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Spotlight on:  Metabolic Flexibility 

By Julie Cottrell, MS, RD, LD 

 
You’ve been following a keto diet for MANY weeks, and you finally have 

the metabolic machinery in place to burn fat for fuel, something that had 

been lost to you while consuming a diet high in carbs. You 

may have reached your target weight or you may still have some to lose; 

either way, you may be wondering if it is possible to occasionally (or 

frequently) have a meal that includes some of your favorite carbs. And if so, 

can it be done without losing all of the progress made by following a keto 

diet? Let’s explore this topic to see if we can find some answers. As with many topics we have 

covered, there truly isn’t one answer to this question. And what works for you may not work 

for all. 

 

Let’s start this discussion by exploring the concept of “metabolic flexibility”. This could 

arguably be the goal you were seeking as you began this journey into keto world. Metabolic 

flexibility means that you are able to use the energy substrate that is available at any given 

time. If you eat a high carb meal, it means that you can burn carbs for energy. If you eat a 

high fat meal, then fat is your main fuel. If you haven’t eaten for many hours, body fat may 

be your energy source. The point is that your body can easily switch between these fuel 

sources.  

 

Let’s learn more about metabolic flexibility from some respected mentors. 

 

Mark Sisson, a former triathlete and ironman competitor, and a well-known author in the 

primal and keto world, has some thoughts about metabolic flexibility. Because of his interest 

in the sports and fitness world, he leans 

toward a long-term diet that does include 

some carbs, particularly for performance 

reasons; but his inclusion of carbs is also for 

the enjoyment of them. The chart (left) shows 

carb ranges that he has defined as part of his 

“Primal Blueprint” plan.  A “Weight Loss 

Sweet Spot” is listed as 50-100 grams/day. 

You may also check out this reference to 

compare each of the carb ranges (left) and 

learn what to expect at each level.  Sort of as 

an extension of primal, Mark advocates for 
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keto as well. He wrote “The Keto Reset Diet” to help folks make the transition to keto in a 

slower, more controlled manner. In this reference, Mark specifically shares the pros of 

metabolic flexibility as well as the cons of being “metabolically inflexible”.   

 

Robb Wolf also has some excellent thoughts on metabolic flexibility. Robb is a former 

research biochemist and is one of the world’s leading experts in Paleolithic nutrition. He is the 

author of “The Paleo Solution” and “Wired to Eat”. Robb discusses the 

concept of metabolic flexibility at length in this 36-minute YouTube video. 
Robb emphasizes the importance of looking at OUTCOMES to select the 

path that is best for you. He notes that any “formula for success” should 

allow a person to seamlessly transition between different fuel sources, and 

should also result in a lack of modern-day degenerative diseases. He 

presents a new term called “hysteresis”, which is a memory response of 

our bodies to foods or substances that are ingested, along with their effect 

on our genes. In thinking about hysteresis and carbohydrate intake, there is a threshold 

amount of carbs that turn on specific genes, while turning others off; once you hit this 

threshold, the only way to turn those genes off (for example, the ones that dictate a 

glucose-centered metabolism) is to dial down the carbs again to a super low level. With this 

concept in mind, we know that having a “cheat meal” will exceed that threshold; in the 

aftermath, we may need to do some intermittent fasting, extra exercise, and/or very 

low-carb eating again in order to resume a ketogenic state. But this could be considered a 

reasonable approach in a metabolically flexible person, particularly when these “tools” 

(intermittent fasting, exercise, and low-carb eating) are being routinely used as part of your 

overall plan. 

 

Let’s pause and consider...what you are looking for in your long-term plan?  

 

As you ponder this question, think of what type of diet truly works best for you. Which 

strategies best fit your life? Which foods make you feel your best? What 

diet plan results in the best health outcomes? After thinking through these 

questions, check which boxes make sense for your life: 

 

❏ a higher daily carb threshold  

❏ a treat meal or snack on occasion 

❏ Both of the above! 

❏ Neither of the above; I like my daily carb threshold in the 30-40 gram range and I’m 

sticking with it! 
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Although many of you are reading this spotlight segment because you would like to consider 

adding some carbs back into your plan, some of you will truly fall into the last category. Keto 

may represent an approach to food that you’ve grown to love. For you, perhaps it isn’t a big 

sacrifice to substitute riced cauliflower in place of rice; you don’t mind eating Mexican 

without the chips; you can make a pizza with an altered version of crust; and you are willing 

to find keto-friendly recipes for all of your favorite desserts. And you may love the freedom 

of eating a large steak with a side of veggies or a large salad with chicken or salmon. You 

may find enough satiety in these foods that you aren’t even looking for other foods to add 

back in, particularly if you know that those foods didn’t make you feel as great as these foods 

do. There may also be other incentives for you to continue on this path. Keto may help you 

manage specific health conditions, perhaps even allowing you to ditch some medications, or 

experience increased freedom from pain, bloating, brain fog, inflammation, etc, that wasn’t 

possible on a higher carb plan. Knowing that you can manage these symptoms with a keto 

diet, you may not consider it that great of a sacrifice to stick with it. Just know that if you 

are comfortable sticking with a keto plan long-term, that’s a valid choice!  

 

For those who would like to be more adventurous,  

we need to talk more about carbs and get a grip on some numbers. 

 

Carb Ranges: What’s reasonable? 

 

Let’s talk about DAILY carb intake first. As part of this Jump Start Keto Program, carbs were 

initially dropped to 20 grams per day. This very low carb amount was necessary to help 

deplete glycogen stores and to drastically reduce insulin levels. Over time, we increased the 

carb allowance to 25-35 grams per day to allow for a greater variety of foods, while still 

minimizing insulin, and continuing to facilitate weight loss. The question is, do they need to 

stay this low forever? For reference, anything under 50 grams of carbs per day is generally 

considered to promote ketosis. This range should also allow for continued weight loss, 

provided that calories aren’t excessive. If you refer to the chart from the previous page, you 

can see that up to 100 grams of carbs per day may even work for some people. Higher 

amounts of carbs would push you out of ketosis, but ketosis isn’t a goal for all, and is not a 

requirement for weight loss. Higher carb ranges may be better tolerated for more active 

people; the less active you are, the lower your carbs will need to be in order to lose and/or 

maintain your weight. So, to answer the question of how many carbs are reasonable, it seems 

that less than 100 grams/day would be desirable for most of us, while a tighter goal of 50 
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grams/day would be a better limit for many. And some folks may do better by keeping their 

daily intake even tighter, more like we have done throughout the program. 

 

CAUTION! It’s also important to note here that if you decide to increase your daily intake of 

carbs somewhat, you will need to simultaneously reduce your intake of dietary fat. This isn’t 

just a caution to prevent weight gain. The fact is, insulin levels will be higher 

following meals that contain more carbohydrates. If you have lots of dietary 

fats in your bloodstream at the same time, this can result in unfavorable 

changes in your blood vessels, which can promote cardiovascular disease. 

Carbs and fats don’t mix. The more carbs you eat, the lower your fat intake 

should be. 

 

When we talk about an occasional splurge, the parameters for this are a little more difficult 

to define. Are you looking to have a piece of real cake on your birthday? Chips and salsa at 

the Mexican restaurant? Thanksgiving dinner with all the trimmings? Or maybe just an 

occasional bowl of fruit? This is where the conversation gets tricky. How many carbs YOU 

can tolerate is difficult to know. And honestly, when you are “going for it” with a splurge 

meal/snack/dessert, you likely don’t care how many carbs it is! The bigger trick is to simply 

not let a planned (or unplanned) splurge throw you off course indefinitely. So let’s think 

about some strategies that could be used to minimize the “damage” of occasional splurges. 

 

❏ Use vinegar with higher carb meals. Apple cider vinegar (ACV) and other types of 

vinegar can improve insulin sensitivity during high-carb meals, while 

reducing the insulin and blood sugar response. Taking 1 -2 tablespoons 

ACV (diluted in water) prior to a higher carb meal could be helpful. See 

this link for more information. ACV also comes in capsule form if you 

prefer. Starting a meal with a salad, and a dressing which incorporates 

ACV or other vinegar flavors, is also an option.  

❏ Eat carbs earlier in the day, if possible. Insulin sensitivity is greater 

earlier in the day; so if you eat carbs later in the day, your body will release more 

insulin in response to those carbs than if you had eaten them earlier. Studies have 

compared groups eating the exact same food, just at different times of the day, and 

the group who ate their food earlier lost more weight. Rhonda Patrick refers to this 

concept in this YouTube clip, around the second minute. 

❏ Continue using a 12:12 plan, and eat only 2 meals/day. Dr. Valter Longo refers to the 

benefits of both of these as  long-term strategies in this extensive podcast interview 

with Rhonda Patrick. Although the entire podcast could be worth your time, this 

particular concept is discussed around minutes 35-45. Dr. Longo has done extensive 

research on fasting and longevity. It is noteworthy that his promotion of eating two 

meals/day and using “time restricted eating” (which we often refer to as 

“intermittent fasting”) does not need to be coupled with a keto diet. Just these two 
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strategies can provide many of the metabolic benefits we have been striving for 

long-term. The fact that we use keto with it is a bonus! 

❏ Choose your carbs wisely. Just as we have done throughout this program, focus on 

whole, real food that is minimally processed. Processed foods are usually digested 

much more quickly, resulting in greater insulin spikes. You may enjoy comparing the 

“glycemic index” of various carb-containing foods to see which ones will have the 

greatest or least effect on blood sugar.  

❏ Splurge at one meal only. Maybe you are looking to have some roasted potatoes with 

your steak, or perhaps you would like some bread and olive oil while you wait on your 

meal to arrive at a nicer restaurant. Or it could be a special occasion dinner where you 

plan to have dessert. If you know you will be doing this in advance, you could select a 

lower carb option at your other meal that day. That way, your insulin would only spike 

to a higher level at one meal rather than both. 

❏ Avoid splurging for several days in a row. Damage is cumulative. If you get off track 

and you keep wandering down the wrong path repeatedly, it will require a much more 

concerted effort to get back on course.  

❏ Follow it up with a longer fast. Fasting is a tool that we can all use, any time we like. It 

can function as a “reset”, getting your metabolism back in order much more quickly 

than any other strategy.  

❏ Use exercise/activity to your advantage. If possible, take a walk or be 

as active as you can after consuming carbs. Muscles will take up 

some of the glucose, helping to minimize the spike in insulin. It also 

helps to burn up a few of the extra calories.  

 

In Summary… 

It’s not a crime to want to add some carbs back into your life! The goal, if you choose to add 

some back, is to find an amount that your body can tolerate without resulting in undesirable 

effects. You’ve likely lost some weight, so being able to maintain your new weight is 

important. You may be enjoying freedom from some medications that are no longer needed; if 

so, you will want to protect that health outcome. And how about the absence of brain fog, the 

ability to go for long periods without eating and the more steady energy level you now 

experience? If you eat some carbs and find that you are now having cravings that you can’t 

control, you aren’t thinking as clearly, you feel bloated, your mood is altered, or you have 

dips in energy, those will be clues that you need to reel it in a bit. It may be the 

total amount of carbs that is the problem, or it may be specific foods that are 

setting you off, or a combination of the two. Just as you had to experiment 

with keto, it is also an experiment to see how many carbs you can tolerate 

now. It’s ok if you aren’t perfect! Give yourself whatever amount of grace 

needed in order to find your own “Carb Sweet Spot”.  
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