PARENTS’ GUIDETO

BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS

A commonsense approach
to sweets

By Barton D. Schmitt, MD

THE PROBLEM

A popular misconception suggests that eating sugar
15 harmful or, at least, a weakness. Many parents
worry needlessly about candy, desserts, and other
sweets. For purposes of discussion, sweets can be
defined as any food for which sucrose, fructose, glu-
eose, corn syrup, honey, or other sugars are listed
as the first ingredient on the package.

Sweets are not bad. The body needs sugar to
funetion. The brain needs glucose to think. Sweets
can be eaten, but moderation is the key. If you want
to protect your child’s health, go after the Choles-
terol Monster, not the Sugar Monster.

Soon after birth, infants show a preference for
sweet fluids (such as breast milk) over unsweetened
fluids. Most adults also naturally seek out and enjoy
sweets. Giving candy as a gift for holidays or birth-
days is a common gesture of affection. Many people
have a “sweet tooth,” which is probably hereditary.
Many animals also show a craving for sweets.

We sometimes forget that the recommended dai-
ly allowance of calories from carbohydrates (sugar
and starches) is fairly high—55% of total intake.
The amount from refined sugars (suerose) should
not exceed 10% of the daily total. Sugar is present
naturally in most foods except the meat group. Lac-
tose is the sugar in milk, fruetose in fruits, and
maltose in grain products. Suerose, found in sugar-
cane and sugar beets, is used in candy, soft drinks,
ice eream, and many other sweetened foods. It has
no greater adverse effect on body funetioning than
any of the other sugars.
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The main risk associated with sugar, and the only
permanent harm from consuming too much, is tooth
decay. The risk can be greatly reduced by drinking
fluoridated water and brushing the teeth after eat-
ing sugar-containing foods. Foods that cause the
most dental cavities (caries) are those that stick to
the teeth—gooey eandy and raising, for example.
The factor most likely to lead to severe tooth decay
in babies and young children is falling asleep or
walking around with a bottle of fruit juice, milk, or
other sugar-containing fluid in the mouth. This type
of tooth decay is called “baby-bottle caries.”

A temporary side effect of sugar may oceur two to
four hours after excessive conzumption of sweets.
This reaction probably results from a rapid fall in
the level of sugar in the blood and consists of sweat-
ing, hunger, dizziness, tiredness, and sleepiness.
These episodes are generally brief, harmless, and
can be relieved by eating a food containing some
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