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What Is the SCD Diet? Understanding the Specific Carbohydrate Diet and Its Benefits

what is the scd diet and why has it gained popularity among people looking for natural approaches
to digestive health? If you've been exploring ways to manage conditions like Crohn’s disease,
ulcerative colitis, irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), or other chronic gut issues, you might have come
across the Specific Carbohydrate Diet, commonly known as the SCD diet. This dietary approach
focuses on eliminating certain types of carbohydrates that are believed to exacerbate intestinal
inflammation and digestive discomfort. Let’s dive deep into what the SCD diet entails, how it works,
and whether it might be a helpful option for those struggling with digestive disorders.

What Is the SCD Diet? A Closer Look

The Specific Carbohydrate Diet was originally developed in the 1920s by Dr. Sidney V. Haas and
later popularized by Elaine Gottschall, who wrote the book *Breaking the Vicious Cycle*. The diet is
designed to reduce inflammation and restore healthy gut function by restricting complex
carbohydrates and disaccharides, which are thought to feed harmful bacteria in the intestines.
Instead, it allows only monosaccharides, the simplest form of carbohydrates, which are easier to
digest.

In essence, the SCD diet eliminates grains, lactose, and most starches, focusing instead on foods
that are easier for the body to break down and absorb. By doing this, it aims to starve out harmful
bacteria, yeast, and other pathogens that can thrive in an inflamed or imbalanced gut environment.

The Science Behind the SCD Diet

At its core, the SCD diet is based on the principle that undigested carbohydrates can ferment in the
intestines, leading to an overgrowth of harmful bacteria and yeast. This fermentation process can
cause gas, bloating, diarrhea, and other uncomfortable symptoms typical of inflammatory bowel
diseases (IBD) and IBS.

By restricting complex carbs and sugars that the body struggles to digest, the diet hopes to restore
the natural balance of gut flora, allowing the intestinal lining to heal. While more rigorous scientific
research is still ongoing, many anecdotal reports and preliminary studies suggest that the SCD diet
may help reduce symptoms and improve quality of life for some people with chronic digestive issues.

What Can You Eat on the SCD Diet?

One of the most common questions about the Specific Carbohydrate Diet is: “What foods are
allowed?” Because the diet is restrictive, understanding the allowed and forbidden foods is crucial to
successfully implementing it.



Allowed Foods

The SCD diet emphasizes natural, unprocessed foods with simple carbohydrates. Here are some
staples:

e Fruits: Most fresh fruits such as apples, bananas, berries, grapes, and citrus are allowed, but
they should be eaten fresh and not canned or processed with added sugars.

e Vegetables: Non-starchy vegetables like spinach, kale, carrots, and broccoli are encouraged.
Starchy vegetables such as potatoes and corn are typically avoided.

e Meats and Fish: Fresh meats, poultry, and fish without breading or additives are permitted.
e Dairy: Only fermented dairy products like homemade yogurt and certain cheeses that are free
of lactose are allowed. This is because the fermentation process breaks down lactose, making

it digestible.

e Legumes: Some legumes like lentils and split peas may be acceptable if prepared properly
(soaked and cooked thoroughly).

¢ Nuts and Seeds: These can be consumed in moderation, but it’s important to avoid those
coated with sugars or additives.

Foods to Avoid

Certain carbohydrates are strictly off-limits on the SCD diet, including:

e Grains such as wheat, barley, oats, rice, and corn

e Lactose-containing dairy products like milk and ice cream

e Starchy vegetables like potatoes, yams, and corn

e Processed sugars, including sucrose, maltose, and high-fructose corn syrup

e Legumes such as kidney beans and black beans unless properly prepared

How to Start the SCD Diet: Tips for Beginners

Starting any new diet can feel overwhelming, especially one as specific as the SCD diet. Here are
some practical tips to help you ease into this nutritional approach:



Plan Your Meals Ahead

Because the SCD diet restricts many common foods, meal planning is essential. Start by researching
recipes that align with the diet’s guidelines and preparing grocery lists to avoid impulse buys that
might not fit your new plan.

Focus on Homemade, Whole Foods

Cooking at home gives you complete control over ingredients. Many processed foods contain hidden
sugars or starches that could disrupt your progress. Preparing homemade yogurt, for example, is a
cornerstone of the diet and can be a fun way to actively participate in your healing process.

Introduce Foods Slowly

Some people use the SCD diet as a two-phase approach: starting with very limited foods and
gradually reintroducing others to gauge tolerance. This can help identify specific triggers and tailor
the diet to your unique needs.

Stay Hydrated and Support Gut Health

Drinking plenty of water, consuming bone broth, and considering probiotic supplements (after
consulting a healthcare professional) can support digestive healing alongside the dietary changes.

Potential Benefits and Considerations

Many individuals following the SCD diet report reduced bloating, less diarrhea, and improvements in
energy levels. People with autoimmune gut disorders have sometimes experienced remission or
significant symptom relief. However, it’s important to approach the diet thoughtfully.

Benefits

e May reduce inflammation and symptoms in IBD and IBS
e Encourages consumption of whole, unprocessed foods
e Helps identify food sensitivities through elimination

e Supports gut microbiome balance by limiting fermentable carbs



Considerations

e The diet is quite restrictive and may be challenging to maintain long-term
¢ Possible nutritional gaps if not carefully planned, particularly in fiber and certain vitamins

e Scientific evidence is promising but not yet conclusive—consult with healthcare providers
before starting

e Social situations and dining out may require extra effort and planning

Who Should Consider the SCD Diet?

If you suffer from chronic digestive issues such as Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, celiac disease,
or IBS, exploring the SCD diet might be worthwhile. Many patients have turned to this diet as a
complementary approach to conventional treatment, particularly when medications alone fail to fully
control symptoms.

It’s also suitable for people interested in improving gut health naturally by reducing processed foods
and focusing on nutrient-dense, easy-to-digest options. However, it’s always best to discuss with a
gastroenterologist or dietitian before making significant dietary changes. They can help monitor
your progress, ensure your nutritional needs are met, and adapt the diet to your personal health
profile.

Integrating the SCD Diet Into Your Lifestyle

Adopting the SCD diet isn’t just about food choices; it involves a mindset of healing and awareness
around what nourishes your body. Many find success by connecting with online communities or
support groups where they can share recipes, tips, and encouragement.

Moreover, combining the diet with other lifestyle changes—such as stress management, regular
exercise, and adequate sleep—can enhance overall well-being and support digestive health.

For those who commit to the SCD diet, the journey can be empowering. It offers a structured path to
better understanding your body’s responses and finding relief through intentional nutrition. While it
may not be a one-size-fits-all solution, the SCD diet continues to open doors for many seeking
alternative ways to manage complex digestive disorders.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the SCD diet?

The SCD diet, or Specific Carbohydrate Diet, is a restrictive eating plan designed to help manage
digestive disorders by eliminating complex carbohydrates and focusing on easily digestible foods.

Who can benefit from the SCD diet?

Individuals with conditions like Crohn's disease, ulcerative colitis, celiac disease, and other digestive
issues may benefit from the SCD diet as it aims to reduce gut inflammation and improve digestion.

What foods are allowed on the SCD diet?

The SCD diet allows natural, unprocessed foods such as certain fruits, vegetables, nuts, meats, fish,
eggs, and homemade yogurt, while excluding grains, starches, sugars, and processed foods.

How does the SCD diet help with digestive health?

By removing complex carbohydrates that can feed harmful gut bacteria, the SCD diet helps reduce
inflammation and promotes the growth of beneficial bacteria, potentially improving symptoms of
digestive disorders.

Is the SCD diet backed by scientific research?

While some studies and patient reports suggest benefits of the SCD diet for digestive conditions,
more rigorous scientific research is needed to fully validate its effectiveness.

Are there any risks associated with the SCD diet?

The SCD diet can be restrictive and may lead to nutritional deficiencies if not well-planned;
consulting with a healthcare professional or dietitian is recommended before starting.

How long should someone follow the SCD diet?

The duration varies based on individual response and condition severity; some follow it short-term to
manage symptoms, while others adopt it as a long-term lifestyle change.

Can the SCD diet be combined with other treatments?

Yes, the SCD diet is often used alongside medical treatments for digestive disorders, but any
combination should be supervised by healthcare providers to ensure safety and effectiveness.

Additional Resources
The SCD Diet: Understanding Its Principles, Benefits, and Challenges
what is the scd diet is a question that has gained traction among individuals seeking dietary

approaches to manage digestive disorders and improve gut health. The Specific Carbohydrate Diet
(SCD) is a nutritional regimen originally developed to address conditions such as Crohn’s disease,



ulcerative colitis, celiac disease, and other inflammatory bowel diseases (IBD). Its core philosophy
revolves around eliminating certain carbohydrates that are believed to exacerbate intestinal
inflammation and promote the overgrowth of harmful bacteria.

Origins and Purpose of the SCD Diet

The Specific Carbohydrate Diet was first introduced by Dr. Sidney V. Haas in the 1920s and later
popularized by Elaine Gottschall, a biochemist and mother of a child with severe ulcerative colitis.
Gottschall’s book, *Breaking the Vicious Cycle*, laid the foundation for the modern interpretation of
the diet. The premise is that specific complex carbohydrates, particularly disaccharides and
polysaccharides, are poorly absorbed in the small intestine. This malabsorption leads to
fermentation by pathogenic bacteria in the gut, causing symptoms such as diarrhea, bloating, and
inflammation.

By restricting these carbohydrates, the SCD diet aims to starve harmful bacteria, restore healthy gut
flora, and promote mucosal healing. This approach diverges from standard low-fiber or gluten-free

diets by emphasizing the quality and type of carbohydrates consumed rather than simply their
quantity.

Key Principles of the Specific Carbohydrate Diet

Allowed Foods

The SCD diet permits monosaccharides, which are simple sugars that the body can absorb directly
without the need for further digestion. These include:

e Fruits such as bananas, apples (with limited skin), and berries

e Vegetables like carrots, spinach, and broccoli

e Unprocessed meats, poultry, and fish

e Homemade yogurt fermented for at least 24 hours to reduce lactose content

e Nuts and nut flours (e.g., almond flour)

e Natural sweeteners like honey in moderation

Foods to Avoid



The diet excludes disaccharides and polysaccharides such as:

e Grains containing starches, including wheat, rice, corn, and oats

Lactose-containing dairy products like milk and many cheeses

Processed foods with additives, preservatives, or artificial sweeteners

Starchy vegetables such as potatoes

Legumes including beans and lentils

The exclusion of these items is based on the theory that they contribute to the overgrowth of harmful
bacteria and worsen intestinal inflammation.

Scientific Evidence and Clinical Use

The question of how effective the SCD diet is remains a subject of ongoing investigation. Several
small-scale studies and anecdotal reports suggest that adherence to the diet can lead to symptom
improvement in patients with Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis. For example, a 2013 study
published in *Nutrition Journal* found that pediatric patients with IBD experienced clinical
remission and improved inflammatory markers after following the SCD diet for 12 weeks.

However, large-scale randomized controlled trials are lacking, limiting the ability to definitively
endorse the diet as a standard treatment. Critics argue that the restrictive nature of the diet may
lead to nutritional deficiencies if not carefully managed and that placebo effects cannot be ruled out
in many cases.

Comparison with Other Diets for Gut Health

The SCD diet is often compared with other gut-focused dietary interventions such as the Low
FODMAP diet and the Mediterranean diet.

e Low FODMAP Diet: This diet targets fermentable oligosaccharides, disaccharides,
monosaccharides, and polyols, which can cause digestive distress. Unlike the SCD, it allows
some grains and dairy products but restricts specific fermentable carbs.

e Mediterranean Diet: Emphasizing whole grains, fruits, vegetables, and healthy fats, this diet

is less restrictive and backed by extensive research showing benefits for overall health and
inflammation reduction.

While the SCD diet focuses narrowly on carbohydrate types, other diets may offer a broader



nutritional profile with more flexibility.

Practical Considerations and Challenges

Adopting the SCD diet requires considerable commitment and planning. The elimination of many
common foods can make social dining and meal preparation demanding. Additionally, some
individuals may find it difficult to maintain the diet long-term due to its restrictive nature.

Potential Nutritional Concerns

Because grains and many dairy products are excluded, there is a risk of insufficient intake of certain
nutrients such as calcium, fiber, and B vitamins. Dietitians often recommend supplementation or
careful food selection to mitigate these risks.

Monitoring and Adaptation

Many practitioners suggest a phased approach when starting the SCD diet:

1. Introductory Phase: Focus on easily digestible, allowed foods to minimize symptoms.
2. Reintroduction Phase: Gradually add foods back in to assess tolerance.

3. Maintenance Phase: Establish a sustainable long-term eating pattern based on individual
response.

This method allows for personalization and helps identify specific triggers.

Who Should Consider the SCD Diet?

The diet mainly appeals to individuals with chronic gastrointestinal issues who have not found relief
through conventional treatments. It is important that anyone considering the SCD diet consult with
healthcare professionals such as gastroenterologists and registered dietitians to ensure nutritional
adequacy and monitor disease status.

Because the diet lacks robust clinical validation, it is generally regarded as a complementary
strategy rather than a primary therapy. However, for some, it may provide meaningful symptom
control and improve quality of life.



Summary

Understanding what is the scd diet requires an appreciation for its targeted approach to
carbohydrate restriction aimed at improving gut health. While promising for certain digestive
conditions, it carries challenges related to its restrictiveness and the need for careful nutritional
management. As research continues to evolve, the SCD diet remains one of several dietary options
that patients and clinicians can explore in the context of individualized gastrointestinal care.
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