Preventive Medicine Column

March 25, 2007

Having Your (Dark Chocolate) Cake, and Eating It, Too!

You may have seen the news on television, read it in your paper, or found it on-line: a new study, presented in New Orleans at the American College of Cardiology meeting, shows that chocolate is good for your blood vessels.  There is a potential mix of dark truths and white lies in this message, and I can sort them out for you.  Because I ran the study in question. 


We enrolled a group of 45 overweight but otherwise healthy adults, and gave them, in sequence, solid dark chocolate (about 2.5 oz), an 8oz cup of regular cocoa, a similar cup of sugar-free cocoa, and corresponding placebos.


After each dose of cocoa in either solid or liquid form, our study participants showed marked reductions in their blood pressure, and improvement in a measure called “endothelial function.”    The endothelium is the inner lining of blood vessels, and the cells there release chemicals that cause blood vessels to constrict or dilate, regulating the flow of blood.  Improved endothelial function means more blood flow.  We measure this in the arm, using ultrasound; but what’s true for blood vessels in the arm is true for the blood vessels that supply the heart as well.

At present, endothelial function testing is limited to research settings, although it will likely become a standard clinical test for heart disease risk some time soon.  Abnormal endothelial function is a strong and reliable predictor of increased cardiovascular risk, and improvements in endothelial function are strongly associated with reduced heart disease risk.


So without a doubt, our study suggests that dark chocolate is good for the heart.  But when I saw the study covered on television, the images shown included marshmallows dipped in a milk chocolate fondue.  And that, folks, is where the little white lies come in!  Not all chocolate is created equal, and we certainly did not feed our subjects marshmallows.

The health benefits of chocolate, shown in many studies as well as ours, relate specifically to dark chocolate with a cocoa content of roughly 60% or more.  The reason is that the main active ingredient in chocolate - responsible for such effects as improving blood flow, lowering blood pressure, making blood platelets less likely to stick together, improving cholesterol levels, reducing inflammation, and even lowering insulin levels- is likely to be bioflavanoids.  Bioflavanoids are antioxidant compounds highly concentrated in cocoa beans used to make chocolate. Other compounds concentrated in dark chocolate that may also contribute to healthful effects include magnesium, fiber, and the amino acid arginine.

Dark chocolate and cocoa powder provide a high concentration of antioxidants, but milk chocolate does not.  As the name suggests, milk chocolate preparation involves mixing milk with the cocoa solids and cocoa butter derived from cocoa beans.  The result is that the bioflavanoids are diluted considerably.  In many studies showing health benefits with dark chocolate, milk chocolate has been used as the placebo.

So the first dark truth here is that while dark chocolate and cocoa offer convincing health benefits, milk chocolate does not.  You have to choose wisely.

A second dark truth is that how we eat a food, not just what we call it, determines how it affects our health.  Combine dark chocolate with marshmallows, as I saw on TV, and any potential health benefits will almost certainly be undone.  Conversely, dip strawberries in your dark chocolate instead, and beneficial effects will almost certainly be enhanced.

Finally, of course, there is the issue of dose.  I am convinced that some dark chocolate in the diet is a genuinely good thing, but that does not mean more is better!  The 2.5 oz of solid dark chocolate we used in our study provides over 350 calories.  Add that to your diet too often, and weight gain will almost certainly reverse any beneficial health effects.  I practice, and encourage, regular, but moderate consumption of dark chocolate.  Of note, the strong vascular benefits we saw in our study with sugar free cocoa came at a much lower cost in calories, roughly 50 per 8oz. 
Chocolate may serve as a uniquely good demonstration of the principle that eating well is best achieved by making informed choices within any given food category, rather than abandoning categories of foods.  That even an indulgence can be health-promoting belies the oft-heard lament that “if it’s good, it can’t be good for you.”  Made with dark chocolate, it seems you can indeed have your cake, and eat it, too.  Just be careful about how often, and the size of that slice.
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