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Tips for Healthy Halloween Giving and Eating 
By Pattianna Harootian 

When your child asked to be the Devil for Halloween, you probably weren’t envisioning 
how you’d sew an old sheet into something that resembled a bag of refined sugar.  
However, some are referring to sugar as the new devil.  Five years ago the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention reported the first increase in children with cavities in 
forty years.  They reported that 42% of children aged 2-11 years old had cavities. In 
March 2012, the New York Times reported on a 2 1/2-year old boy in Seattle undergoing 
surgery for the extraction of two incisors, a root canal on a molar, and numerous fillings 
and crowns.  More than half of his baby teeth were treated for cavities.  Last April, Dr. 
Sanjay Gupta reported on 60 Minutes about new research from some of America’s most 
trusted establishments revealing sugar (used as an additive in foods) as a toxin and 
possibly a cause of our country’s leading killers, from heart disease to cancer.  Childhood 
obesity is increasing at an alarming rate.  According to 2010 data from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, more than one third of the children and adolescents in 
the United States are overweight or obese.  Since 1980, the number of obese children and 
adolescents has almost tripled.  

Sugar is attributed to tooth decay, obesity, heart disease, and cancers, yet America’s 
major holidays are celebrated with candies and confections that list sugar as their first 
ingredient, often followed by high fructose corn syrup (really just another name for 
sugar) and any other number of fancy words that are used in place of sugar.  In fact, there 
are over fifty words used for sugar, often disguising it from the uninformed consumer.  
To name a few: barley malt, evaporated cane juice, carob syrup, dextran, dextrose, 
fructose, fruit juice, galactose, and lactose. With this grim information, a sugar-free 
Halloween seems implausible. 

What about fruits and vegetables?  Do Dr. Gupta’s reportings give new meaning to Snow 
White and the poison apple?  Are apples and other fruits toxic for our kids?  No. The 
findings relate to added sugars in foods, not sugar that occurs naturally in whole foods, 
such as fruits and vegetables.  Fruit, although high in natural sugars, is a perfect solution 
to the concerned parent.  Fruit (as well as vegetables) contains fiber and micronutrients, 
which slow the absorption of sugar.  This is the way our bodies were intended to eat and 
digest sugar. Also, fiber rich fruits and vegetables stimulate saliva flow, a natural defense 
against cavities.  And crisp fruits and vegetables, like apples and carrots, also help clean 
plaque from teeth.  

Making fruit a treat for kids is a challenge and likely not a war you’ll win by October 
31st, but there’s no better time than the present to begin transitioning you and your family 
to healthier living.  Start giving your kids fruits and vegetables throughout the day.  Keep 
a fruit bowl on the counter.  Have cut veggies ready to serve in the fridge.  Give them 
yummy (and healthful) dips to entice them: hummus, tabouli, cottage cheese, nut butters, 
and yogurt.  Make fruit and vegetables look as appealing as possible.  Try fruit kabobs 



and cutting fruit into fun shapes.  Who can resist popping a star shaped Kiwi into their 
mouth? Line a celery stick with peanut or almond butter (substitute hummus for those 
with nut allergies), pop some raisins on top and tell your toddler it’s ants on a log.  

Making delicious and nutrient dense snacks can be fun and an activity you can do with 
your whole family.  After carving pumpkins, rinse the seeds, place them on a cookie 
sheet, dust generously with melted butter, sprinkle with sea salt, and cook at 300 degrees 
until golden brown.  Go apple picking with the whole family, insert wooden sticks into 
your favorite apples, dip them in melted 70% (or higher) dark chocolate, roll in raw 
almond or coconut shavings, and place on wax paper until set (can be kept at room 
temperature or refrigerated).  Try the same with bananas (freeze the bananas first and 
then freeze any that aren’t eaten immediately after the chocolate sets).  Apples are packed 
with fiber, vitamin C, and powerful antioxidants.  Coconuts contain less sugar and more 
protein than most fruits and are relatively high in minerals such as iron, phosphorous, and 
zinc.  Raw almonds are a rich source of vitamin E, calcium, phosphorous, iron, 
magnesium, zinc, selenium, copper, and niacin.  Dark chocolate has cell-protecting 
antioxidants and bananas are a good source of potassium, dietary fiber, manganese, and 
vitamins B6 and C. 

However, no matter how many healthy foods we make available to our children, despite 
our best efforts, there are many things in their lives we can’t control, one of them being 
the candy they will get when they trick-or-treat.  Short of denying your kids the 
opportunity to participate (which I do not recommend and think is equivalent to telling 
your four-year old there is no Santa Claus because you don’t believe in the 
commercialism associated with Christmas), there isn’t much you can do to avoid your 
kids from filling pillow cases and pumpkin baskets with the equivalent of three pounds of 
sugar, but there are many things you can do to trick your kids into a less sugar driven 
Halloween: 

1.    Offer your kids cash in exchange for the treats they collect. Keep it simple (a quarter 
per piece) or make it elaborate: quarters for Skittles, $5 for the rare Baby Ruth or 100 
Grand bar, $1 for larger bars, $2 for packs of gum…then donate the candy to a local bank 
(they can give it out to customers-primarily adults who will not overindulge).  

2.  If money doesn’t deter them, let them eat three items Halloween night and then take 
their candy to be doled out, one piece per week, until it is gone.  

3.  Serve a well-balanced, nutrient dense dinner before trick-or-treating.  Excessive sugar  
causes blood sugar to rise and insulin to soar.  Over time, this could lead to insulin 
resistance and weight gain.  To minimize a spike in insulin, slow down the digestive 
process by eating well before indulging in sweets. 

4.  Limit (or eliminate) refined carbohydrates and sugars.  Your kids will be getting more 
than their fair share of sugar and bad carbohydrates Halloween night so cut back or cut 
out treats leading up to Halloween.  

5.  Brush and floss! This is probably one of the most important nights to be sure your kids 



brush and floss their teeth before going to bed. 

And don’t stop with your own kids.  Set an example for other parents and neighbors who 
wait all year long to enjoy guessing who’s who from the neighborhood, disguised in 
costumes of this year’s favorite super hero or Disney character, before handing out a 
treat. Worried your house will get egged if you give out fruit to trick-or-treaters?  Fear 
not, there are numerous non-candy items kids will love. And for those that can’t fully 
commit to no candy, have one basket with candy and one with non-candy items and let 
the trick -or-treaters choose.  You may be surprised how many choose the non-candy 
items.  Here are ideas for items to hand out that will help insure a healthy…or at least less 
sugary, Halloween: 

Glow Sticks 

Stickers 

Magnets 

Fun, decorative pencils, pens, and/or markers 

Fun, decorative toothbrushes 

Small notebooks with cool covers 

Trail mixes, nuts (be careful of nut allergies), seeds, popcorn, raisins 

Coins 

Temporary tattoos 

Small Play-Doh tub 
 
CD’s 

Bubbles 

Mini decks of cards 

Mini pumpkins 

Magic tricks 

*Check out party supply stores-most party favors for kids are great substitutes for sugary 
treats. 

	  


