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Sweet
Comes from sugars and other sweeteners like

sucrose, fructose, and artificial sweeteners such
as aspartame and sucralose. These compounds
activate sweet taste receptors on the tongue,

leading to the perception of sweetness. 

Sour
Derived from acidic compounds in foods like

citric acid in lemons and acetic acid in vinegar.
These acids release hydrogen ions (H+) when

dissolved in water, which are sensed by
specialized taste receptors on the tongue.

Salty
Comes from salts, primarily sodium chloride

(table salt). The positively charged ions (cations)
in salts are responsible for the salty taste. The
intensity of the saltiness is influenced by the

specific ions present in the salt. 

Bitter
Comes from a wide range of compounds,

including caffeine, quinine, and many alkaloids.
Bitter taste perception is thought to have

evolved as a mechanism to help humans avoid
ingesting potentially harmful substances.

Umami
Comes from glutamates, which are naturally

occurring in foods like meats, fish, and
vegetables, and also used as a flavor enhancer

(e.g., monosodium glutamate, MSG).
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Taste Chemistry and Food Science

The Science of Taste
Taste is generally based on five primary flavors: sweet, sour,
salty, bitter, and umami. Learn about each of these flavors and
how they impact what we taste in our food!

Taste is the sensation detected by the taste buds on our
tongues, made up of five fundamental tastes: sweet, sour,
salty, bitter, and umami. Various factors can affect our
perception of taste, such as genetics, environment, and
cultural influences.

Types of Taste Compounds

The ability of a compound to elicit a particular taste is determined by its chemical
structure. For instance, the sweetness of sugars is attributed to the presence of
certain functional groups that can interact with sweet taste receptors on the tongue.

The chemical properties of taste compounds also play a role. For example, the
strength of an acid (its pH) determines its sourness. Similarly, the size and shape of a
molecule can influence its bitterness, with larger, more complex molecules often
tasting bitter.


