
 

 

Botanical Name: Theobroma cacao L. 

 

Family: Malvaceae f.k.a. Sterculiaceae 
 

Common names: Cacao, Cocoa, Chocolate Tree 

 

 

The cocoa tree is an evergreen that grows up to 8m (26ft) tall. It has 
pale brown bark, and a taproot. The tree has dark green leaves that 
are glossy and oval shaped, up to 35cm long and 8 cm wide. The 
surface of the leaves is either hairless or covered in scattered star-
shaped hairs. The small flowers are yellowish white to pale pink, are 
grouped together in clusters and arise directly from the trunk. They 
are produced throughout the year. The flowers are pollinated by 
midges in the wild. The flowers, after pollination, develop into 
massive fruits. These are large, pear-shaped, red-yellow seed pods 
up to 25cm long. It contains up to 50 seeds that are surrounded by a 
white pulp. These seed pods are harvested multiple times per year. 
The seed, husk, and oil are all used. 
 
Theobroma cacao is native to Mexico, Central America, and Northern South America. It grows in the shade of 
larger trees in the rain forest, in clumps along riverbanks, where roots may be flooded. It has been introduced as 
a crop plant in many tropical African and Asian countries. There are three main cultivars; Criollo, Forastero (the 
most common), and Arriba. 
 

The process of fermenting and drying the beans is critical in releasing its pigments. The polyphenolic 
compounds undergo a series of reactions, which alters their overall content in the product. Dried and roasted 
beans contain approximately 380 different chemicals (1). 
 

• Alkaloids: caffeine, theobromine, phenylethylamine 

• polyphenols (10%): proanthocyanidins and catechins 

• minerals: potassium, phosphorous, copper, zinc, iron, magnesium (2) 

• fat: cocoa butter (40-50%), oleic acid (33%), palmitic acid (25%), stearic acid (33%) 
 

 
Archaeological evidence shows that cacao has been consumed as a drink for over 3000 years in Mesoamerica. 
The Olmec, Maya, Zapotec, Mixtec, Toltec and Aztec claimed both nutritional and medicinal benefit from cacao 
prepared as a beverage. The tree was reportedly used as a source of materials for various objects that were 
central to daily life (3). 
 



 

The Florentine Codex lists over 100 medicinal uses for cocoa. Some of these uses were as a more palatable 
delivery mechanism for other medicines, and others are with cacao as a main medicinal agent. These remedies 
are for the spitting-up of blood, stomach complaints, bringing down milk in new mothers, fever, shortness of 
breath, and more (4). 
 
In Central America, the seed has been used as a heart and kidney tonic, and to treat the pains of childbirth, 
fevers and coughs (5).  
 
Cacao was brought to the Old World in the 
16th century, where it was also toted for its 
medicinal qualities.  Eventually, milk was 
added to the drink to make it more palatable, 
which led to its commonly known form of 
confectionery. 
 

 
• Stimulant 

• Cardiotonic 

• Diuretic 

• Nutritive 

• Aphrodisiac 

• Emollient (butter) 
 
Taste: bitter 

 

 
Nervous system: Chocolate is well known for bringing good feelings to those who consume it, just look at how 
often it is given as a gift on special occasions! Cacao is stimulating to the nervous system as it contains both 
caffeine and theobromine which is a similar shaped molecule to caffeine. The caffeine is contained in small 
amounts, and theobromine is considered a mild stimulant by comparison, so the stimulation that cacao offers is 
generally considered low. Additionally, many people have positive memories associated with its familiar taste 
and aroma, and there is ongoing research into the mechanisms of how it improves mood. Thus, cacao can be a 
fantastic herb to elevate mood and energy gently.  
 
Cardiovascular system: While stimulating to the overall nervous system, cacao also has an effect on the heart. 
It is used in ceremonial settings as a medicine for the spiritual heart. The chemistry of the bean has been shown 
to be protective of the cardiovascular system, and the consumption of cocoa is linked to healthy cardiovascular 
parameters. Although perhaps not a primary cardiovascular remedy, cacao is helpful as part of a formula for the 
cardiovascular system. However, its stimulating effects and contraindications need to be taken into account 
when considering including it in a remedy. 
 
Integumentary system (skin): Cocoa butter is a wonderful ingredient as it is very gentle and is a solid fat at 
room temperature. It also smells very pleasant. This is a perfect vehicle for adding infused oils and making 
pessaries, suppositories, creams, and thick body butters. All dry skin and mucous membranes can benefit. 



 

 

 

The cardiovascular benefits of the polyphenols found in 
cacao have been well researched. They have been shown to 
promote the body’s synthesis of nitric oxide, which promotes 
vasodilation and thus reduces blood pressure (2). Nitric 
oxide prevents leukocyte adhesion, smooth muscle 
proliferation and platelet aggregation and adhesion. If there 
is a deficiency in nitric oxide, the risk of atherosclerosis, 
diabetes mellitus, metabolic syndrome and hypertension 
increases (6). A meta-analysis of clinical trials found that 
chocolate and cocoa ingestion increased vasodilation, 
lowered blood pressure, and reduced serum insulin levels 
(7).  
 
A meta-analysis concluded that short-term consumption of 
dark chocolate lowered LDL cholesterol (8). In several 
studies, however, chocolate consumption has had no effect 
on lipid profiles, or has increased HDL cholesterol (6). 
 
Cocoa increases cerebral blood flow through these same mechanisms. The phenolic compounds have also 
been observed to activate cascade pathways that play a role in synaptic function, neuronal growth, memory, and 
the pathogenesis of neurodegenerative disorders. Cacao also contains N-acylethanolamines which act as 
cannabinoid mimics, and increase anandamide levels. This may be one of the ways it is responsible for 
improving mood and sexual arousal (2). However, some studies have determined that the effect on mood is due 
to the taste, rather than the chemical constituents (9).  
 
The antioxidant activity of chocolate is of interest for its potential anti-carcinogenic effects. In vitro and animal 
studies have demonstrated reduced tumour size and increased chemosensitisation (2). The antioxidant activity 
may also contribute to protective benefits for the skin. One study determined that high flavanol chocolate 
decreased UV-induced erythema (sunburn) (10). 
 

 
Cacao and chocolate can aggravate migraines, or cause headaches in some people. It is advised to proceed 
with caution when giving cacao to those with IBS and GERD, as it can aggravate GI distress. Toxicity may occur 
with high doses of cacao and may present similarly to having too much caffeine. Symptoms may include 
restlessness, anxiety, increased breath and heart rate.  
 
It is not recommended to have cacao with medications that affect blood clotting, such as anti-coagulants, anti-
platelets or aspirin.  
 

 
There is no strict dosage as cacao is a food. 
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