
Five Tastes

Salty

Sweet

Sour

Bitter

Umami
 

QUICK GUIDE TO THE

WHAT’S IT LIKE? ENHANCE + BALANCE FOODS W/THIS FLAVOR

Enhances: sweetness 
Balances: bitterness 

Add saltiness to enhance sweet 
flavors and to balance bitterness in a 
dish. Think of a salted dark chocolate 
bar, or the balance of bitter cabbage 

with salty brine in sauerkraut.

When building a rich, flavorful dish, sometimes all five main tastes are 
employed, other times, only one or two. But to make a well-composed dish, 
flavors need to counter or harmonize with each other.

Start by choosing a few primary, dominant ingredients whose flavors will be the 
star of the dish, and then add secondary ingredients with flavors that support 
and enhance those primaries to create a sense of balance. 

Natural sea salt, but also  
sea veggies, cheese, or the  
water-y saltiness of celery

Sea salt, soy sauce, seaweed,  
miso, pickled veggies, celery,  
celeriac, artichokes, cheese

Enhances: saltiness 
Balances: sour, bitter, spicy, umami 

Add sweetness to enhance salty  
flavors and balance sour, bitter, spicy,  

and umami notes in a dish. Think about  
a salty-sour-barely-sweet Asian noodle 
 bowl, or adding sweetener to tomato 

sauce, or sweet corn to chili. 

Sugar, but also fruits, grains,  
rice, cashews, and certain  

spices like allspice, cardamom,  
and cinnamon

Coconut sugar, maple syrup,  
honey, jam, molasses, balsamic  
vinegar, carrots, sweet potatoes,  

corn, beets, winter squash, 
snap peas, fennel, peas, sweet  

fruit, cashews, rice

Enhances: saltiness, umami 
Balances: sweetness, saltiness 

Add bitterness to enhance salty and 
umami notes, and balance sweetness 

and saltiness. Try bitter vegetables 
for grilling, add grapefruit to a berry 

fruit salad or try coffee and/or  
chocolate with coconut cream.

Coffee, but also dark-leafy  
greens (especially raw), veggies  

like radicchio, spices like turmeric, 
and baker’s chocolate 

Chocolate, coffee, dark-leafy  
greens, grapefruit, fermented  

foods, dandelion greens, endive,  
radicchio, broccoli, spinach, 

nuts, seeds 

Enhances: saltiness, umami 
Balances: spicy, sweetness, 

bitterness 

Add sour flavor to enhance salty 
and umami flavors, while balancing 

bitterness. Try squeezing citrus over 
fresh-cooked lentils, or have bitter 

endive with a yogurt-based dip. 

Lemons, of course, but also  
fermented veggies, sour fruits,  

and foods like sour cream 
that make us pucker

Lemon, lime, grapefruit, vinegars,  
tomatoes, pickled/fermented  
vegetables and foods, Granny  

Smith apples, cooked rhubarb,  
cranberries

Enhances: sweetness 
Balances: bitterness 

Add umami to enhance sweetness 
and balance bitterness. Think about 
the rich, complex flavor of a creamy 

mushroom soup or the mouth- 
watering flavor of charred, grilled,  

or roasted vegetables. 

Earthy, meaty taste in mushrooms,  
beans, and lentils, fermented/aged  

foods like miso/soy sauce, and  
grilled/seared/caramelized foods— 

a mouth-filling, deep yumminess

Sea salt, soy sauce, seaweed,  
miso, mushrooms, lentils, beans, 

cheese, roasted nuts/seeds

— 
Techniques that grill, sear, char,  

roast = develop Maillard reaction
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