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If I wish a stricter ketogenic approach, how would I go about this?

The Mito Food Plan can be used for guidance but needs to be directed by a trained nutritionist who is familiar 
with the ketogenic diet approach. This type of approach must be closely monitored by the patient and the health 
practitioner. With that said, here are some basic considerations for a stricter ketogenic approach:

n	Keep carbohydrates low. This is very individualized and based on metabolic individuality and 
activity level. Range can be anywhere from 20 grams for the adult to 80 grams per day for a 
very active athlete. 

n	Eat healthy fats: These can be as high as 50–60% of your diet. Focus on butter 
from grass-fed cows, coconut oil, MCT oil, nuts, olives and olive oil, avocadoes and 
avocado oil, and full-fat organic dairy if suggested by your health care practitioner. 

n	Moderate amounts of protein from pesticide- and toxin-free sources: Average 
ranges can be from 70 to 80 grams per day on days that you don’t exercise, up to 
120 grams on days that you perform resistance exercise, depending on your size 
and activity levels. 

n	Test for ketones often: As it takes 3 days on a ketogenic diet to achieve ketosis, 
urine testing should be started after 3 days. Daily testing is important, particularly 
for those who have epilepsy or ALS. The testing goal is for trace to moderate 
ketones. Adjust carbohydrates if ketones are not detected by increasing exercise or 
decreasing starchy vegetables or fruits by 7–15 grams (1/2 to 1 serving). 

n	Be aware that: Occasionally the urine strips may not reflect ketosis even when compliance to 
the diet is high. This is fine if other markers are improving such as glucose and insulin levels, 
triglycerides, or body composition.
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Why is organic food so important? 

The importance of pesticide and toxin-free food from local, free-range, grass-fed, and organic sources cannot be 
stressed enough. Such foods are extremely important for brain health. Organic foods are grown without the use of 
pesticides and synthetic fertilizers. Organic meats, poultry, dairy, and eggs all come from animals that have not been 
raised on antibiotics or growth hormones. Free-range meats come from beef, buffalo, chicken, or lamb that have not 
been fed corn or other grains, but have been allowed to roam free and eat grasses that are naturally higher in healthy 
omega-3 fats. Research has shown that organically grown fruits and vegetables retain greater nutritional value than 
foods grown with pesticides and other chemicals. The food plan also stresses avoiding highly processed and junk 
foods and refined sugars. See the Environmental Working Group website (www.ewg.org) for a list of produce 
containing the highest level of pesticides (“dirty dozen”), along with those containing the least amount of pesticides 
(“clean 15”). Be aware when purchasing foods from foreign countries, such as Mexico or China; they have different 
laws regarding organic foods. Buy locally grown food as much as possible.

Environment Working Group’s Clean Fifteen/Dirty Dozen

EWG’s Clean FifteenTM for 2014
Produce least likely to hold pesticide 
residues

EWG’s Dirty DozenTM for 2014
Produce most likely to hold pesticide 
residues

n  Avocados n  Apples

n  Sweet corn n  Celery

n  Pineapples n  Cherry tomatoes

n  Cabbage n  Cucumbers

n  Frozen sweet peas n  Grapes

n  Onions n  Nectarines

n  Asparagus n  Peaches

n  Mangoes n  Potatoes

n  Papayas n  Snap peas

n  Kiwis n  Spinach

n  Eggplant n  Strawberries

n  Grapefruit n  Sweet bell peppers

n  Cantaloupe PLUS...

n  Cauliflower n  Hot peppers

n  Sweet potatoes n  Kale/Collards

Source: Environmental Working Group (ewg.org)
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How can I cook in a way that supports brain health? 

During cooking, tasty aromatic compounds form; so do inflammatory 
substances called advanced-glycation end products (AGEs) that can 
actually poison your mitochondrial function, increasing oxidative 
stress. The higher the heat and the browner the food, typically, the 
greater the amount of potential inflammation from the meal. AGEs are 
primarily found in meats cooked at high temperatures, other highly 
processed foods, and full-fat cheeses. Cooking with moisture over 
low heat, such as cooking in a crockpot or slow cooker, poaching, 
steaming, and stewing, is a healthier option. If you eat food that is 
grilled, charred, broiled, seared, or crisped, eat it together with fresh 
cooked greens (spinach, kale, chard, arugula, etc.) or in a salad, as this will help decrease the inflammation that may 
result from the browned foods. Adding certain spices (see below) to food cooked over high heat may reduce the 
formation of other damaging molecules, such as heterocyclic amines (HCAs), as the chlorophyll in greens binds 
with HCAs. While it is not possible to totally avoid AGEs, reducing your exposure whenever feasible will help 
reduce the total load. Try some of our recipes using healthier cooking methods to reduce formation of AGEs.

How will I know if I have an allergy or sensitivity to dairy?

If you or your health care practitioner feel that dairy might be causing you to have some negative reactions, it 
would be wise to avoid it for 2–3 weeks and see if you feel any improvement in your symptoms. Casein (the protein 
in cow’s milk) has a cross-reactivity to gluten, so if you are sensitive to gluten, you may need to also avoid dairy 
foods to avoid an inflammatory response. Discuss this with your healthcare practitioner if you have any concerns.

Why are herbs and spices important in this food plan?

Spices are medicinal, concentrated herbs that can have anti-inflammatory and 
antioxidant effects in neurological disease. The Mito Food Plan encourages a 
generous use of various spices, such as basil, black pepper, cayenne, cilantro, cinnamon, 
cloves, curry, fennel seed, garlic, ginger, marjoram, oregano, paprika, parsley, rosemary, 
sage, and turmeric. ALL spices and herbs have the potential to limit the damage from 
oxidation. For example, you now are more aware of the importance of glutathione 
as an antioxidant. The curcumin in turmeric stars in brain health as it has the 
potential to activate genes that produce detoxification enzymes and thus ramp up the 
production of glutathione. Turmeric has been shown to reduce buildup of the beta-
amyloid protein that is found in high amounts in the brains of those with dementia.
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Using a variety of herbs and spices will help you to develop and experience new tastes. It is recommended that 
you dress up your daily meal with a spectrum of spices as they will make your food taste more interesting and 
give you more medicinal impact. Some studies even suggest that spices can reduce some of the oxidative damage 
and formation of cancer-causing substances that occur with cooking. Try incorporating rosemary into hamburger 
meat before grilling or adding turmeric to a vegetable stir-fry. Combining black pepper with turmeric increases its 
availability in cooked dishes. This combination can also be sprinkled on eggs. You may want to experiment with its 
flavor on different foods and sauces. You might also try sprinkling cinnamon on warmed almond or coconut milk 
drinks to help your body respond to high insulin, which can damage the brain over time. 

Here’s good news for the chocolate lovers: cocoa, actually considered a spice, may also enhance healthy brain 
function by increasing cerebral blood flow to gray matter in the brain, and improving memory and cognition! 
Cocoa’s high antioxidant levels may help protect your DNA and support healthy cardiovascular function. 

Suggestions for buying herbs and spices? 

n	If you buy spices in bulk, store them in air-tight glass or tin containers. 
Buy only what you will use within 6–12 months. Whole spices will keep 
for a longer time, up to 2–3 years.

n	Purchase herbs and spices in all forms: fresh, dried, whole, cracked, coarsely 
ground, and finely ground 

n	Store herbs and spices in a cool, dark place. Heat, light, and moisture will 
accelerate loss of flavor. High temperatures can cause spices to cake or 
harden and change or lose color. 

n	Don’t keep spices on or near the stove and keep container closed.

n	To test for freshness, rub between fingers and sniff to check for an aroma.

I dislike the taste of green tea. What else can I drink on the Mito Food Plan?

First try some of the suggestions given for integrating more green tea into your diet. If these don’t work, then try 
gingko biloba tea, which provides similar benefits as green tea. Herbal teas, black tea, and coffee also have some 
antioxidant benefits. If caffeine bothers you, be sure to purchase Swiss water-processed decaffeinated coffee to avoid 
the chemical solvents used in most decaffeinated brands. Please avoid anything with added sugars, including diet 
soda. Plenty of pure, filtered water should always be part of your day. 

What are “adaptogenic” herbs?

Another brain-protective use for herbs is in making herbal teas from certain herbs known as “adaptogenic herbs” 
because they can adapt to conditions in the body. Adaptogenic herbs are plants that exert a normalizing influence on 
the body. They neither overstimulate nor inhibit normal body function, but help the body to cope more effectively 
with stress by recharging the adrenal glands. The star of these herbs for brain health is Asian ginseng, which also has 
antioxidant properties. Other than Asian ginseng, you may want to try various herbal teas such as American and 
Siberian ginseng, astragalus, cordyceps, licorice, reishi, and schizandra berries. Remember the BDNF that we talked 
about earlier? It protects your nervous system and is vital for thinking and learning. Ginseng stimulates BDNF while 
helping with blood sugar management! What could be better? 
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How can I cook with or make tea from the adaptogenic herbs?

Herbs should be bought in small amounts in the bulk section of your health store. If you buy any roots, they should 
be pulverized before use. To make tea, place your herbs in a 1-quart glass measuring cup and pour 1 quart boiling 
water over the herbs. Allow to steep for 20–30 minutes and then strain before drinking. You may steep herbs longer 
(up to a few hours) if you wish a stronger taste and more medicinal value. Alternatively, you may purchase these 
herbal teas at the health food store so you can brew them more quickly. 

When cooking adaptogenic mushrooms, such as reishi, cook in water rather than oil. Astragalus may be added to 
mushroom or chicken soup. 

What about drinking alcohol? 

Alcohol can improve blood flow to the brain by lowering your blood pressure! 
Red wine in particular contains brain-friendly antioxidants, in addition to 
resveratrol, a phytonutrient that helps to relax your blood vessels. However, 
alcohol is also a form of sugar, which may not be good for those eager to improve 
brain health. 

There is no consensus regarding the impact of alcohol on the health of the 
aging brain, particularly as it relates to AD. One study suggested that light to 
moderate alcohol intake, in particular wine, is associated with a larger brain and 
may have potential benefits for brain aging. Out of 19 studies on drinking and 
AD, 7 report a decreased risk of AD, 3 found an increased risk of AD, while 9 
reported no impact on AD. For a generally healthy person, one glass of red wine 
may be perfectly acceptable at meals, especially if you are leaning toward a more 
ketogenic diet.

Alternatively, you might try to include foods that are high in resveratrol, such as red grapes, dark chocolate, peanuts, 
and purple grape juice. Discuss drinking alcohol with your health practitioner as he or she knows your health 
history and can make a determination as to whether moderate or occasional use of alcohol would be appropriate 
and consistent with your health goals. In addition to adding food sources of resveratrol, he or she many suggest you 
avoid alcohol and take supplemental resveratrol. 
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I don’t see any sweeteners on the Mito Food Plan. What can I use on the plan as a sweetener?

It is essential that you refrain from all added sweeteners to the best of your ability when following this food plan. 
The damaging effects from inflammation that sugar can have on your blood vessels and brain are long-lasting. In 
addition, high-intensity sweeteners can lead to blood sugar imbalances, increased calories and subsequent weight 
gain, and continued cravings. If you are craving something sweet, choose from the fruits on the Mito Food List. 
While label reading is important to detect added sugars, the Mito food plan doesn’t encourage eating processed 
foods. You don’t have to worry about hidden sugars in fresh vegetables or fruits!!

Artificial (synthetic) sweeteners should also be completely avoided; new research is finding that these high-intensity 
sweeteners may have negative effects on metabolism and could spur food cravings. Some of these actually act as 
“Excitotoxins” in the brain and promote free radical formation. These types of sweeteners include NutraSweet® 
(aspartame), Splenda® (sucralose), acesulfame-K (Ace K, Sweet One®, Sunett®), and Sweet N’ Low® (saccharin, 
sodium cyclamate). 

What condiments are acceptable? 

Many condiments like teriyaki sauce, ketchup, barbecue sauce, and glazes have sugar added. It would be best to 
avoid them entirely or make your own versions that are healthy. Adding more spices and fresh herbs in your food 
preparation will create less need for unhealthy condiments. Gluten-free tamari or soy sauce, coconut aminos, tabasco 
sauce, fish sauce, and most mustards are acceptable. Please check labels as some brands have added sugars.

Can I exercise while I’m on this program?

Exercise is an important part of any program that is designed 
to improve brain health. It is strongly recommended that you 
exercise aerobically at a moderate level at least 150 minutes 
(2½ hours) a week, including weight training at least twice per 
week. Compelling research has indicated that exercise helps 
to oxygenate the brain and particularly affects learning and 
memory. Exercise also activates the gene that turns on BDNF, 
which protects our neurons and helps to create new ones.
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We have presented you with the most up-to-date information and research about brain health. Food IS medicine; 
you should now appreciate what food does for you besides fill our stomachs. Food supports and heals your body in 
ways you never knew, but only if it is fresh whole food! Maintaining the integrity of your mitochondria is pivotal to 
healthy aging.

You now know the importance of antioxidants and anti-inflammatory foods. You DO have the power to take care 
of your brain. You have learned the value of a ketogenic diet, calorie restriction, and fasting. The strategic position 
of fresh fruits and vegetables cannot be stressed more strongly. The importance of keeping your blood sugar stable 
to avoid the development of diabetes type 3, otherwise known as Alzheimer’s disease, should be a focus. The 
therapeutic use of herbs and spices is another important concept. Eating healthy fats that are not “low fat” may be 
a new concept. Avoiding gluten-containing grains may be difficult but also critically important for many. Lastly, 
avoiding cooking over high heat whenever possible may be more important than you might have realized. These 
concepts, when put all together in one program, will start you on the road to aging gracefully and more slowly. 

“…plan your foods like your pension, feel good about eating for the future and never skimp even 
when other pressures are brought to bear. The health of your mitochondria and the future you, 
will thank yourself for it!” 

          —Dr. Michael Ash
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Changing food habits can be a complex and difficult process. To help you, we have included recipes, menus, and 
other information to make this a “do-able” process. Look over this information carefully. If you have any questions 
about the diet, or any problems, please contact your health care practitioner. 

The following handouts are available to help you use the Mito Food Plan:

n	Mito Food Plan – Food List 

n	Mito Food Plan – Weekly Planner and Recipes

n	Phytonutrient Spectrum Foods

n	Phytonutrient Spectrum Comprehensive Guide

Acknowledgements

IFM would like to acknowledge and thank the following opinion leaders for their clinical experience, research, 
organization, and participation in the compilation of dietary and lifestyle recommendations for the IFM Mito Food 
Plan and Comprehensive Guide. Thank you to Meleni Aldridge, BSc Nu. Med; Michael Ash, BSc (Hons), DO, ND, 
F.Dip, ION; Jeffrey Bland, PhD; Lyra Heller, MA; Dee Harris, RD, LDN, CDE; Mark Houston, MD, MS; Deanna 
Minich, PhD, CNS; David Perlmutter, MD; Barb Schiltz, RN, MS, CN; Stephen Sinatra, MD; Terry Wahls, MD; 
Mary Willis, RD; and Catherine Willner, MD.



© 2015 The Institute for Functional Medicine


