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Chai latte, in summary: A café chai latte is often syrup or powder with milk, much sweeter

than brewed masala chai.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

A chai latte is, in the strict sense, simply spiced tea served long with steamed or frothed milk. In practice, the

chai latte you buy on a high street is usually something more specific and more processed than the words

suggest, and it is worth knowing exactly what is in the cup so you can decide whether you want that version

or the one you can make far better at home.

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

What is usually in a cafe chai latte

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What is

usually in a cafe chai latte , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

Most commercial chai lattes are not built from tea brewed with spices. They are made from one of two

things: a sweetened liquid chai concentrate or syrup, or a spiced instant powder, either of which is loosened

with steamed milk and topped with foam. Some good cafes do brew a genuine spiced tea; many do not. This

is not a scandal, it is just a fact about speed and consistency on a busy bar, but it explains why so many chai

lattes taste predominantly of sugar and vanilla with a soft, unplaceable warmth rather than of brewed tea and

sharp spice.

The sugar reality

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The sugar

reality , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

Because the base is so often a syrup or a sweetened powder, the sugar content can be high, and a

flavoured or "dirty" variant can be higher still. A large takeaway chai latte can carry as much sugar as a soft

drink, with the sweetness deliberately forward because it is doing a lot of the flavour work. None of this

makes it a bad drink to enjoy sometimes. It does mean that calling it a healthy alternative to coffee is wishful,

and it means the homemade version, where you control the sugar to the half teaspoon, is a meaningfully

different proposition.
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How it differs from real masala chai and from a dirty chai

A traditional masala chai is simmered: tea and spice cooked together in water, then milk, then a modest

sweetening. A chai latte is assembled: a pre made spiced base met with steamed milk, usually sweeter and

milkier, with the tea character softened. A dirty chai is a chai latte with a shot of espresso added, which

stacks the caffeine and adds a roasted edge. The quick comparison below shows where each one sits.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

Drink How it is made Sweetness Caffeine

Masala chai Tea and spice simmered in water then milk You control it Tea only, modest

Chai latte (cafe) Syrup or powder plus steamed milk Often high Tea only, variable

Chai latte (home) Brewed spiced tea plus frothed milk You control it Tea only, modest

Dirty chai Chai latte plus an espresso shot Often high Tea plus coffee, high

Make a better one at home

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Make a

better one at home , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

You can make a chai latte that tastes of tea and spice rather than syrup in a few minutes. Brew a small,

strong pot of spiced black tea: simmer crushed cardamom, a slice of ginger, a little cinnamon and a clove in

150ml of water for a few minutes, add 2 teaspoons of a strong black tea and simmer 2 more. Strain it into a

mug. Separately heat 200ml of milk and froth it. Pour the hot frothed milk over the strong spiced tea,

sweeten with half a teaspoon of honey or sugar if you want it, and dust with cinnamon. It has the comforting,

milky body of the cafe version with a fraction of the sugar and a tea flavour the syrup kind never has.

Frothing milk without a machine

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Frothing milk

without a machine , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

You do not need a steam wand. Three methods work well at home. Heat the milk, then either whisk it hard

with a hand whisk, blitz it with a cheap battery milk frother, or, the most reliable, half fill a jar with warm milk,

screw the lid on tightly, shake hard for thirty seconds and then microwave it uncovered for thirty seconds so

the foam sets. Whole dairy milk froths most easily; of the plant milks, barista oat is by far the most

cooperative, while thin almond and rice milks barely hold a foam at all.

The decaf and dairy free angle

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The decaf

and dairy free angle , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

Because a chai latte is spice led, it takes well to a decaffeinated black tea base for an evening cup with little

compromise in flavour, which is harder to pull off with a straight black tea. It is also one of the easiest milky

drinks to make dairy free, since the spice covers the slight difference in a good oat milk almost completely.
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Both are reasons the homemade version is more flexible than the fixed café menu.

Two recipes from the same mug: chai affogato and chai lollies

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Two recipes

from the same mug: chai affogato and chai lollies , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-

explained/

Chai affogato. Put a scoop of good vanilla ice cream in a glass and pour a small shot of very strong, hot,

unsweetened spiced tea over it at the table. The cold cream and hot spiced tea collapse into each other into

something between a drink and a pudding, and it takes under a minute to assemble for guests.

Chai lollies. Sweeten a batch of strong spiced tea a little more than you would to drink it, stir in an equal

amount of milk or oat milk, pour into lolly moulds and freeze. They are a genuinely good summer treat for

children and a clever use of leftover chai that would otherwise be tipped away.

How the chai latte reached the West

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for How the chai

latte reached the West , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

The chai latte is, in its current form, largely a Western coffee shop creation rather than a traditional Indian

drink. As espresso bars spread through the United States and then the UK from the 1990s, they wanted a

milky, comforting, non coffee option that fitted the steamed milk workflow they already had. Pre made spiced

syrups and powders solved the speed problem, and the "chai latte" was born as a barista product. That

history is not a criticism, but it does explain the gap between the syrupy cup on a high street and the

simmered pot in an Indian kitchen. They share a name and a family resemblance, not a recipe.

Reading a cafe menu

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Reading a

cafe menu , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

A few things are worth knowing when you order. "Chai tea latte" is a tautology, since chai already means

tea, but it is just how many chains label it; it does not signal anything different. Ask whether the chai is from

syrup or brewed if sweetness matters to you, because in most chains the sugar is built into the base and

cannot easily be reduced. A plant milk version is usually an upcharge and, with oat milk, often genuinely

better here because the spice masks the swap. And a "skinny" or "sugar free" chai latte usually swaps one

sweetener for another rather than removing sweetness, so it is not the low sugar drink the name implies; the

genuinely low sugar route is the homemade one.

What size and milk choice do to it

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What size

and milk choice do to it , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

Two choices quietly decide whether a chai latte tastes of tea or of warm milk. The first is size: scale the milk

up without scaling the spiced tea base up with it and the drink slides toward bland, which is exactly what
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happens with the largest takeaway sizes. Keep the ratio fixed and a large cup is just more of the same drink,

not a weaker one. The second is the milk itself. Whole dairy gives the roundest body; barista oat is the best

plant option here because its slight sweetness flatters the spice; thin almond and rice milks leave the drink

watery and let the spice turn harsh. Get the ratio and the milk right and even a simple home version

comfortably beats the syrup cup.

Common questions

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Common

questions , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

Is a chai latte caffeine free? No. It is made with black tea, so it carries caffeine, though usually less than a

coffee of the same size. A decaf tea base fixes this at home.

Why is the cafe one so sweet? Because it is usually built from a sweetened syrup or powder doing the

flavour work. Made from brewed tea at home, you set the sugar yourself.

Hot or iced, which is "right"? Neither. Iced is simply the same idea built strong and chilled; see our iced

chai page for getting that right.

All of this depends on the spiced tea being worth drinking in the first place. If you would like to make cafe

quality chai lattes at home without the syrup, a ready spiced chai blend from our shop, or a strong Assam

base, gives you the brewed tea body the high street version skips, and the same base carries straight into

the affogato and the lollies.

Reference noted

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Reference

noted , Chai Latte. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/chai-latte-explained/

PubMed: Green tea catechins and human health

Teas in the related corner of the range: English Breakfast, Earl Grey, green tea, loose leaf tea, Darjeeling,

oolong, and herbal tea. Shop the tea range at teas.co.uk; UK delivery is free past £35.

FROM THE CURATORteas · Match the tea to the moment. A 6am cup and a 4pm cup do not

need to be the same brew.
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Earn rewards on Teas.co.uk

Earn loyalty points on every order. Free to join.
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Pledge points to our reforestation partner.
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