
1

World  
Chocolate Day: 
Health Benefits 
of Chocolate



2

Contents
Introduction 

Cocoa Content and Type Matter 

Rich Source of Antioxidants

Heart and Circulatory Support

Mood and Cognitive Benefits 

Anti-Inflammatory Properties 

Portion Control and Context 

Recipes 
 

3 

4 

5

5

6 

6 

7 

8 
 



3

Health Benefits  
of Chocolate

Introduction
Chocolate has a long and fascinating history, dating 
back over 3,000 years to the ancient civilisations of 
Mesoamerica, where cacao was prized not just as a food 
but as a medicinal substance. The Mayans and Aztecs 
consumed it as a bitter drink, often mixed with spices, and 
used it in rituals and as a tonic to promote vitality, stimulate 
digestion, and enhance mood. When cacao was introduced 
to Europe in the 16th century, it retained its status as 
a healthful elixir, enjoyed by the elite for its restorative 
properties. However, the chocolate we commonly find on 
supermarket shelves today bears little resemblance to these 
early formulations. Modern manufacturing processes have 
diluted cacao’s natural benefits with high levels of sugar, 
emulsifiers, milk powders, and vegetable fats. As a result, 
many commercial chocolate products are energy-dense and 
nutrient-poor, offering little more than a fleeting sugar high. 
To truly appreciate chocolate’s health potential, we must 
return to its roots - focusing on high-quality, dark chocolate 
with a high cocoa content and minimal additives.

John Core 
Sodexo Culinary Nutrition Lead

Cacao Nib & Nut Energy Balls - recipe p.8
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Cocoa Content and Type Matter
When it comes to the health benefits of chocolate, not 
all types are created equal. The key lies in the cocoa 
content. Dark chocolate, particularly varieties with 70% 
cocoa or more, contains a significantly higher concentration 
of cocoa solids, which are the source of powerful plant 
compounds like flavonoids and polyphenols.  
These compounds are responsible for many of the  
health-promoting effects linked to chocolate, including 
antioxidant activity, improved circulation, and reduced 
inflammation. In contrast, milk chocolate tends to be diluted 
with sugar, milk solids, and fats, which lowers its cocoa 
content and nutritional value. White chocolate contains no 
cocoa solids at all - only cocoa butter - offering none of the 
polyphenol-related benefits. For those seeking the positive 
effects associated with chocolate, choosing a quality dark 
chocolate with a high cocoa percentage is essential. It also 
typically contains less sugar, making it a more suitable 
option for those managing blood glucose or calorie intake.
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Heart and Circulatory Support
Moderate consumption of dark chocolate has been 
linked to improved cardiovascular health, largely 
due to its rich flavonoid content. Flavonoids in cocoa, 
particularly epicatechins, are known to enhance nitric oxide 
production in the body. This compound helps relax blood 
vessels, improving blood flow and reducing blood pressure. 
Improved endothelial function—the ability of blood vessels 
to dilate efficiently—is a key marker of heart health and is 
positively influenced by these bioactive compounds. Studies 
have shown that regular, small portions of high-cocoa dark 
chocolate can contribute to a healthier circulatory system 
by reducing arterial stiffness and lowering the risk of heart 
disease. However, the benefits are dose-dependent and 
best seen when dark chocolate is consumed in moderation 
as part of an overall balanced diet, without excessive added 
sugars or fats.

Rich Source of Antioxidants
Cocoa is one of the most antioxidant-rich foods 
available, thanks to its high content of polyphenols 
- natural compounds that protect the body from 
oxidative stress. Among these, flavonoids such as 
catechins, epicatechins, and procyanidins stand out for their 
potent biological activity. These compounds neutralise free 
radicals, which are unstable molecules that can damage cells 
and contribute to ageing and chronic diseases. By reducing 
oxidative stress, the antioxidants in cocoa play a protective 
role in cardiovascular health, brain function, and even skin 
integrity. Dark chocolate, due to its high cocoa content, 
retains a significant portion of these beneficial flavonoids, 
whereas processing and the addition of dairy and sugar 
in milk and white chocolate reduce their concentration. 
Choosing minimally processed dark chocolate ensures 
you’re getting the most antioxidant benefit from this 
indulgent food.

Spiced Cocoa & Lentil Chilli - recipe p.10 
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Anti-Inflammatory Properties
The bioactive compounds found in cocoa, particularly 
flavonoids, have been shown to exert anti-inflammatory 
effects in the body. Chronic, low-grade inflammation is a 
key contributor to the development of many modern health 
conditions, including type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and 
certain cancers. Cocoa flavonoids can help downregulate 
the production of pro-inflammatory cytokines and inhibit 
pathways that lead to sustained inflammation. This 
modulation of the body’s inflammatory response not only 
supports cardiovascular health but may also contribute 
to improved insulin sensitivity and better blood sugar 
regulation. Regular, moderate consumption of dark 
chocolate with a high cocoa content can therefore be a 
beneficial dietary addition for those looking to reduce 
inflammatory burden—especially when paired with an 
overall diet rich in whole, unprocessed foods.

Mood and Cognitive Benefits
Chocolate has long been associated with comfort and 
pleasure, and there is scientific evidence to support 
its mood-enhancing effects. Cocoa contains several 
compounds that influence brain chemistry, including 
tryptophan—a precursor to serotonin, the neurotransmitter 
linked to feelings of well-being and happiness. In addition, 
cocoa provides mild stimulants such as theobromine and 
caffeine, which can enhance mental alertness, focus, and 
short-term cognitive performance. These compounds act  
on the central nervous system to increase energy levels  
and improve reaction time, making dark chocolate a 
potential cognitive pick-me-up when consumed in small 
amounts. The sensory pleasure of eating chocolate also 
triggers the release of endorphins, contributing further to its 
positive impact on mood. While not a substitute for balanced 
mental health strategies, dark chocolate can offer a natural 
boost in both focus and emotional well-being when  
enjoyed mindfully.

Cacao & Avocado Smoothie - recipe p.11 
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Portion Control and Context
While dark chocolate can offer a range of health benefits, these are only  
realised when it is consumed in small, mindful portions as part of a balanced diet. 
A square or two of quality dark chocolate is often enough to deliver its antioxidant 
and cardiovascular effects without tipping into excess calories, sugar, or fat. 
Overconsumption, particularly of highly processed chocolate products laden with refined 
sugars, dairy fats, and additives, can quickly negate any potential health advantages and 
contribute to weight gain, poor blood sugar control, and increased inflammation. It’s 
important to view chocolate as a complementary food—not a cure-all—and to integrate 
it into an overall pattern of nutrient-rich eating. Opting for simple, high-cocoa varieties 
with minimal added ingredients ensures the best return nutritionally while keeping 
indulgence both satisfying and sustainable as part of a healthy outlook on your  
food choices.

Dark Chocolate & Raspberry Overnight Oats - recipe p.8
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Dark Chocolate & Raspberry Overnight Oats

Recipes

Method:

Combine the oats, almond milk, chia 
seeds, Greek yoghurt, and maple 
syrup in a jar and stir well. Fold in the 
grated dark chocolate, then top with 
raspberries. Seal the jar and refrigerate 
overnight. Enjoy chilled in the morning as 
a balanced, antioxidant-rich breakfast. 
 

Ingredients:

•	 50g rolled oats 

•	 150ml unsweetened almond milk 

•	 1 tbsp chia seeds 

•	 2 tbsp Greek yoghurt 

•	 1 tsp maple syrup 

•	 10g grated 85% dark chocolate 

•	 Handful of fresh raspberries

Cacao Nib & Nut Energy Balls

Method:

Blend the dates, almonds, sunflower 
seeds, oats, and peanut butter in a food 
processor until the mixture is sticky and 
holds together. Stir in the cacao nibs 
and a pinch of salt. Roll into small balls 
using damp hands. Chill in the fridge for 
at least one hour before serving. Store in 
an airtight container. 
 

Ingredients:

•	 100g pitted dates 

•	 50g almonds 

•	 50g sunflower seeds 

•	 30g oats 

•	 1 tbsp natural peanut butter 

•	 1 tbsp cacao nibs 

•	 Pinch of sea salt
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Dark Chocolate & Beetroot Brownies

Recipes

Method:

Preheat the oven to 180°C (fan 160°C). 
Gently melt the dark chocolate and set 
aside to cool slightly. In a large bowl, 
mix the puréed beetroot with the 
eggs, honey, vanilla, and olive oil until 
smooth. Fold in the cooled chocolate and 
wholemeal flour until well combined. 
Pour into a lined baking tin and bake for 
20–25 minutes, or until the centre is just 
set. Cool completely before slicing. 
 

Ingredients:

•	 200g cooked beetroot, puréed 

•	 100g 70% dark chocolate 

•	 2 eggs 

•	 75g wholemeal flour 

•	 50g honey or coconut sugar 

•	 1 tsp vanilla extract 

•	 1 tbsp olive oil
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Recipes

Spiced Cocoa & Lentil Chilli

Method:

Heat the oil in a large saucepan and 
sauté the onion and garlic until softened. 
Add the sweet potato, cumin, and 
cinnamon, stirring for one minute. Add 
the cocoa powder, chopped tomatoes, 
lentils, and vegetable stock. Bring to a 
boil, then reduce heat and simmer for 
30 minutes until the lentils are tender. 
Stir in the kidney beans and cook for 
a further five minutes before serving. 
Great with brown rice or crusty bread. 
 

Ingredients:

•	 1 tbsp olive oil 

•	 1 onion, chopped 

•	 2 garlic cloves, minced 

•	 1 sweet potato, diced 

•	 1 tsp ground cumin 

•	 ½ tsp ground cinnamon 

•	 1 tbsp cocoa powder 

•	 400g chopped tomatoes 

•	 100g green lentils 

•	 400ml vegetable stock 

•	 1 can kidney beans, drained
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Dark Chocolate-Dipped Orange Segments

Recipes

Method:

Melt the dark chocolate in a heatproof 
bowl set over a pan of simmering water. 
Dip each orange segment halfway into 
the melted chocolate and lay them on 
baking parchment. Sprinkle with crushed 
pistachios or berries and leave to set at 
room temperature, or chill briefly to  
firm up. 
 

Ingredients:

•	 2 oranges, peeled and segmented 

•	 50g 85% dark chocolate 

•	 1 tbsp crushed pistachios  
or freeze-dried berries

Cacao & Avocado Smoothie

Method:

Place the avocado, frozen banana, 
almond milk, cacao powder, vanilla, 
and flaxseed or hemp hearts in a 
blender. Blend until completely smooth 
and creamy. Serve immediately for 
a nourishing breakfast or afternoon 
energy boost. 
 

Ingredients:

•	 1 ripe avocado 

•	 1 frozen banana 

•	 250ml unsweetened almond milk 

•	 1 tbsp raw cacao powder 

•	 ½ tsp vanilla extract 

•	 1 tbsp flaxseed or hemp hearts


