
Cocoa  
 
Since the discovery that cocoa benefits are not just limited to pleasing the taste buds, 
cocoa has continued to gather support for its healthful properties. Cocoa, the primary 
component of chocolate, is a rich source of epicatechin, a flavonol believed to be 
responsible for the health benefits of chocolate. Teas (green and black) and red wine are 
also noted for their epicatechin content, but cocoa has a higher concentration.1  
 
A study published in the Journal of the American College of Cardiology showed that 
consuming cocoa flavonols improved vascular function in persons with type II diabetes. 
Loss of vascular function is one of the primary markers for the development of 
cardiovascular disease. This is especially true in diabetic individuals.  
 
In a double-blind trial conducted by Malte Kelm, M.D., and colleagues at University 
Hospital RWTH Aachen in Germany, 41 patients with type II diabetes were given a 
beverage containing cocoa flavonols three times a day for 30 days. Immediate 
improvement in vascular health (measured by the ability of the brachial artery to relax) 
was observed in the group with the highest flavonol consumption. According to doctor 
Kelm, these results demonstrate that dietary flavonols might have an important impact 
as part of a healthy diet.  
 
Previous studies have shown that cocoa benefits are not limited to persons with type II 
diabetes. The flavonols in cocoa may also help keep blood pressure down and help 
maintain heart health in persons without specific risk factors. Cocoa is believed to 
promote optimal cardiovascular health by activating the nitric oxide system.2 Nitric oxide 
is an important molecule responsible for controlling multiple functions within the body, 
including the dilation of blood vessels2 and platelet aggregation (clot formation)3. A 
decreased release of nitric oxide into the arterial wall is associated with multiple warning 
signs of cardiovascular disease, including hypertension and the formation of 
atherosclerotic plaque. 
 
Cocoa flavonols are a particularly significant type of flavonoid molecule. A recent 
analysis has found that not all flavonoids and sources of flavonoids provide equal 
benefits. Using data from the 133 studies, researchers found wide variations in effects, 
depending on the nature of the flavonoid and the food source. Of more than 6,000 
different flavonoids that have been discovered in various plants, a few stand above the 
rest in the benefits they provide. Chocolate flavonoids are especially effective in their 
support of cardiovascular health. Flavonoids from chocolate were associated with a 4 
percent increase in blood flow, and a reduction in systolic and diastolic blood pressure.4 

On the other hand, black te, which also contains flavonoids, was linked to increases in 
systolic and diastolic blood pressure.4 

 
Today, Americans consume an average of about 12 pounds of chocolate per person, per 
year and this may not be a bad thing. While milk chocolate is still the favorite, the health-
promoting qualities of flavonols are attributed to the dark variety.  
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