TIPS AND TRICKS
FOR HALLOWEEN
by Diane Fennell

Halloween — the very word can send
a shiver up the spines of children and
parents alike, albeit for very different
reasons. While the kids are probably
looking forward to costumes and trickor-treating, the parents are likely more
concerned about the vast quantities of
sugar their kids are going to amass and
what it’s going to do to their blood
glucose control. As the parent of a child
with diabetes, you may be wondering
how to approach this holiday. What do
the medical experts advise? What do
other parents do? What would your child
like to do? For tips on how to approach
Halloween, as well as answers to these
questions, we asked medical
professionals, parents of children with
diabetes, and adults who were
diagnosed as youngsters for their
opinions and advice on celebrating All
Hallows’ Eve.

Getting into the spirit
As with many things in life, much of the
excitement of Halloween comes from
the anticipation and preparation leading
up to the day. Planning a party,
choosing or creating a costume, picking
out a pumpkin and carving a jack-o’lantern, or making arrangements for a
visit to a haunted house or a hayride are
all good ways to get into the Halloween
spirit. Susan Shaw, diagnosed with
diabetes as a child, says that she “would
encourage families to have rituals to
celebrate Halloween that include carving
the pumpkin, toasting and eating the

pumpkin seeds, and bobbing for
apples.” This way, she explains,
everyone can join in the festivities, and
no special arrangements need to be
made for the child with diabetes.
Putting together a costume can be fun
for everyone in the days leading up to
Halloween. Although Kerri Morrone
Sparling, diagnosed with Type 1
diabetes at age 6, remembers the candy
from Halloweens past, recollections of
the treats don’t hold a candle to her fond
memories of the costumes. Your child
may enjoy taking a trip to the store to
select a costume or, for a more creative
touch, gathering materials to create a
homemade costume.

Trick or treat!
Trick-or-treating is an important part of
the Halloween experience, and
everyone we talked to agreed that a
child with diabetes should not be denied
the opportunity to engage in the same
activities as the other kids in the family.
Indeed, as Allison Nimlos, diagnosed
with Type 1 diabetes at age 8, points
out, the walking involved in this activity
provides a healthy dose of exercise (and
it may even make taking extra insulin for
a small treat unnecessary).

Once the candy has been collected,
there are a number of ways to handle
the booty. Penny, mother of a young
boy with diabetes, allows her son to pick
out a few pieces of candy to eat when
he gets home from trick-or-treating,
covering the extra carbohydrate with a
bolus from his insulin pump. He also
gets a piece or two of candy for dessert
several nights a week for one or two
weeks, at which point any candy left
over is thrown away. According to
Penny, “I guess it would be a problem if
Riley wanted to eat a ton of candy at
one time. But for now, he’s satisfied if he
gets a small piece of candy after
supper.”

Since candy is high in sugar (and
sometimes fat) but devoid of most other
nutrients, this can be a good approach
for siblings without diabetes, too. Kevin
McMahon, fomer president of diabetes
technology company Diabetech, has two
daughters, one with diabetes and one
without. After trick-or-treating, both girls
choose a handful of their favorite sweets
and then barter the remaining candy for
a special prize such as a trip to the zoo.
According to McMahon, “The girls don’t
seem to mind, and they’ve bought into
the fact that sweets aren’t the best
choice anyway, whether you have
diabetes or not.”

The use of carbohydrate counting
should make it possible to incorporate
occasional treats into your child’s meal
plan with just a little extra planning. One
option is to serve the candy instead of
another carbohydrate-containing food,
so the total amount of carbohydrate in
the meal stays the same. (Consuming
consistent amounts of carbohydrate
from one day to the next can help with
overall blood glucose control.) A second
option is to adjust the premeal insulin
dose according to how much
carbohydrate will be eaten.
According to certified diabetes educator
Gary Scheiner, if you opt to let your
child have part of his candy haul, “you
can manage blood glucose levels if you
administer the right amounts of insulin at
the right times. There is nothing about
having diabetes per se that should force
kids to not eat things that their peers are
eating.”
Eating some candy can even be a good
opportunity for teaching your child to
take a more independent role in his
diabetes management. According to
Stephen Ponder, a physician and
certified diabetes educator with Type 1
diabetes, partaking of the spoils of trickor-treating “can be an opportunity for
kids to learn some practical aspects of
carbohydrate counting.” He added,
however, that candy should not be a
dietary staple, and he supported the
idea of keeping a few pieces of
Halloween candy to work into a child’s
meal plan and throwing out the rest.
Dietitian Amy Campbell says that the
trick to incorporating treats into your
child’s diabetes meal plan is to know
how much carbohydrate is in the candy
and how much carbohydrate your child
is allotted for a meal or snack. Because

the nutrition information for snack-size
candies is rarely printed on each
individual candy, children can make a
game of finding out how much
carbohydrate each treat contains and
labeling each accordingly (with masking
tape or a small sticker). Company
websites generally contain either
product nutrition information or a phone
number to contact customer service.
Parents of children who have celiac
disease (an intolerance to gluten, the
protein in wheat, barley, rye, and
possibly oats) may also need to call
companies to confirm whether candy is
gluten free or encourage older children
to start learning how to collect this
information.
Bear in mind that the spoils of trick-ortreating should not be made available
for continuous snacking. As noted by
Scheiner, “‘Grazing’ tends to produce a
prolonged post-meal high since the
meal is virtually nonstop.” Instead, a
piece or two of candy should be
incorporated as dessert after a meal or
as a snack, which can be covered by a
bolus of insulin. For kids who don’t use
an insulin pump, including treats in a
meal or a regularly scheduled snack
also limits the number of extra injections
that may be needed to cover candy
eaten at other times.

feel singled out. As Kelly Kunik,
diagnosed with diabetes on Halloween
at age 8, recalls, “We didn’t have carb
counting back when I was diagnosed.
My first night in the hospital, all the other
kids were trick-or-treating, but I wanted
no part of the special diabetes candy.”
(It is worth noting that sugar-free
versions of candy often contain more
carbohydrate than their regular
counterparts.) And according to Morrone
Sparling, “It’s important to let the child
with diabetes know that he isn’t ‘banned’
from treats, just that it requires a little
extra planning and patience.”

We’re having a party
For parents who seek an alternative to
trick-or-treating, a party, complete with
Halloween-themed decorations and
games, may be a good option. The
following activities can get any party off
to a spooky start:
•

Pediatric nurse practitioner Jean
Roemer supports the idea of allowing
your child to pick 10 or so favorite
candies from the bag and offers another
suggestion for what to do with the rest:
Auction it off to family members for
spending money.
•

No matter which approach you take, one
thing that is important is to make sure
that your child with diabetes does not

Costume Fashion Show
Set up a runway and play a
compilation of Halloween music
while the kids display their
costumes. Hand out awards in
different categories, such as
scariest costume or best
homemade costume.
Goo Relay
Make some goo by mixing four
parts cornstarch with one part
water (adding some food

•

•

coloring, if desired) until the
concoction has a slimy
consistency. Divide children into
teams and line each team up
about 20 feet from an empty
bucket. At the word “go,” have
team members take turns running
a handful of slime from a
container at the starting line to
the bucket. The first team to fill its
bucket wins.
Guess the pumpkin’s weight
Have kids write their estimates of
a pumpkin’s weight onto a slip of
paper. The child with the closest
guess wins a prize.
Silly telephone
Arrange all of the children into a
large circle. Have the first child
whisper a silly message into the
second child’s ear. See how the
message has changed by the
time it reaches the beginning of
the circle.

they get scared by a particularly
convincing costume or display at a
haunted house.

Having a spooktacular
time
There are as many ways to healthfully
celebrate Halloween with diabetes as
there are ghosts, ghouls, and goblins
afoot on All Hallows’ Eve. By planning
ahead and including your child in any
decision-making, you can ensure a heck
of a good time for everyone on
Halloween. Just don’t forget to brush
teeth and floss if there’s candy involved.

For more Halloween-themed games,
type “Halloween party games” into an
Internet search engine such as Google.
Be sure to keep an eye on your child’s
blood glucose levels if he is playing a
game that requires a fair amount of
physical activity: Getting more exercise
than usual can lead to lower-thanexpected blood glucose. On the other
end of the spectrum, some children may
experience very high blood glucose if

http://www.diabetesselfmanagement.com/aboutdiabetes/kids-diabetes/tips-and-tricks-forhalloween/

Fun Size Candy
Carbohydrates

Candy

Serving

100 Grand Bar, fun size
Airheads
Almond Joy, miniatures
Almond Joy, snack size
Baby Ruth, fun size
Baby Ruth, miniatures
Butterfinger, fun size
Butterfinger, miniatures
Candy Corn
Caramels
Charm Blow Pops
Cinnamon Bears
Crunch Bar, Nestles, miniatures
Dove Bar, miniatures
Dum Dums (.6 oz)
Fruit Gummy, fun size
Hershey’s Cookies N’ Crème, snack size
Hershey’s Kisses, Chocolate
Hershey’s Milk Chocolate, miniatures
Hershey’s Milk Chocolate, snack size
Hershey’s Nuggets, Milk Chocolate
Hershey’s Nuggets, Milk Chocolate, Almonds
Kit Kat, fun size two-piece bar
Kit Kat, snack size two-piece bar
LifeSavers Cream Savers
LifeSavers Gummi Rolls, snack size
LifeSavers Hard Candy, Variety
M&M’s Peanut Candies, fun size
M&M’s Plain Candies, fun size

1 bar
1 piece
1 bar
1 bar
1 bar
2 bars
1 bar
2 bars
9 pieces
3 pieces
1 each
2 each
2 bars
3 bars
2 each
1 each
1 each
6 each
3 bars
1 bar
3 each
3 each
1 bar
1 bar
3 each
1 roll
4 pieces
1 pack
1 pack

Grams of
Carbohydrates
15
14
8
10
14
15
15
15
15
17
14
17
14
15
15
15
8
16
10
10
18
18
12
9
13
14
16
12
13

Grams of
Carbohydrates

Candy

Serving

Milky Way, fun size
Milky Way, miniatures
Mounds, miniatures
Nips, Butter Rum/Caramel/Chocolate/Peanut Butter
Pixy Stix
Red Vine Licorice, regular size
Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, fun size
Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, miniatures
Reese’s Pieces, fun size
Rolos
Sixlets, small package
Skittles, fun size
Smarties
Snickers, fun size
Snickers, miniatures
Spree
Starburst Fruit Chews
SweeTarts
Take 5, snack size
Three Musketeers, fun size
Three Musketeers, miniatures
Tootsie Pops
Tootsie Roll Midgees
Twix, fun size
Twix, miniatures
Twizzlers, Strawberry
York Peppermint Patties
MISCELLANEOUS
Gumball, 25¢
Slurpee/ICEE
Slurpee/ICEE
Slurpee, lite or sugar-free

1 bar
1 bar
1 bar
2 each
1 small
1 stick
1 piece
2 pieces
1 pouch
5 pieces
1 package
1 package
1 roll
1 bar
1 bar
8 pieces
1 piece
1 piece
1 bar
1 bar
1 each
1 each
3 pieces
1 cookie
1 cookie
1 piece
1 each

12
6
8
11
2
17
12
9
9
16
15
15
5
11
6
14
4
2
13
11
5
15
16
10
7
8
11

1 each
8 ounces
12 ounces
8 ounces

5
27
40
8

