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Paleo Diet For
Autoimmune

Disease

Introduction
:
Understandi
ng the Link
Between
Diet and
Autoimmuni
ty

For  millions  of  people
living with autoimmune
condi t ions—ranging
f r o m  r h e u m a t o i d
a r t h r i t i s  a n d
Hashimoto's  thyroiditis

to  lupus  and  multiple
sclerosis—the  search
for relief often extends
far beyond prescription
medications.  While
c o n v e n t i o n a l
treatments  focus  on
managing symptoms, a
g r o w i n g  b o d y  o f
research and countless
personal  testimonials
p o i n t  t o  d i e t  a s  a
powerfu l  lever  for
influencing  immune
s y s t e m  f u n c t i o n .
A m o n g  t h e  m a n y
dietary  approaches
gaining  traction,  the
P a l e o  d i e t  f o r



autoimmune  disease
h a s  e m e r g e d  a s  a
particularly  compelling
strategy. But why would
an  ancestral  eating
pattern,  modeled  after
the  presumed  diet  of
our  hunter-gatherer
forebears, hold promise
f o r  c a l m i n g  a
hyperactive  immune
system?

The  answer  l ies  in
understanding  that
m a n y  m o d e r n
f o o d s — e s p e c i a l l y
p rocessed  i t ems ,
grains,  legumes,  and
dairy—can  tr igger
inflammation,  disrupt
g u t  h e a l t h ,  a n d
c o n t r i b u t e  t o  a
condition  known  as
increased  intestinal
permeability,  or  "leaky
g u t . "  W h e n  t h e
in tes t ina l  bar r ie r
becomes compromised,
u n d i g e s t e d  f o o d
particles and toxins can

enter  the bloodstream,
prompting the immune
system  to  mount  an
attack.  In  a  person
p r e d i s p o s e d  t o
autoimmunity,  this
immune activation  can
mistakenly  target  the
body's own tissues. The
Paleo  diet,  particularly
in its more therapeutic
form  known  as  the
Autoimmune  Protocol
(AIP),  seeks to remove
these  dietary  triggers
while  flooding  the  body
with  nutrient-dense
foods  that  support
h e a l i n g ,  r e d u c e
inflammation,  and
r e s t o r e  i m m u n e
balance.

This  article  provides  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e ,
e v i d e n c e - i n f o r m e d
exploration of  how the
P a l e o  d i e t  f o r
autoimmune  disease
works ,  who  m igh t
benefit  most,  what
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foods to emphasize and
avo id ,  and  how  to
i m p l e m e n t  t h i s
approach  safely  and
effectively.  Whether
y o u  a r e  n e w l y
diagnosed or have been
n a v i g a t i n g
autoimmunity for years,
understanding  the
principles  behind  this
dietary intervention can
o p e n  t h e  d o o r  t o
m e a n i n g f u l
improvements  in  your
quality of life.

What Is the
Paleo Diet?
A Brief
Overview

The  Paleolithic  diet,
commonly  called  the
Paleo diet, is based on
the premise that human
genetics have changed
very  little  since  the

Paleolithic  era,  which
ended  roughly  10,000
years  ago  with  the
advent  of  agriculture.
Proponents  argue  that
our  bodies  are  best
adapted  to  the  foods
our  ancestors  ate:
whole,  unprocessed
a n i m a l  p r o t e i n s ,
vegetables, fruits, nuts,
seeds, and healthy fats.
Foods  that  became
s t a p l e s  a f t e r  t h e
a g r i c u l t u r a l
revolution—such  as
grains,  legumes,  dairy,
refined  sugar,  and
processed  vegetable
oils—are  excluded.

At  its  core,  the  Paleo
d i e t  e m p h a s i z e s
nu t r i en t  dens i t y ,
e l i m i n a t e s  a n t i -
nutrients  like  lectins
and  phytates  found  in
grains  and  legumes,
and  promotes  a  high
intake  of  vitamins,
minerals,  antioxidants,



and  omega-3  fatty
a c i d s .  W h i l e  t h e
standard Paleo diet has
gained  popularity  for
weight loss and general
health, its application to
autoimmune  disease
r e q u i r e s  a  m o r e
nuanced and restrictive
version  known  as  the
Autoimmune Protocol.

Key Principles of
the Paleo Diet

Whole Foods
Focus: Emphasis
on meat, fish,
poultry, eggs,
vegetables, fruits,
nuts, seeds, and
healthy oils like
olive oil, coconut
oil, and avocado
oil.
Elimination of
Processed
Foods: No
refined sugars,
artificial
additives,

preservatives, or
chemically
altered fats.
Removal of
Grains and
Legumes:
Wheat, rice, oats,
corn, beans,
lentils, peanuts,
and soy are
excluded due to
their content of
anti-nutrients and
potential for
triggering
inflammation.
Dairy-Free:
Dairy products
are avoided, as
many individuals
with autoimmune
conditions have
sensitivities to
casein or whey
proteins.
Low Glycemic
Load: The diet
naturally limits
high-sugar fruits
and starchy
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vegetables,
favoring lower-
glycemic options.

Why the
Paleo Diet
for
Autoimmune
Disease?
The Science
Behind the
Approach

Autoimmune  diseases
s h a r e  a  c o m m o n
underlying  mechanism:
the  immune  system
mistakenly  identifies
hea l t hy  t i s sue  as
foreign and mounts an
attack.  This  process  is
d r i ven  by  ch ron i c
inflammation,  genetic
predisposition,  and
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
triggers—among  which

diet plays a pivotal role.
The  Pa leo  d ie t  fo r
autoimmune  disease
aims  to  intervene  at
multiple  points  in  this
pathological cascade.

Reducing
Inflammatory
Triggers

Many  foods  excluded
on  the  Paleo  diet  are
known  to  promote
inflammation.  Grains
contain  gluten  and
other proteins that can
stimulate  an  immune
response, particularly in
individuals  with  celiac
disease  or  non-celiac
gluten  sensit iv i ty.
L e g u m e s  c o n t a i n
lectins, which may bind
to  intestinal  cells  and
trigger  inflammation.
Dairy  proteins  can
m i m i c  m o l e c u l a r
structures  found  in
h u m a n  t i s s u e ,



potentially  leading  to
molecular  mimicry—a
phenomenon where the
immune system attacks
both the foreign protein
and  the  body's  own
similar  proteins.  By
removing  these  foods,
the Paleo diet  reduces
antigenic  load  and
g ives  the  immune
system  a  chance  to
calm  down.

Healing the Gut:
The Foundation of
Immune Health

The  gastrointestinal
t r a c t  h o u s e s
approximately  70–80%
of  the  body's  immune
c e l l s .  A  h e a l t h y
intestinal barrier acts as
a  gatekeeper,  allowing
nutrients to pass while
k e e p i n g  h a r m f u l
substances  out .  In
autoimmune  disease,
th i s  ba r r i e r  o f ten

b e c o m e s
c o m p r o m i s e d — a
condition  known  as
increased  intestinal
permeability  or  leaky
g u t .  W h e n  t i g h t
junct ions  between
intestinal  cells  loosen,
pathogens,  toxins,  and
u n d i g e s t e d  f o o d
part icles  enter  the
bloodstream, triggering
systemic  inflammation
and immune activation.

The  Pa leo  d ie t  fo r
autoimmune  disease
supports gut healing in
several ways:

Removal of
irritants: Grains,
legumes, dairy,
and processed
foods can directly
damage the
intestinal lining.
Provision of
healing
nutrients: Bone
broth, gelatin,
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and collagen
provide amino
acids like glycine
and proline that
support gut
repair.
Prebiotics from
vegetables:
Non-starchy
vegetables supply
fermentable
fibers that feed
beneficial gut
bacteria.
Reduction of
dysbiosis: By
eliminating sugar
and processed
carbs, the diet
starves
pathogenic
bacteria and
yeast, allowing
beneficial
microbes to
thrive.

Balancing

Omega-3 and
Omega-6 Fatty
Acids

M o d e r n  d i e t s  a r e
notoriously  skewed
t o w a r d  p r o -
inflammatory  omega-6
fatty  acids,  found  in
vegetable  oi ls  l ike
soybean,  corn,  and
sunflower oil, as well as
in processed foods and
grain-fed  meats.  The
Paleo  diet  emphasizes
omega-3-rich  foods
such  as  wild-caught
fish,  grass-fed  meat,
and  pastured  eggs,
wh i le  e l im inat ing
sources  o f  excess
omega-6.  This  shift
p r o m o t e s  a  m o r e
balanced  fatty  acid
profile,  reducing  the
p r o d u c t i o n  o f
inflammatory cytokines.



Modulating
Immune Function
Through Nutrient
Density

The  Pa leo  d ie t  fo r
autoimmune disease is
exceptionally  rich  in
vitamins  and  minerals
that  are  crit ical  for
immune  regulation.
V i t a m i n  D ,  z i n c ,
selenium,  vitamin  A,
and vitamin C all  play
roles  in  controll ing
immune responses and
reducing autoimmunity.
Organ  meats,  shellfish,
and colorful vegetables
provide these nutrients
in  highly  bioavailable
forms.

The
Autoimmune
Protocol

(AIP): A
Therapeutic
Extension of
Paleo

For  individuals  with
autoimmune conditions,
the standard Paleo diet
may  not  be  restrictive
enough  to  achieve
symptom  relief.  The
Autoimmune  Protocol,
developed by Dr. Sarah
Ballantyne  and  others,
i s  a  more  r igorous
version that  eliminates
all  potential  dietary
tr iggers,  including
nightshade  vegetables,
eggs,  nuts,  seeds,  and
cer ta in  sp i ces ,  i n
addition to the standard
Paleo exclusions.

Foods Eliminated
on AIP Beyond
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Standard Paleo

Nightshade
vegetables:
Tomatoes,
potatoes,
eggplants,
peppers, and goji
berries. These
contain alkaloids
that may irritate
the gut and
contribute to
inflammation in
sensitive
individuals.
Eggs: Egg
whites, in
particular,
contain proteins
like lysozyme and
ovomucoid that
can be antigenic
for some people.
Nuts and seeds:
Including all tree
nuts, seeds, and
products derived
from them, such
as nut flours and

seed oils. These
are often high in
omega-6 fatty
acids and contain
compounds like
phytates and
lectins.
Legume-
derived spices:
Spices like cumin,
coriander,
fenugreek, and
mustard seeds
are avoided
because they
come from plants
in the legume
family.
Alcohol and
coffee: Both can
irritate the gut
lining and disrupt
sleep, which is
critical for
immune
regulation.
Seed-based
spices: Fennel,
poppy seeds,
sesame seeds,



and others are
excluded.

How AIP Works:
Elimination and
Reintroduction

AIP  is  not  intended  to
be a permanent way of
eating for most people.
Instead,  it  follows  a
structured  protocol:

Elimination1.
Phase (30–90
days): All
potentially
triggering foods
are removed.
During this time,
the gut heals,
inflammation
decreases, and
symptoms often
improve.
Reintroduction2.
Phase: Foods are
systematically
reintroduced one
at a time,
allowing

individuals to
identify which
specific foods
trigger
symptoms. This
personalized
approach reveals
the unique
sensitivities of
each person.
Maintenance3.
Phase: A long-
term diet is
established based
on the
individual's
findings, typically
resembling a
modified Paleo
diet that excludes
only those foods
that cause
reactions.

Practical
Implementat
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ion: Getting
Started with
the Paleo
Diet for
Autoimmune
Disease

Embarking on the Paleo
diet  for  autoimmune
d i s e a s e  c a n  f e e l
o v e r w h e l m i n g ,
especially when the AIP
vers ion  is  needed.
However,  with  proper
planning  and  support,
the  transition  can  be
m a n a g e a b l e  a n d
rewarding.

Step 1: Stock
Your Kitchen with
Healing Foods

Focus  on  purchasing
high-quality ingredients
t h a t  f o r m  t h e
foundation of the diet:

Animal protein:
Grass-fed beef,
bison, lamb;
pastured chicken
and turkey; wild-
caught fish
(salmon,
sardines,
mackerel); organ
meats (liver,
heart, kidney).
Vegetables: A
wide variety of
non-starchy
options like leafy
greens, broccoli,
cauliflower,
cabbage,
zucchini, carrots,
onions, garlic,
mushrooms, and
sea vegetables.
Fruits: Low-
sugar options
such as berries,
apples, pears,
and citrus. Limit
high-sugar fruits
like bananas and
dates, especially



during the
elimination
phase.
Healthy fats:
Olive oil, avocado
oil, coconut oil,
lard, tallow, and
duck fat.
Bone broth: A
cornerstone of
gut healing, rich
in collagen,
gelatin, and
minerals.
Fermented
foods:
Sauerkraut,
kimchi, and
coconut yogurt (if
tolerated) support
gut microbiome
diversity.

Step 2: Plan
Balanced Meals

Each  mea l  shou ld
i n c l u d e  a  p r o t e i n
source ,  generous
servings of vegetables,

and  healthy  fats.  A
simple  template  might
be:

Breakfast:
Roasted sweet
potato topped
with ground beef,
sautéed spinach,
and a drizzle of
olive oil.
Lunch: Large
salad with mixed
greens, grilled
chicken, roasted
beets, avocado,
and a lemon-
tahini dressing
(using sunflower
seed butter on
AIP).
Dinner: Baked
salmon with
roasted broccoli
and a side of
bone broth.

Step 3: Be
Prepared for
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Challenges

Transitioning  to  the
P a l e o  d i e t  f o r
autoimmune  disease
c a n  c o m e  w i t h
temporary  side  effects
as  the  body  adjusts.
S o m e  p e o p l e
experience  "low-carb
flu"  symptoms  during
the first week, including
fatigue,  irritability,  and
brain fog. This typically
resolves  within  a  few
d a y s  a s  t h e  b o d y
adapts to using fat for
fuel.  Adequate  salt
intake  and  hydration
can help mitigate these
symptoms.

Step 4: Seek
Support

W o r k i n g  w i t h  a
functional  medicine
practitioner,  registered
dietit ian,  or  health
coach  experienced  in

autoimmune  nutrition
c a n  p r o v i d e
personalized  guidance.
Online  communities,
cookbooks,  and  meal
de l i ve ry  se rv i ces
specializing  in  Paleo
and  AIP  can  also  be
valuable resources.

Who Should
Consider the
Paleo Diet
for
Autoimmune
Disease?

While  the  diet  can  be
beneficial  for  a  wide
range  of  autoimmune
conditions,  it  is  not  a
one-size-fits-all
solution.  The strongest
evidence  and  most
compelling  anecdotal
reports  come  from
individuals  with:



Rheumatoid
arthritis
Hashimoto's
thyroiditis
Inflammatory
bowel disease
(Crohn's disease,
ulcerative colitis)
Psoriasis and
psoriatic arthritis
Lupus
Multiple sclerosis
Celiac disease (as
a complement to
a gluten-free diet)

However,  even  those
with the same diagnosis
can respond differently.
The  Pa leo  d ie t  fo r
autoimmune disease is
most  effective  when
u s e d  a s  p a r t  o f  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e

approach that  includes
stress  management,
quality  sleep,  gentle
m o v e m e n t ,  a n d
t a r g e t e d
supplementation  when
needed.

Potential
Pitfalls and
Consideratio
ns

Despite its benefits, the
P a l e o  d i e t  f o r
autoimmune disease is
not without challenges.
I t  c a n  b e  m o r e
expensive,  requires
significant  meal
preparation,  and  may
lead  to


