Chocolate:  Good For You?
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Have your chocolate and eat it too?  It sounds too good to be true, especially as we move closer to Valentine’s Day.  Chocolate, or cocoa, was first used as a drug 500 years ago to treat fatigue, fever, and even kidney disease.  In the 1600’s, some Spanish doctors argued that cocoa was all that one needed to eat for breakfast, going so far as to say that it could lengthen lifespan.  These many beliefs lingered into the 20th century, with scholars giving cocoa to nursing mothers to heal sick babies. 

 Whether or not these claims are true, three common uses for cocoa are found throughout history.  First, cocoa would cause weight gain in thin people who wanted to increase their size.  Second, because of its calming effect, cocoa could reduce hyperactivity.  Doctors also prescribed cocoa to individuals feeling depressed to help improve mood.  Finally, cocoa drinks were often prescribed to improve digestion and bowel movements.    

Now, hundreds of years later, new research shows that small amounts of chocolate can truly have some health benefits.  In fact, results of new studies agree with the early uses for cocoa.  In one study, scientists found that men who ate chocolate at least three times a month lived longer than men who did not.   A possible reason for the increased life-span may be due to the ability of cocoa to lower the risk for heart attacks.  The action came from the cocoa’s ability to reduce blood clotting, similar to the influence of aspirin on making blood more fluid.  This does not mean that people should stop taking their heart medicine and stock up on chocolate bars.  But it may help us feel a little less guilty the next time we drink some hot cocoa on a cold winter day.

I know what you are thinking, isn’t chocolate high in fat?  Yes, but it is the type of fat that matters when talking about good health.  Cocoa butter, which is the fat found in chocolate, contains monounsaturated fat.  This type of fat can be good for the body when eaten in moderation.  In fact, studies show the fats in chocolate do not increase total cholesterol levels.  Cholesterol in the body exists in two forms: HDL (High-Density Lipoproteins) and LDL (Low-Density Lipoproteins).  HDL is better because it helps to clean the blood.  LDL is bad because it builds up in the blood, increasing your risk for stroke and heart attack.  Studies have shown that chocolate does not raise LDL, or bad cholesterol levels.   Also, chocolate contains special compounds called antioxidants that work to stop cell damage in the body.  These compounds can help protect our cells and immune system and perhaps decrease the risk of stroke and cancer.  

So how can chocolate fit into your daily diet?  The sample diet below consists of 2200 calories, is low in fat and cholesterol, and high in vitamins, minerals, and fiber.  It must be noted that while chocolate may have some effects on health, it should not be eaten in place of fruits and vegetables; these contain higher amounts of antioxidants and fiber.  Chocolate is found in the Fats, Oils, and Sweets section of the Food Guide Pyramid.  These foods are at the very top of the pyramid, meaning they should be eaten in small amounts due to their high levels of fat, sugar, and calories.  Therefore, it is important to balance chocolate with a variety of other foods in the daily diet.  

So what are your thoughts on chocolate?  It has been described in journals as sexy, awesome, dangerous, calming, erotic, heavenly, irresistible and intoxicating.  No matter what your viewpoint is, keep one thing in mind: a little bit is most likely not going to hurt . . . in fact, it just might help!

Sample Diet

Breakfast:
1 c. 

Total Raisin Bran Cereal


1 packet  
Hot Cocoa Mix


½ c. 

Unsweetened Blueberries


1 piece 

Whole Wheat Toast 



1 tsp

Margarine Spread


2 c.

1% Milk

Lunch:
1 each

Smoked Turkey Breast Sandwich with 





3 oz. meat, 1 slice cheese, tomato, 





lettuce, and whole-wheat bread 


½ c.

Navy Bean Soup


8 each  

Baby Carrots


1 med.

Banana


1 oz.

Nacho Flavored Tortilla Chips

Dinner:
1 c.

Spaghetti Noodles


1 c.

Meat Sauce with 4 ounces extra lean ground beef


½ c.

Steamed Broccoli 


½ c.

Steamed Zucchini Squash


2 pieces

French Bread 


2 tsp

Margarine Spread


1 oz.

Dark Chocolate Candy Bar

