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You try to forget it—that chocolate bar stashed in your desk drawer—the “food of the gods” once considered more valuable than gold by ancient Aztecs and Mayans. But it’s just too good to resist. Slowly, your resolve wavers. “Just a taste,” you think, “Just one bite.” And suddenly, you devour the entire thing.

If you love chocolate, you’re not alone—the average American woman eats 10 to 12 pounds per year. And recent reports of its health benefits, from fighting depression to protecting against heart disease, have people hoping this “healthy indulgence” can become a daily staple. But take these chocolate-as-health-food claims with a serving of skepticism. Research indicates that chocolate does have health benefits. The trick is to eat the right kind in the right amounts. As with anything, the key is moderation. 


Cocoa Power


Chocolate derives its good-for-you components from its origins: the cacao tree. It’s made from roasted cacao bean “nibs,” the pulpy interior of the bean that contains more than 50 percent cocoa butter, a natural fat. To make chocolate, nibs are mashed and heated into “liquor”—named for its liquid form, not for any presence of alcohol— and then solidified. Cocoa powder is created by extracting the oil-like cocoa butter out of the liquor, leaving behind a pressed cake of chocolate.

Since chocolate comes from a bean, it contains flavonoids, also found in apples, tea, red wine and other plant-based foods. Flavonoids help plants repair cells and shield themselves from environmental poisons. Eat foods high in this natural compound and you may reduce your risk of cancer and heart disease.

And flavonoids may help in another way. “Certain stresses on the body, such as poor diet or diseases, trigger an inflammatory response, which can lead to a build-up of plaque in your arteries and cancer. Flavonoids seem to help lessen this response,” says Andrew L. Waterhouse, Professor of Enology at the University of California-Davis, who garnered international attention in the late 1990s when he noted the high presence of antioxidant phenols in chocolate.

The less processed the chocolate, the more flavonoids it contains. Unsweetened or “baking” chocolate tastes bitter due to a large amount of flavonoids, which also contribute to its blacker color. High-quality dark chocolate, made mostly from cocoa solids, can also contain a healthy dose. However, milk chocolate, the kind most commonly used in candy bars, contains few flavonoids because its ingredients are more dairy than cocoa—usually only 20 percent—and include sugar, vanilla and milk solids. White chocolate contains no cocoa solids and no flavonoids. The bottom line: You have to splurge on dark chocolate that contains at least 70 percent cocoa butter, often labeled as “extra fine dark,” to get the health benefits.
The Fat Meltdown

Cocoa butter fat is one-third oleic acid, one-third stearic acid and one-third palmitic acid. While palmitic acid is a saturated fat that has been linked to unhealthy increases in LDL-cholesterol levels and a higher risk of heart disease, stearic acid, also a saturated fat, has been shown to help increase HDL or “good” cholesterol. Also, oleic acid is a monounsaturated fat similar to that found in olive oil and considered healthy for your heart.

Regardless, the fact remains that chocolate is high in total fat, which means it’s loaded with calories. For example, a 1.3-ounce bar of Hershey’s Extra Dark Chocolate contains 13 grams of total fat, eight of them saturated, and 210 calories. And other ingredients like caramel, nuts or nougat only add more fat and calories. “You shouldn’t eat chocolate with abandon like you can a cup full of berries,” says Cindy Moore, M.S., R.D., and Director of Nutrition Therapy at the Cleveland Clinic. “You only need to eat a small amount to get the health benefits.” 
The Chemical Buzz 


Chocolate fans through the centuries have proclaimed it everything from a cure for dysentery to an aphrodisiac. While many of these claims are wishful thinking at best, there’s truth to some rumors about chocolate, a substance that contains more than 300 natural chemicals.

Chocolate can, for example, improve your mood. While chocolate contains only one-tenth the caffeine of a cup of coffee, scientists believe that its combination of caffeine, the stimulant theobromine and sugar can give you energy and make you feel good. Chocolate also contains the neurotransmitters anandamide, which is produced naturally in the brain and creates a feeling of happiness, and phenylethylamine, which helps you stay alert. 

And while many women “need” chocolate just before their period or crave it when feeling depressed, chocolate is not physically addictive. Nor is there evidence that women desire it more than men. But research does indicate that you can develop a conditioned response to it. Once you experience chocolate’s feel-good effects, you crave it the next time you feel down. One theory attributes this to euphoria-producing endorphins, the same neurotransmitters responsible for a “runner’s high.” When chocolate melts on your tongue, your taste buds become excited and your brain releases endorphins. As a result, you crave chocolate because you remember its effects, like a runner who looks forward to the afterglow of a workout. 

But the happy buzz chocolate produces is temporary. A study at the University of Dundee, England, compared 20 self-identified chocolate “addicts” to a control group. Predictably, the addicts ate more chocolate than the others, but they also reported more depression and no overall improvement in mood. 

“The important thing is to keep chocolate in perspective,” says Moore. “It’s okay to eat it, just be aware of your portion size.”
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