
  

Things to know about: 

Cocoa 
• Cocoa comes from the cacao tree which was first cultivated over 1,000 years 

ago by the Mayan civilization in Mexico and Central American. 

• Both Mayan and Aztec cultures produced drinks from cocoa beans in 
combination with spices as a nourishing beverage.  The cocoa beans were also 
used as currency and medicinal purposes to fight fatigue and intestinal problems. 

• Cocoa and chocolate (especially dark chocolate) both contain high levels of 
flavonoids, in some cases exceeding levels found in tea and red wine. 

• Flavonoids, a subclass of polyphenols, are widely found micronutrients derived 
primarily from fruits and vegetables. Over 5,000 flavonoids have been described. 

• The flavonoids found in chocolate are powerful antioxidants which may provide 
certain health benefits. 

• Population-based studies have demonstrated an inverse association between 
high dietary intakes of flavonoids and risk for coronary heart disease. 

• Consumption of cocoa flavonoids decreases the susceptibility of low-density 
lipoproteins to undergo oxidation.  Oxidized LDL is thought to directly participate 
in the formation of atherosclerotic plaques and heart disease. 

• In cell culture models, cocoa extracts decreases the expression of genes 
involved in cellular stress, consistent with the antioxidant properties of cocoa. 

• Consumption of cocoa may have protective effects on vascular function. 
Vascular (endothelial) dysfunction is an early event in the development of 
atherosclerosis. 

• Cocoa may inhibit platelet aggregation and provide cardiovascular health 
benefits similar to that found with aspirin. 

• Some, but not all studies, suggest that cocoa and dark chocolate can lower 
blood pressure. 

• Even though chocolate has high levels of saturated fat, the type of saturated fat 
(stearic acid) found in chocolate is neutral with respect to raising cholesterol.  
Thus feeding chocolate in relative high amounts has no negative effect of 
plasma LDL cholesterol. 

• Recent epidemiological data suggest that consumption of chocolate is 
associated with reduced risk of mortality from cardiovascular disease. 

• It should be kept in mind that cocoa polyphenols, when consumed as chocolate 
contains a high amount of fat, and therefore is high in calories. 

• Finally, while all these data are suggestive of positive cardiovascular disease 
health benefits for chocolate, this has yet to be demonstrated in appropriately 
controlled clinical trials. 


