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Troubleshooting a “Weight Stall” On a Ketogenic Diet 

By Julie Cottrell, MS, RD, LD 

 

Trying to lose weight can be such a rollercoaster ride. Particularly on a keto 

diet, there’s times when you are losing weight consistently and feeling like 

there’s no stopping you, and then there’s times when it’s an uphill battle and 

you wonder what is going on. This is a natural process, so don’t lose heart! This 

guide can help you troubleshoot your weight stall to see if there are any actions 

you can take to help. 

 

 

Is it really a weight stall? 

 

When you first start a low carb/keto diet, weight loss may seem to happen effortlessly. You may drop 

4-5 pounds the first week, several pounds of it being water weight. This is normal and expected. 

There’s nothing wrong with losing some water weight, and it does help you feel better immediately! 

That said, what we are looking for over the long haul is fat loss. This happens at a slower rate, usually 

in the neighborhood of 2-3 pounds per week. Some people may lose a little more quickly than this, 

particularly if they have more weight to lose. But that higher rate of weight loss will not continue 

indefinitely...so you may eventually reach a point where you feel like you are stalling. To decide 

whether you really are in a weight stall, consider what your average weight loss has been over a span 

of 7-14 days. Are you losing a pound or two per week? Remember to consider the big picture. There 

may be a week or two where the scale doesn’t budge much. But the following week could result in 

another 2-3 pounds lost. Weight loss happens over time, and the averages will affirm this. 

 

 

If you feel that you really are in a weight stall, here is a list of things that could be 

contributing: 

 

● Too many carbs/hidden carbs 

● Too many calories 

● “Cheat day” or “cheat meal” 

● Sugar substitutes 

● Caffeine 

● Stress hormones 

● Dairy 

● Alcohol 

● Net carbs vs total carbs 

● Eating outside of your “eating window” 

● Snacking  

● Not enough movement/exercise 

● Too few calories 

● Insulin resistance  

 

As you can see from this list, there are MANY things that could potentially contribute to a weight stall. 

This is actually good news, because it means that there are a number of things you can change in 

order to break the stall.  
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Too Many Carbs, Hidden Carbs, Cheat Meal 

 

For starters, think back through your food choices over the past few days. It’s 

super helpful if you have been logging your food intake so you can truly know 

what your calories and carbs have been. You can also refer to the Jump Start 

menu (where its already planned out for you) and consider whether you were 

following it closely or veering a bit. If you haven’t been logging food intake, this 

might be a reason to do so for 3-5 days. Just the act of writing it down can 

increase your awareness of what you are consuming, which can cause you to take different actions 

(resulting in weight loss!)  

 

As you consider your recent food choices, can you think of any foods or meals 

that could have had more carbs than you realized? Have you eaten at a 

restaurant? Dressings and sauces are notorious for having hidden sugars in them. 

Were there any breaded items that you consumed? Any fruits consumed, even in 

small portions? Did you have a “cheat day” or “cheat meal” that was much 

higher in calories or carbs? Take a hard look at your diet since it truly is the “most likely suspect”.  

 

Beverage Choices, Sugar Substitutes and Caffeine 

 

Think also of your beverage choices. Are you mostly drinking water, and plenty of 

it? Think of all the beverages you drink, and consider whether there could be 

hidden sources of sugar in them. Coffee creamers are another sneaky one, 

particularly if you are getting jazzed up coffees from Starbucks and other such 

places.  

 

Are you consuming any foods or beverages with sugar substitutes in them? Sugar 

substitutes are a mixed bag - some impact insulin and some don’t. Sucralose is one 

that does; you can read about it here. Stevia and erythritol are two that don’t seem 

to impact insulin for most people, but they MIGHT be affecting you. If you are 

drinking beverages (or eating foods or chewing gum) with stevia, xylitol, erythritol, 

sucralose, or aspartame, consider eliminating these for a period of time to see if that 

helps.  

 

Caffeine is another item to consider. Caffeine does impact cortisol, a stress 

hormone. A rise in cortisol could affect insulin, which could then interfere with 

weight loss. However, this study showed that when caffeine is consistently 

consumed, its effect on cortisol is less than if consumed sporadically. On the flip 

side, caffeine does have some attributes that could actually promote weight loss 

(appetite suppression and calorie burning), which you can briefly read about here. Coffee is one of the 
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main sources of caffeine in our diets, along with tea. You might take solace in knowing that coffee has 

many health benefits, some of which you can read about here. “The Longevity Code” also supports the 

use of caffeine and coffee because of the antioxidants it contributes (it’s actually the single largest 

source of antioxidants in the American diet) as well as its effect on blood sugar (it reduces 2-hour 

post-glucose challenge blood sugar levels by an average of 13.1 percent and reduces hemoglobin A1C by 

7.5 percent). Acutely, it decreases insulin sensitivity (which isn’t great), but the longer-term benefits 

are much more favorable. Dr. DiNicolantonio states that “drinking two to five cups (16-40 ounces) of 

coffee per day is associated with lower rates of mortality, death from cardiovascular disease, type 2 

diabetes, liver disease, Parkinson’s, depression and suicide”. As you can see, caffeine has both benefits 

and risks; so it truly is best to evaluate coffee and caffeine consumption on an individual basis. My 

personal preference is to look at other potential reasons for a weight stall, and only eliminate 

caffeine/coffee/tea as a last resort.  

 

Cortisol and Life Stress 

 

Speaking of cortisol, life stressors can also impact cortisol; read briefly about it 

here. Because of cortisol’s effect on blood sugar (causes it to increase), it is 

important to take steps to minimize stress in your life. Easier said than done, I 

know! But here are some pointers for minimizing stress and the potential effect 

it has on cortisol.  

 

Dairy Foods 

 

Dairy is another item to consider. Dairy foods spike insulin, much more than 

would be expected based on the lactose, carb and protein amount. You can 

read much more about this from Mark Sisson, a long-standing favorite 

nutrition guru of mine.  If you have a moment, his thoughts on dairy are 

worth reading. He notes that the spike in insulin seems to result from the 

combination of protein + carbs, and maybe some other elements in dairy 

foods. We discuss this in greater detail in the Week 6 Recipe Guide. It is because of this potential for 

dairy to interfere with weight loss that the “Dairy-Free” challenge is offered as part of Week 6.  If you 

find that dairy seems to impact your ability to lose weight, you don’t necessarily have to resign 

yourself to never eating dairy again. Instead, you could eliminate it for a period of time, and then try 

adding it back into your diet in more limited amounts. Just experiment with it and see what happens. 

As for our program, Week 6 is the only week where we avoid it; if you find that you need to limit 

and/or remove it from your diet, we’ll need to find some alternate recipe and meal ideas for you, since 

so many of our recipes do include it. 
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Alcohol 

 

Alcohol in small doses doesn’t seem to negatively affect body weight; however, 

more than one serving per day will have an increasingly compounded effect on 

body weight. As discussed in the “Spotlight on Alcohol” segment, alcohol is 

metabolized differently than most macronutrients, and it has significant 

potential to drive weight gain. A more thorough (and biochemical) discussion of 

the reasons for this can be found in Dr. Lustig’s lecture “Sugar, the Bitter Truth.” 

In addition to the way we metabolize it, there’s also the calorie expense. Alcohol itself has calories, and 

if it’s a mixed drink, the mixers may contain calories too. These add up quickly. Additionally, alcohol 

can cause us to consume a greater amount of food than we would without it. If you are struggling to 

lose weight, eliminating alcohol is a must, at least until you get through your weight stall. 

 

Net Carbs versus Total Carbs 

 

Are you relying on net carbs rather than total carbs? As you begin this 

journey of trying to manage insulin, blood sugar, and all of the 

corresponding hormones, it is important to keep carbs down as LOW 

as possible. As compared to a typical American diet that contains 

200-300 or more grams carbs per day, eating <50 seems like it ought 

to be good enough. However, in this initial time period while we are 

trying to DEPLETE glycogen storage and force your body to learn to 

use fat for energy, it is imperative that you minimize carbs every way 

that you can. An extra 10-15 grams makes a huge difference in this 

process. For this reason, it is best to rely on total carbs, which gives a 

more exact number. Net carbs = total carbs minus fiber, or minus any carbs that don’t seem to impact 

insulin (as in the case with a couple of the sugar substitutes). Consider the Atkins Bars in the pic above. 

Huge amounts of fiber are subtracted from the total carbs to arrive at this “net carb” number. This 

item WILL impact your blood sugar, much more so than the “3 net carb” amount would lead you to 

believe. Depending on how many foods like these you use, your total carbs could vary across a wide 

range. We want to reel this in tight for now - and even later on, this processed food item doesn’t 

belong in your diet. Using REAL FOOD, most people find that reducing to 20-30 grams total carbs/day 

is sufficient to minimally stimulate insulin. As you creep beyond that range, results vary. So stick with 

the total carb goal, and keep it less than 30 grams/day. You can even take it a step further and have a 

day where you are super tight with it; a day where you only consume 10 grams of carbs could be 

enough to bust through a weight stall. The “Protein Sparing Modified Fast”, found as part of the 

“Spotlight on Fasting” segment, is an example of this. 
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Eating Window, Insulin Management and Variability 

 

What about your eating window? Are you keeping your insulin down for a long enough period of time? 

Our goal for this program is to fast a minimum of 12 hours per day to give insulin an 

extended period of time to calm down. Check to be sure you are sticking to this 

guideline. Another way we minimize insulin secretion is to avoid snacking. Every time 

we eat, regardless of what it is, we send a signal to our body to release insulin, which 

then tells our body to BLOCK the release of fat from fat cells. This is why we use a 

combination of intermittent fasting + reduced frequency of eating; it’s an effort to minimize insulin 

secretion every way possible. That said, it’s also valuable to “shake it up” and keep your body guessing. 

Fasting 12 hours per day, most days is fine and can be done as part of your “normal” routine. For those 

who do extended fasting (16:8, 20:4, or 23:1), these strategies should not be used every single day. It is 

advantageous to mix it up. If you are doing 16:8 every day and find you are stalling, try backing off to 

a 12:12 for a change, at least some days.  

 

Exercise and Activity 

 

Exercise doesn’t burn as many calories as we think, so that is not the primary 

reason for staying active, or for engaging in a more structured exercise routine. 

Exercise provides other benefits that are even more desirable, which we will focus 

on in much greater detail in the “Spotlight on Exercise”. For now, just know that 

exercise reduces insulin resistance, allowing your insulin levels to come down (not 

during exercise, but in the aftermath). Creating more muscle/lean body mass is 

also a huge advantage, which helps your metabolism, in addition to reducing 

insulin. If you aren’t active at all, start by taking short walks. Use the stairs instead of the elevator. 

Park further from the store entrance. Work it into your life to simply move more. For those who want 

to step it up, an exercise program that includes aerobic activity, resistance 

exercises, and stretching/yoga would be ideal. Another strategy is to complete 

your exercise while still fasting. This can help burn through glycogen and push 

your body to burn more fat. 

 

In Summary… 

Hopefully, this discussion has helped you troubleshoot through some potential causes of a weight stall, 

and has provided you with “action steps” to try. So give it a shot and see what happens. If you’ve gone 

through this list and find that you are doing everything as suggested, but are still “stuck” in a weight 

stall, there is another piece to this puzzle we haven’t yet discussed. That piece is called “insulin 

resistance”. Insulin resistance is a function of time, gender, amount of excess weight, and many other 

things. Scientists are still trying to work on this puzzle, to understand how it works, and what we can 

do to minimize it. Most of what we are doing in this program SHOULD help to reduce it. Meanwhile, just 

know that weight loss stalls don’t last forever. So don’t lose heart while you wait it out! 
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