
Dietary management 

Ketogenic diet
Ketogenic diets have been used to manage epilepsy since the 1920s. They 
can be useful for helping to manage childhood epilepsy syndromes. Little is 
known about why these diets work; however, they often show good results 
in children and adolescents with poorly managed seizure control. The first 
stage of a ketogenic diet takes place under strict medical supervision. 

Diet plays an 
important part 
in epilepsy 
management.  
Talk to your 
specialist about 
whether the 
ketogenic diet is 
right for your child.

What is a ketogenic diet?
A ketogenic diet is a strict, medically supervised eating plan that can effectively reduce 
seizures in children and adolescents. The ketogenic diet can be difficult to follow. It is 
thought to be an effective treatment for some children with epilepsy when combined 
with suitable planning, support, and commitment. 
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How does it work?
The ketogenic diet involves a high fat (80%), low 
carbohydrate (5%) and controlled protein (15%) eating 
plan. This combination of food types makes the body 
burn fat rather than carbohydrate and protein. When the 
body burns fat, it produces ‘ketones’. It is thought that 
keeping the body in a high ketone state (ketosis) can 
help with seizure control. Exactly how this is works is 
still unclear. 

Is it right for my child? 
The ketogenic diet is generally only suitable for 
children with poorly controlled seizures. It is not a 
long-term treatment, although it can be effective for 
certain childhood epilepsy syndromes such as those 
with infantile epileptic encephalopathy (like infantile 
spasms), myoclonic atonic seizures (formerly known 
as Doose Syndrome or myoclonic-astatic epilepsy) 
and Lennox Gastaut Syndrome. It has been tried with 
variable success for many other forms of drug resistant 
epilepsies in children. A ketogenic diet should only be 
tried after diagnosis and in conjunction with medication.

Do I need a specialist opinion?

Yes. Before starting the diet, your child needs to be 
assessed by a paediatric neurologist and other experts 
at a ketogenic diet clinic (generally in a hospital setting). 
The specialists will decide if a ketogenic diet may be 
suitable for your child. If the specialists decide that the 
diet is suitable, your child can be put on the ketogenic 
diet under strict medical supervision.

Does my child need to stay in hospital for 
this diet?
Your doctor will decide whether your child needs to be 
in the hospital for initiating the diet. Generally, infants 
less than 2 years are always admitted to the hospital for 

3-4 days for this purpose, while older children can have 
their diet initiated as an outpatient. Medical tests will be 
done when your child arrives at the hospital, and their 
progress will be monitored throughout their stay.

Your child’s diet at home

After your child’s hospital visit, you will be given 
information, advice, and support around how to maintain 
this diet at home.

Other resources
• Matthew’s Friends

web: www.matthewsfriends.org

• Charlie Foundation
web: www.charliefoundation.org

Epilepsy support
The National Epilepsy Support Service (NESS) is available 
Mon – Sat, 9:00am – 7:00pm (AEST) to provide support 
and information across Australia. Phone: 1300 761 487. 
Email: support@epilepsysmart.org.au

Lived experience
We recognise all people living with epilepsy 
and the impact it has on their lives. We take a 
moment to acknowledge the lived experience they 
have shared with us. In sharing their stories, we 
acknowledge the strength and resilience people 
living with epilepsy have shown in the face of not 
getting a fair go.

A medical note
The information contained in this publication 
provides general information about epilepsy. 
It does not provide specific advice. Specific 
health and medical advice should always be 
obtained from a qualified health professional.
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