING
THE SIDE EFFECTS
OF A LOW CARB
DIET

Low carbohydrate diets
h a v e  s u r g e d  i n
popularity  over  the
past  decade,  wi th
many people turning to
plans like keto, Atkins,
o r  p a l e o  t o  s h e d
w e i g h t ,  i m p r o v e
metabolic  health,  and
boost  energy.  While
these  diets  can  be
effective for short-term
weight  loss  and blood
sugar control, they are
no t  w i thou t  the i r
challenges. One of the

most critical topics for
anyone  considering  a
low carb lifestyle is the
potential  for  adverse
reactions.  The  side
effects low carb diet
c a n  p r o d u c e  a r e
common, ranging from
mild  discomfort  to
more persistent health
issues.  Understanding
these reactions before
you start can help you
prepare, mitigate risks,
and make an informed
decision about whether
this  eating  pattern  is
right for you.
In  this  article,  we will
exp lo re  the  mos t
frequently  reported
side  effects,  explain
why  they  occur,  and
offer  practical

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Side Effects Low Carb Diet 2025-05-02

strategies  to  manage
them. Whether you are
just  starting  out  or
have been following a
low carb approach for a
w h i l e ,  t h i s
comprehensive  guide
will  help you navigate
the ups and downs of
carb restriction.

WHAT ARE LOW
CARB DIETS?

Before  diving  into  the
side  effects,  it  is
i m p o r t a n t  t o
understand what a low
carb  d iet  actual ly
i n v o l v e s .  M o s t
standard  low  carb
p l a n s  r e s t r i c t
carbohydrate intake to
between  20  and  100
g r a m s  p e r  d a y ,
depend ing  on  the
specific  protocol.  The
ketogenic  diet,  for
example,  is  extremely
low in  carbs  (typically
under  50  grams)  and
very high in fat, aiming
to  induce  a  state  of

ketosis. Other low carb
p l a n s  a r e  m o r e
moderate, allowing for
more  vegetab les ,
legumes,  and  whole
grains.
By drastically reducing
carbs,  the  body  shifts
from using glucose as
its primary fuel source
to  burn ing  fa t  fo r
energy.  Whi le  this
metabolic  adaptation
can  l ead  t o  r ap id
weight  loss,  it  also
triggers  a  cascade  of
physiological  changes
tha t  can  p roduce
unwanted  symptoms,
especially  during  the
first  few  weeks.

COMMON SIDE
EFFECTS OF A LOW
CARB DIET

Below is an overview of
the most common side
effects  associated  with
low  carbohydrate
eating.  These  are  not
e x p e r i e n c e d  b y
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everyone, but they are
prevalent  enough  to
warrant  attention.  The
key  is  to  recognize
them  early  and  take
corrective action.

1. The
"Keto Flu"
– A
Collection
of Early
Symptom
s
One of the most well-
known  side  effects  is
the  so-called  keto  flu,
which typically appears
within  the  first  few
days  to  a  week  o f
starting a very low carb
diet. Symptoms include
headache,  fatigue,

brain  fog,  irritability,
nausea, dizziness,  and
muscle  aches.  This
happens  because  the
body  is  transitioning
from  burning  glucose
to  burning  fat  and
ketones.  During  this
shift,  insulin  levels
drop,  and the kidneys
excrete  more  water
and  e lec t ro ly tes ,
leading to dehydration
a n d  m i n e r a l
imbalances.
How  to  manage  it:
Increase your intake of
salt,  potassium,  and
magnesium.  Drink
plenty of water, but not
excess i ve l y ,  and
consider bone broth or
e l e c t r o l y t e
s u p p l e m e n t s .
Gradually  reducing
carbs rather than going
cold  turkey  can  also
ease the transition.
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2.
Digestive

Issues
Low  carb  diets  often
cause  significant
changes  in  digestion.
Many  people  report
constipation,  diarrhea,
or  both.  Constipation
commonly  occurs
b e c a u s e  t h e  d i e t
typically  reduces  fiber-
rich  foods  like  fruits,
whole  gra ins ,  and
legumes. On the other
h a n d ,  a  s u d d e n
increase  in  high-fat
foods can cause loose
stools  or  diarrhea  in
some  indiv iduals ,
especially  if  they  are
not used to processing
large amounts of fat.
How  to  manage  it:
Focus  on  non-starchy
vegetables  such  as
leafy  greens,  broccoli,

a n d  z u c c h i n i  t o
maintain  fiber  intake.
Stay  hydrated  and
consider  a  fiber
s u p p l e m e n t  l i k e
p s y l l i u m  h u s k .  I f
d iarrhea  pers ists,
reduce your fat intake
t e m p o r a r i l y  a n d
introduce  high-fat
foods more gradually.

3.
Electrolyt
e
Imbalanc
e and
Dehydrati
on
As  mentioned  earlier,
the  body  loses  more
water  and  sod ium
when  carb  intake  is
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low.  This  can  lead  to
low  levels  of  sodium,
p o t a s s i u m ,  a n d
magnesium,  which  in
turn can cause muscle
c r a m p s ,  h e a r t
p a l p i t a t i o n s ,
h e a d a c h e s ,  a n d
weakness.  This  is  one
of the most potentially
serious  side  effects  if
n o t  a d d r e s s e d
promptly.
How  to  manage  it:
Salt your food liberally
( u s e  s e a  s a l t  o r
Himalayan  pink  salt),
eat potassium-rich low
c a r b  f o o d s  l i k e
avocado,  spinach,  and
salmon,  and  consider
taking  a  magnesium
supplement.  Avoid
overhydration  with
plain water, as that can
f u r t h e r  d i l u t e
electrolytes.

4. Bad
Breath
(Keto
Breath)
W h e n  y o u r  b o d y
produces ketones, one
of  them  is  acetone,
which  i s  excreted
through  the  breath.
This  can  give  your
breath  a  metallic  or
fruity  smel l ,  often
described  as  "keto
breath."  While  not
harmful ,  i t  can  be
socially  awkward.
How  to  manage  it:
Pract ice  good  oral
hygiene,  chew  sugar-
f ree  gum  or  mints
(watch  for  h idden
carbs ) ,  and  d r ink
p l e n t y  o f  w a t e r .
Brushing  your  tongue
can help. Some people
find  that  increasing
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water intake and using
mouthwash  reduces
the  odor.  The  good
news:  For  most,  keto
breath  fades  after  a
few weeks as the body
adapts.

5. Sleep
Disturban
ces and
Fatigue
Even  after  the  initial
keto  flu  fades,  some
people  continue  to
experience  trouble
sleeping  or  feeling
ove r l y  t i r ed .  The
metabolic  shift  can
disrupt  normal  sleep
p a t t e r n s .  S o m e
individuals report vivid
dreams,  difficulty
fa l l i ng  as leep ,  o r
waking  up  frequently
dur ing  the  n igh t .
Conversely,  others  find

that  once  adapted,
they sleep better than
before.
How  to  manage  it:
Stick  to  a  consistent
sleep  schedule,  limit
caffeine  intake  after
midday, and get some
natural sunlight during
the  day.  Magnesium
glycinate  before  bed
may  help  promote
relaxation.  If  fatigue
persists  beyond  the
first  two  weeks,  check
your calorie intake – it
is possible you are not
eating enough.

6. Muscle
Cramps
and Leg
Cramps
Nighttime  leg  cramps
are a classic complaint
during the early phase
of  low  carb  dieting.
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They are almost always
linked  to  electrolyte
deficiencies,
particularly magnesium
a n d  p o t a s s i u m .
Dehydration  can  also
contribute.
How  to  manage  it:
Increase your intake of
leafy  greens,  nuts,
seeds, and avocados. A
m a g n e s i u m
supplement (especially
magnesium  glycinate
or citrate) can be very
effective.  Gentle
stretching  before  bed
and  staying  hydrated
may  also  reduce  the
frequency of cramps.

7. Hair
Loss
H a i r  t h i n n i n g  o r
temporary hair loss can
occu r  two  to  f ou r
months after starting a
low  carb  diet.  This  is
typically  linked  to  the

stress  of  rapid  weight
l o s s ,  n u t r i e n t
deficiencies,  or  a
sudden  change  in
hormone  levels.  The
condition  is  usually
t e m p o r a r y  a n d
resolves  once  weight
stabilizes.
How  to  manage  it:
Ensure you are eating
enough  protein  and
micronutrients  like
iron,  zinc,  and  biotin.
Avoid rapid weight loss
b y  a i m i n g  f o r  a
moderate  ca lo r ie
deficit.  Include  low
carb  vegetables  and
healthy fats to support
overall nutrition. If hair
loss persists, consult a
healthcare  provider  to
rule out other causes.

8.
Reduced
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Physical
Performa

nce
Athletes  and  active
individuals often notice
a  dip  in  performance
during  the  first  few
w e e k s  o f  c a r b
restrict ion.  This  is
because  muscles  rely
heavily on glycogen for
high-intensity exercise.
O n c e  t h e  b o d y
becomes  fat-adapted,
performance  usually
returns to baseline, but
the  transition  can  be
frustrating.
How  to  manage  it:
Keep  workouts  light
during  the  first  two
w e e k s .  C o n s i d e r
targeting carbohydrate
intake  around  your
workouts if you engage
in  h igh - i n tens i t y
training.  Some  people

do well with a cyclical
ketogenic  diet  where
they add back carbs on
training days.

LONG TERM
CONSIDERATIONS
AND MORE
SERIOUS SIDE
EFFECTS

While  most  low  carb
side  effects  are
t e m p o r a r y  a n d
manageable,  some
potential  long-term
effects  deserve
a t t e n t i o n .  I t  i s
important to note that
these are less common
and  often  depend  on
the  overall  quality  of
the diet.

Nutrient
Deficienci



Side Effects Low Carb Diet 9

9

es
Restricting  entire  food
groups  can  lead  to
lower intake of certain
vitamins and minerals,
such  as  v i tamin  C
( f r o m  f r u i t s ) ,  B
vitamins (from grains),
and  fiber.  A  poorly
planned low carb  diet
may  also  be  low  in
calc ium  i f  dai ry  is
l im i ted ,  o r  l ow  in
magnesium  if  green
vegetables  are  not
emphasized.
How  to  manage  it:
Eat  a  wide  variety  of
n o n - s t a r c h y
vegetables ,  nuts ,
seeds,  and  qual ity
an ima l  p roduc ts .
Consider a high-quality
multivitamin  to  fill  any
gaps.  Regularly  rotate
your  food  sources  to
maximize  nutr ient
diversity.

Increased
LDL
Cholester
ol
For  some  individuals,
especially  those  on
very  high  fat,  high
saturated  fat  versions
of  the  keto  diet,  LDL
(bad) cholesterol levels
may rise. This appears
to be more common in
so-ca l led  "hyper -
responders"  and  may
n o t  h a p p e n  f o r
everyone.  However,  it
is  a  potential  concern
for heart health.
How  to  manage  it:
Focus  on  unsaturated
fats  from sources  like
olive  oil,  avocados,
nuts,  and  fatty  fish
rather  than  excessive
amounts  of  butter,
bacon,  and  processed
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meats.  Monitor  your
lipid  panel  before and
after starting the diet.
I f  y o u r  L D L  r i s e s
significantly,  consider
adjustments to your fat
quality  or  total  fat
intake.

Kidney
Stones
People with a history of
kidney stones may be
at increased risk when
following  a  low  carb
diet,  especially if  they
consume high amounts
of  animal  protein  and
low amounts of water.
The  breakdown  of
protein  produces  uric
acid,  and  dehydration
concentrates the urine,
both  factors  that  can
contribute  to  stone
formation.
How  to  manage  it:
Drink  adequate  fluids,
avoid excessive animal

protein  intake,  and
i n c l u d e  l o w  c a r b
v e g e t a b l e s  t h a t
contain citrate (such as
lemons  and  limes)  if
not  contraindicated.
Those  with  k idney
disease  should  not
attempt a low carb diet
w i t h o u t  m e d i c a l
supervision.

WHO SHOULD BE
ESPECIALLY
CAUTIOUS?

While many people can
safely follow a low carb
diet,  certain  groups
should be extra careful
or  avoid  it  altogether
w i t h o u t  m e d i c a l
g u i d a n c e .  T h e s e
include:

Individuals
with type 1
diabetes – risk
of diabetic
ketoacidosis if
not carefully
managed.
Pregnant or
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breastfeeding
women –
nutrient needs
are high and low
carb diets may
not provide
enough for fetal
development.
People with a
history of
eating
disorders –
extreme
restriction can
trigger relapse.
Those with
kidney disease
– high protein
can burden
compromised
kidneys.
Individuals
with high
cholesterol or
heart disease –
require
monitoring of
blood lipids.

If  you fall  into  any of
these  categor ies ,
consult your healthcare
provider before making

significant  changes  to
your  carbohydrate
intake.

HOW TO MINIMIZE
SIDE EFFECTS
WHILE REAPING
BENEFITS

The  side  effects  low
carb diet can cause are
often manageable with
a  f e w  s i m p l e
strategies.  Here  is  a
summary checklist:

Start1.
gradually:
Reduce carbs by
30-50 grams per
week instead of
cutting
drastically all at
once.
Stay hydrated2.
and replenish
electrolytes:
Drink water with
a pinch of salt
and consume
potassium-rich
low carb foods.
Eat plenty of3.
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fiber-rich low
carb
vegetables:
Aim for at least
5-7 cups of leafy
greens and
cruciferous
vegetables daily.
Prioritize4.
healthy fats:
Choose olive oil,
avocado, nuts,
seeds, and fatty
fish over
processed oils
and excessive
saturated fat.
Include a5.
variety of
protein
sources: Avoid
over-reliance on
processed
meats. Rotate
between lean
meats, poultry,
fish, eggs, and
plant-based
options like tofu
(if allowed in
your plan).
Get enough6.

sleep and
manage stress:
Both affect
hormone levels
and can worsen
side effects.
Listen to your7.
body: If
symptoms
persist or
worsen, reassess
your diet
composition and
consider working
with a dietitian.

CONCLUSION

A low carb diet can be
an  effective  tool  for
weight  loss,  blood
sugar  regulation,  and
e v e n  c e r t a i n
therapeutic  conditions
like epilepsy. However,
it  is  not a one-size-fits-
all  solution,  and  the
side  effects  low  carb
d i e t  can  p roduce
s h o u l d  b e  t a k e n
seriously.  From  the
keto  flu  and  digestive
upset  to  electrolyte
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imbalances  and  hair
loss,  most  side  effects
are temporary and can
be  managed  w i th
proper  planning.  The
key is to approach carb
r e s t r i c t i o n  w i t h
k n o w l e d g e  a n d
intent ional i ty—stay
hydrated, eat nutrient-
dense whole foods, and
monitor how your body

r e s p o n d s .  I f  y o u
experience  severe  or
persistent  symptoms,
consult  a  healthcare
professional.  By  doing
so,  you  can  navigate
the  transition  more
s m o o t h l y  a n d
determine  whether  a
low carb lifestyle truly
suits  your  long-term
health  goals.


