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Spotlight on:  FASTING 

By Julie Cottrell, MS, RD, LD 

 

The idea of “fasting” may sound scary to you-but truly, this is an age-old 

tool, and it’s part of the fabric of our existence. Expansion and contraction 

are natural forces in our universe. Feasting and fasting are the same. They 

are part of the cycle of life, and our bodies benefit from both.  

 

Food is plentiful in our current society. We are encouraged to eat and snack every hour of the 

day. So the idea of NOT eating for a period of time sounds like deprivation. But our pattern of 

eating hasn’t always been this way. Our bodies are designed to withstand extended periods of 

time without food; and in fact, we benefit immensely from the “clean up” processes that 

happen at these times when food is NOT so plentiful. 

 

Fasting for 12 hours per day (“Intermittent Fasting”/IF or “Time Restricted Eating”/TRE) is 

something you are already doing. It’s the daily goal we are trying to build into our long-term 

eating structure. People used to do this without thinking twice about it. Even 50-60 years 

ago, people ate 3 meals/day, rarely drank sodas, they didn’t snack between meals-and once 

the dinner meal was done, they quit eating for the night. Perhaps they enjoyed an occasional 

“nightcap”; but it wasn’t routine to “need” a glass of wine or two nightly, just to tolerate life. 

There were no movie theaters with giant-sized tubs of popcorn, candy was a novelty, and 

sodas, if purchased, were tiny (8-10 oz). That was just a generation or three from where we 

are now. But our modern way of life has molded us into people who eat constantly. And worse 

yet, we believe we are in an actual crisis if our meal is delayed for some reason. The idea of 

putting aside the wine glass for a spell, or to not munch on food all evening seems well 

beyond the call of duty. And skipping or delaying that first meal? Won’t that wreck our 

metabolism? Take heart. What seems “unnatural” to our modern-day society can become 

your new “normal” by simply implementing new practices, and repeating them over time. 

“Intermittent fasting” for 12 hours per day, most days, is already becoming second nature to 

you. Therefore, we can consider the pros and cons of some other types of fasting. 

 

The discussion that follows is meant to introduce you to the many ways in which fasting can 

be implemented; to help you know where to go for additional quality information; and to 

show you a plan for a “protein-sparing modified fast”, which you may wish to try. 

 

Jason Fung, MD, is a leader in the fasting world. He wrote “The Complete Guide 

to Fasting” with Jimmy Moore, who is also well-known in the fasting space. 

“The Obesity Code” is another enlightening book written by Dr. Fung. There is 

an audio version of this book on YouTube if you would like to 

listen rather than read (perhaps listen in segments, while 

taking a walk?). Dr. Fung is a Canadian nephrologist. This link 

will take you to his website, where you will find links to 

podcasts and other information about his life’s work (some of the podcasts 

are free, others come with a membership). He founded the “Intensive Dietary 
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Management Program” in Toronto. Fasting strategies are used by his patients with great 

success. They are often able to halt disease processes, lose significant amounts of weight, and 

decrease their need for medications. He argues that fasting is timeless, and the simplest 

strategy one could possibly use. It’s accessible to all of us, and it’s free! As he says, “it’s not 

what you do, but rather what you don’t do” (eat). Stories of his many patients are 

highlighted in a free podcast you can check out. It’s interesting to listen to testimonies of real 

people who are having success with different forms of fasting. Even if extended fasting 

doesn’t appeal to you, there’s much to be learned from studying it. 

 

Autophagy (cellular cleansing) is a concept that is helpful to know about as you consider 

fasting. This concept is so important that in October 2016 the Nobel Prize in Physiology or 

Medicine was awarded to Yoshinori Ohsumi for his discoveries of mechanisms for autophagy. 

What could possibly be gained from going for extended periods without food? This link is an 

excellent, and easy-to-understand introduction to autophagy. Learning about how to help our 

cells cleanse and get rid of old, inefficient or dysfunctional cellular parts is enlightening, and 

can help us in our quest for optimal health. The autophagy timeline is on a spectrum. 

Autophagy likely begins at 16-17 hours into the fast, and benefits grow as the fast extends 

3-7 days. A timeline description of this process can be found here. Many folks in the keto 

space implement both short-term and longer-term fasts for this very purpose.  

 

Fasting does have some drawbacks. While intermittent fasting can fit relatively easily into 

the structure of our days, extended fasting doesn’t fit as easily. Humans are social creatures. 

We eat and drink together, we celebrate, we cook meals to enjoy time with our families, and 

we often dine out. Deciding to fast for longer time periods may require a significant amount 

of discipline, in order to skip out on these occasions. Those who have successfully fasted for 

3-5 days report that day 2 is the worst, but that unbelievable energy comes around day 3 or 

4, and you actually feel amazing. This is great news because autophagy would be maximized 

at this time as well, so if you can just get there...but most of us probably won’t try this, and 

that is ok! It’s just good to know about, and to know that we could try it if our circumstances 

ever lined up right to do so. Something that is actually more feasible is to have a short-term 

extended fast just once per month. Since autophagy likely kicks in at the 16-17 hour mark, we 

could insert an 18-hour fast by not eating after 6 pm one night until 12 noon the following 

day. You might even find that you could extend it until dinner that next day, which would be 

24 hours. Perhaps the first Monday or Tuesday of the month could fit your schedule? 

Implementing something like this would give you 12 times per year that you are intentionally 

helping your body cleanse old cells. This strategy (just once per month, or even once per 

quarter, to coincide with the seasons) would allow you to choose a day that works best, and 

to properly prepare yourself. But please understand, this is a more advanced strategy, and 

it’s totally driven by individual choice.  

 

One other drawback to fasting is the potential loss of lean body mass. Ketones, which 

dramatically rise when you fast, have a protective effect on your lean tissue. Nevertheless, 

some lean body mass (LBM) is bound to be lost with each fast, even with elevated ketones. 

Our LBM is valuable and we don’t want to spare any of it! This is why we will instead turn our 

attention to something called “Protein-Sparing Modified Fasting”.  
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When you began this program, you may have used the tool provided to 

calculate your macros. That tool was linked to you from 

www.mariamindbodyhealth.com. Maria Emmerich and her husband Craig 

are leaders in the keto world. Their book “Keto” is on our suggested 

reading list for a very good reason. It could easily serve as your “bible” for 

this ketogenic lifestyle. There’s no doubt in my mind that most people will 

find success by following their guidelines. However, some of their 

guidelines may be a bit stricter than some folks wish to follow. I am 

included in that group. While I can align myself with 90-95% of their 

approach, there are a few points of discordance. Two places where I differ 

from them is in my allowance of both caffeine and alcohol (in moderation) in the long-term 

plan. I believe these are individual choices - and I can also see the potential benefits of 

moderate use of each. It may be that some folks do need to limit or avoid them; but I view 

that as something to “be discovered”, and not an absolute. My feelings on 

these issues were a stumbling block for me in terms of completely 

aligning with the Emmerichs, as much as I do love their overall keto 

approach. Thankfully, “The Longevity Solution” by Dr. James 

DiNicolantonio and Dr. Jason Fung helped me find solace in my personal 

opinions, and has given me an outstanding reference to share with those 

who would also like to understand how to healthfully include these items 

(caffeine/coffee and alcohol) in their plan.  

 

But, back to the Emmerichs and the Protein Sparing Modified Fast...If you used their tool to 

calculate your macros, you saw that there were several different formats for macro goals: 

Maintenance, Fast Weight Loss, Fastest Weight Loss (with Intermittent 

Fasting) and PSMF (Protein-Sparing Modified Fasting). The PSMF is what 

we want to now consider. The Emmerichs have a book (left) which 

explains how to do this, and they also provide some recipes and meal 

plans. If this is something that appeals to you, you can look into 

purchasing their book. However, you can also give this approach a trial 

run by using the macro goals you obtained (when you used their tool) to 

construct a day that lines up with those goals. One of the main reasons 

you may wish to do this is to break through a weight loss stall. Just one 

day of trying this approach may be enough to get you back into fat-burning mode. You could 

even do this once a week, just to ramp things back up periodically. It’s important to note that 

it’s definitely a more challenging day. Calories are in the 750-900 range for most people; 

that’s not a lot of calories, but is far more than what you would get with a total fast (which 

would be zero!). Protein is consumed in higher quantity than usual to provide more than 

adequate amounts to protect lean body mass. Carbs are drastically minimized (~10 grams 

total/day) in order to plummet insulin, and dietary fat is also minimized as compared to what 

we usually consume on a keto diet, because we want to encourage greater release of fat from 

fat cells to meet our energy demand. This combo is what can trigger weight loss, and may be 

just “the thing that was needed” when you are stalling in your efforts. Having “tools” like this 

in your toolbox is a blessing! 
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PROTEIN-SPARING MODIFIED FAST 

 

The following will give you an idea of the type of food you might consume on a PSMF day. This example 

is based on the following goals: 750-800 calories, >90 grams protein, <10 g carbs, <40 grams fat. We 

aim to meet the minimum protein goal, while limiting carbs and fat as much as possible. 

 

Morning:   

Drink water, tea or coffee without any additions, if following their template; 

However, up to 50 calories of cream in your coffee is reasonable in my book! 

 

 

1st Meal (shoot for ~11 am):  

6 oz rotisserie or boiled chicken, 1 Tbsp MCT oil and 2 medium stalks celery 

 

 

Afternoon:  

1 cup bone broth 

 

 

2nd Meal (shoot for 4-6 pm):   

6 oz Hamburger (93% lean beef), 1 large leaf lettuce, 3 tsp yellow mustard, and 1 

cup sliced cucumber (cook burger in the least amount of oil possible) 

 

Total macros based on this menu:  

     776 calories, 95 g protein, 8 g carb (3.7 g fiber), 41 g fat. 

 

Notes: 

● Drink plenty of water all day. Unsweetened beverages are allowed. Have 

extra bone broth if needed. Stay busy and try to keep your focus off of food. 

If you do wish to exercise, walking or yoga would be preferred choices. 

 

● In this example, I chose rotisserie chicken because it doesn’t require any 

preparation. You can substitute chicken breasts or other protein sources as desired. The MCT 

oil was selected because it provides a moisture/fat component to the meal that isn’t usually 

converted to body fat. It is easily converted to ketones, so you are more likely to use it as an 

energy source.  

 

● Bone broth is a “comfort food”. It provides sodium and minerals, and also some protein and 

collagen. It’s nice to sip on. Use any flavor you like. 

 

● A burger was chosen because red meat has a high satiety value (although we are going with 

very lean hamburger for this day). You may substitute ground turkey if you wish, but you 

won’t get quite as much satiety value from it because it is even leaner. I also chose the burger 

because your family could have burgers for dinner as well, just with extra trimmings. This 

way, you won’t feel isolated in your quest to complete this trial.  

 

If you have success with this approach, alternate meal plans may be designed so you will have a couple 

of PSMF Meal Templates to work from. 
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