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Chocolate and Cardiovascular Health

by Monica Bearden, RD

Reducing the risk of cardio-
vascular disease for both men
and women continues to be
one of the primary public
health goals in developed
countries. According to the
American Heart Association,
more than 50% of the deaths
in the United States annually
are a direct result of clogged
arteries leading to heart
attacks and strokes. More
than twice as many people
will die from heart and other
vascular diseases than cancer.
For this reason, scientists are
eager to fully understand and
affect the mechanisms contri-
buting to heart disease. Re-
search has revealed that food
and many of its components
play an important role in pro-
tecting and supporting our
cardiovascular system.
Flavonoids, which are
nearly ubiquitous in the plant
kingdom, have come under
study for their potential role
in heart health. Through
advances in analytical
chemistry, researchers can
now identify and separate

food components to elucidate
their contribution to optimal
health and disease preven-
tion. Recently, a new method
was developed that enables
researchers to identify and
quantify oligomeric flavo-
noids (consisting of several
flavonoid units) in a wide
variety of foods.’

This advance is important,
because previously chemists
could only identify and sepa-
rate smaller flavonoids or the
monomeric compounds,
leading to a gross underesti-
mation of the flavonoid con-
tent in foods containing the
larger compounds. For ex-
ample, this new method
enables researchers to iden-
tify chocolate as having a
bounty of oligomeric com-
pounds. In fact, it is rare for a
food item to have such an
abundance of these large
compounds.

Chocolate’s Oligomeric
Compounds

The oligomeric compounds
may provide health benefits
beyond those of the heavily
studied monomeric
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with Flavonod Content'
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compounds found in tea and
wine.? Current research
shows that chocolate flavo-
noids are potent antioxidants
and suggests they may also
contribute to optimal health
in other ways.

The mechanism by which
chocolate flavonoids provide
antioxidant protection can be
explained by their phenolic
structure and number of hy-
droxyl groups. These physical
characteristics make the
flavonoids potent antioxi-
dants. This has been con-
firmed by the recently pub-
lished Oxygen Radical Ab-
sorbence Capacity (ORAC)
data, which identified
chocolate and cocoa as having
potent antioxidant potential
(Figure 1) and correlated the
results with the flavonoid
content (Figure 2).! In these
figures, the antioxidant
capacity of foods is expressed
in Trolox equivalents per
gram (TE/g), a vitamin E
analog against which foods
are compared.

It has also been reported
that the consumption of
delipidated cocoa protected
low-density lipoprotein

(LDL) from oxidation ex mivo.?
These results were similar to
an earlier in vitro study in
which the phenols of choco-
late were extracted and
shown to decrease the oxida-
tion of LDL.* Oxidation of
LDL has been identified as a
potential contributor to the
progression of atherosclero-
sis.

Additionally, platelet ad-
hesion and aggregation have
been reported to play a role in
the development of plaque
formation and cardiovascular
disease. Recently, a well-
controlled pilot clinical study
suggested that the flavonoids
in chocolate modulate path-
ways that lead to platelet
adhesion and aggregation.®
Researchers at the University
of California, Davis adminis-
tered a high cocoa polyphe-
nol beverage to healthy, non-
smoking volunteers. Blood
was taken at baseline and at 2
hours and 6 hours post-
consumption. Results showed
that cocoa consumption
prolonged the time for
primary hemostasis (blood
clotting), and decreased
markers of platelet activation
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and microparticle formation
ex vivo.

Thus, the cocoa beverage
decreased markers associated
with aggregation and
adhesion and significantly
increased the time it took for
ex vivo stimulated blood to
clot. These results are very
promising and warrant
further investigation.

As research findings on
the health benefits of foods
begin to unfold, it may come
as a pleasant surprise to
many people that chocolate
can be incorporated into a
heart-healthy diet. B
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Exciting Times Ahead for SCAN Members

Exciting times are ahead for nutrition professionals. A committee of the National Academy of
Sciences” Institute of Medicine recently recommended that nutrition therapy be a reimbursable
benefit. The Medical Nutrition Therapy bill now has majority cosponsorship in the House of
Representatives. And the ADA survey, “Nutrition and You: Trends 2000,” shows that a majority
of Americans are aware of RDs and DTRs. What does this mean for SCAN members? To me, it
means opportunities for making a profound impact in your workplace, your communities, and tn
industry. Last August, then SCAN chair Rita Johnson led the Executive Committee in defining a
three-year plan for SCAN. As we work from tiis plan, we advance an important goal: To be a key
player in our four practice areas. This year, we plan to increase our focus on three activities:
strengthening industry relations, developing practice guidelines in our four practice areas, and
expanding volunteer involvement.

In mdustry relations, ny vision is that SCAN members are tapped as integral sources of
information. Through the leadership of our development director, Kerry Neville, SCAN has secured
strong alliances with industry. You will have an opportunity to meet some of our industry liaisons
at the ADA annual meeting in Denver in October.

Because SCAN members are knowledgeable leaders, | see them as the experts in developing
practice guidelines for each of our practice areas. SCAN’s TRAC committees (Technical Resource
Aduvisory Committees) are the vehicle for achieving this goal. | encourage those of you with
expertise in practice guidelines to contact the SCAN office or contact a TRAC Chair directly.

Finally, our members are SCAN's greatest asset and volunteerism is our lifeblood. We are the
largest practice group and possess a wealth of knowledge, energy, and expertise. I urge you to
complete a “Willingness to Serve” form by contacting the SCAN Office. You can contribute your
talents to such activities as the 2001 SCAN Symposium, workshops, industry relations, SCAN’s
Web site, and SCAN'S PULSE.

What's ahead for SCAN in the coming year? We have numerous activities planned. SCAN's
Symposium, scheduled for April 2001 in Washington, DC, will be an event not to miss. The
Symposium will focus on exercise and nutrition in relation to all four of SCAN's areas of practice:
sports, wellness, cardiovascular health, and disordered eating. SCAN workshops will continue,
with two slated for the months ahead. As usual, SCAN’S PULSE will cover important scientific
and educational topics to keep your knowledge current, and Quick SCAN will keep you posted on
your association. Make sure the SCAN Office has your fax number to receive the quarterly Quick
SCAN. And check out SCAN's Web site and our two listserves on disordered eating and sports
nutrition.

Remember: SCAN is just a call or click away. Call us at 719/475-7751, e-mail us at
SCANG@fleckcorporation.com, and visit us at www.nutrifit.org. Have a terrific summer and I look
forward to working with you in the new SCAN millennium. B

Kristine Bradsher, MBA, RD, Chair




