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Western vs gongfu brewing, in summary: One long, convenient steep versus many short

steeps that reveal a tea's nuance. Two settings of the same dials, with neither universally

better: match the method to the leaf.

This is the single most useful brewing distinction to understand. This anchors the brewing cluster beside

grandpa style.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in March 2026.

The two methods

Western brewing uses less leaf in more water for one (or two) longer steeps: convenient, familiar, the default

for tea bags and mugs. Gongfu brewing uses a high leaf-to-water ratio in a small vessel with very short

steeps, run many times in succession. The difference in the cup is real: many short steeps let you taste how

a good tea evolves from infusion to infusion, a nuance that one long western steep flattens into a single

rounded cup. Neither is magic, though; both are just different settings of the same four dials, leaf-to-water

ratio, steep time, water temperature, and the water itself. Western picks a low ratio and one long steep for

ease; gongfu picks a high ratio and many short steeps for nuance. (Do not overlook that fourth dial:

obviously bad water flattens good tea more than any method, so a filter in a hard-water area is often the

single biggest improvement, see water TDS.)

  Western Gongfu

Leaf to water Low, a little leaf in lots of water High, lots of leaf in little water

Vessel Mug or pot Small gaiwan or pot

Steeps One or two longer Many very short

Shows A single rounded cup How the tea evolves steep to steep

Best for Everyday, convenience Whole leaf oolong, pu erh, good green

Trade off Easy, flattens nuance Nuance, needs attention

How to start gongfu
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You need no ceremony or special kit to begin. Use more leaf than feels reasonable, a small vessel, water off

or on the boil to suit the tea, and a very short first steep, just a few seconds, then taste and extend each

following infusion slightly. A gaiwan makes it elegant, but a small teapot, or even a mug and strainer, works

fine to learn the rhythm. Adjust to your palate rather than to dogma, the same one-change-at-a-time habit

that makes any brewing improve: brew the same tea twice and alter only one thing, and remember bitter

usually means too long or too hot, weak means too little leaf or too short.

Which teas suit which

Match the tea to the method. Whole leaf oolong, pu erh and good loose greens really reward gongfu,

because they have layers that many short steeps reveal and one long steep blurs. Broken bag tea does not;

it has nothing held in reserve, so gongfu wastes effort on it and western brewing is exactly right. This is the

same leaf-size logic as CTC versus orthodox: the processing decides which brewing actually pays off, so fit

the method to the leaf rather than forcing every tea through one routine.

Common mistakes, and a third option

Three errors spoil most first gongfu attempts. Too little leaf is the big one, since gongfu uses far more than

feels reasonable, and a timid amount gives weak, pointless steeps. Steeping too long for that high ratio is

the second, turning the early infusions harsh, so start in seconds and extend by taste. The third is giving up

after one or two steeps, when good whole-leaf tea is often still opening up on the third and fourth. There is

also a simpler third method worth knowing: grandpa style, where you just put loose leaf in a mug or glass,

top it up with water and drink it as it sits, refilling as you go. It needs no kit or timing and suits forgiving

whole-leaf greens and oolongs, which proves the central point, these are all just different settings of the

same dials, not a hierarchy. See grandpa style.

Common questions

Is gongfu better than western? No, different. Gongfu reveals nuance in good whole-leaf tea; western is

efficient and ideal for everyday tea. Right tool for the job.

Do I need a gaiwan? No. It helps, but a small pot or a mug and strainer is enough to learn the high-leaf,

short-steep rhythm.

Why are my gongfu steeps bitter? Usually too long for the high leaf ratio. Start with very short steeps and

extend gradually by taste.

Can I gongfu a tea bag? There is little point. Broken bag tea has nothing in reserve; western brewing suits

it and gongfu does not.

Related teas worth a look: English Breakfast, Earl Grey, green tea, loose leaf tea, Darjeeling, oolong, and

herbal tea. Pop into the tea shop for everything else; UK shipping is free from £35.
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teas · One good loose leaf, steeped gongfu or western, beats five exotic bags gulped in a

hurry, provided the pot is clean.
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