
 

Researchers explore cocoa as novel dietary
source for prevention of cognitive
deterioration in Alzheimer's Disease
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Diagram of the brain of a person with Alzheimer's Disease. Credit:
Wikipedia/public domain.

The potential benefits of dietary cocoa extract and/or its final product in
the form of chocolate have been extensively investigated in regard to
several aspects of human health. Cocoa extracts contain polyphenols,
which are micronutrients that have many health benefits, including
reducing age-related cognitive dysfunction and promoting healthy brain
aging, among others.

Dr. Giulio Maria Pasinetti, MD, PhD, Saunders Family Chair and
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Professor of Neurology at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai,
Director of Biomedical Training at J.J. Peters Bronx VA Medical
Center, is leading author of a recent paper entitled "Recommendations
for development of new standardized forms of cocoa breeds and cocoa
extract processing for the prevention of Alzheimer's disease," to be
published in the Journal of Alzheimer's Disease. This research suggests
that "there is strong scientific evidence supporting the growing interest
in developing cocoa extract, and potentially certain dietary chocolate
preparations, as a natural source to maintain and promote brain health,
and in particular to prevent age-related neurodegenerative disorders such
as Alzheimer's disease, which is the most common form of age-related
dementia affecting an estimated 44 million people worldwide."

Previous studies from Dr. Pasinetti's laboratory and others suggest that
certain cocoa extract preparations may prevent or possibly delay
Alzheimer's disease in animal experimental models of the disease, in
part by inhibiting the generation and promoting the clearance of toxic
proteins, including β-amyloid (Aβ) and abnormal tau aggregates, in the
brain through mechanisms mediated by polyphenols. Most importantly,
the role of cocoa polyphenols in preventing abnormal accumulation of
toxic protein aggregates in the brain would play a pivotal role in
preventing the loss of synapses that are critical for functional connection
among neurons. Recent clinical studies appear to confirm the potential
beneficial role of certain cocoa extracts in delaying cognitive aging. The
benefits of cocoa polyphenols in preventing synapse loss and, therefore,
in preserving/restoring synaptic function may provide a viable and
important strategy for preserving cognitive function and, thereby,
protecting against the onset and progression of Alzheimer's disease.

In spite of the promises of cocoa polyphenols for treating and/or
preventing Alzheimer's disease, Dr. Pasinetti hypothesizes in his new
publication that there is a need for multidisciplinary collaborative efforts
involving cocoa producers, wholesalers, and the biomedical community
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if we want to succeed in the development of cocoa extract for health
benefits. For example, there are still major issues relating to the
diminishing global supply of cocoa and the lack of consistency and
reproducibility of cocoa extract processing, which should be carefully
addressed. Changes in growth, climate/conditions, and cocoa plant
diseases are decreasing the supply of cocoa. To address this, new breeds
of cocoa, engineered to be fruitful, more resistant to disease, and more
flavorful, are currently being investigated. Furthermore, little is known
about how cocoa processing may influence the biological effect of cocoa
extracts. Evidence suggests that certain procedures used in cocoa
processing can significantly influence its polyphenol content, ultimately
influencing its biological activity. Interestingly, two of the most common
processing techniques for the chocolate we consume have been reported
to result in the loss of as much as 90% of the polyphenols in cocoa.

Dr. Pasinetti notes that ongoing interdisciplinary research will provide an
unprecedented opportunity to strengthen our understanding of the
beneficial roles of cocoa polyphenols and improve cocoa development
and processing in order to promote healthy brain aging and possibly
prevent Alzheimer's disease.

  More information: "Recommendations for Development of New
Standardized Forms of Cocoa Breeds and Cocoa Extract Processing for
the Prevention of Alzheimer's Disease: Role of Cocoa in Promotion of
Cognitive Resilience and Healthy Brain Aging." Lauren Dubner, Jun
Wang, Lap Ho, Libby Ward and Giulio M. Pasinetti. Journal of
Alzheimer's Disease 48(4). DOI: I0.3233/JAD-150536
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