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environment. UK independent tea guide. Free UK delivery £35+, free sample.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team on 8 August 2026.

The loose leaf versus bag debate is mostly settled if you're paying attention to the cup. Loose wins on

flavour, value over time, and the option to re brew. Bags win on convenience, consistency, and the work

mug at 10:30 in the morning when you cannot be arsed with an infuser. Both have a place. The interesting

question is what's actually inside each.

This guide covers everything about the loose leaf vs tea bags question: what's actually in each format, the

cup quality reality, the cost analysis, the convenience and time analysis, the variety considerations, and how

to choose between formats sensibly for different drinking situations.

The headline differences

Tea bags Loose leaf

Cup quality Good with quality bags Better with whole leaf

Brewing time Fast, easy Slightly slower

Convenience Excellent Requires equipment

Variety available Limited to bag format teas Vastly broader

Per cup cost £0.04 to £0.40 £0.05 to £2+ depending on tea

Multi infusion Limited Excellent

Waste Bag, string, tag, packaging Just leaves (often compostable)

Storage Easy in original packaging Needs proper containers

What's actually in a teabag

Standard teabag tea is graded as fannings (small fragments) or dust (smaller still), the bits left over after

the larger leaves have been sorted out for loose leaf packaging. Smaller particles mean more surface area

exposed to water, which means faster, harder extraction. That's why a teabag brews to colour in 90 seconds

while loose leaf takes 4 minutes.
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This isn't a quality slur; fannings are made from the same plant, sometimes from the same garden as a loose

leaf product. They're processed differently to suit a different brewing context: a single cup, a kitchen kettle,

no kit, results expected fast. The trade off is that fannings extract everything at the same speed: flavour AND

tannin AND any dust. There's no nuance window where the good notes have come out but the harsh ones

haven't yet. And the leaf can't expand inside the bag, so the cup tastes more confined than the same source

brewed loose.

What's actually in loose leaf

Larger leaf fragments, anywhere from broken orange pekoe (small but recognisable leaf pieces) to whole

leaf (the leaves are intact, often rolled or twisted). The leaves expand 3 to 4 times when wet, so they need

room: a teapot, a basket infuser, or a gaiwan, not a bag.

The reward for the extra kit: more nuance in the cup, the option to re infuse the same leaves twice or three

times, and noticeably better value per gram on better grade teas. A 100g pouch of decent loose Assam

costs about the same as a box of 80 teabags, but produces 30+ generous mugs (and you get a second cup

from each spoonful if you fancy).

The bag format spectrum

Not all tea bags are equal:

Standard flat tea bags:

Most common British format (Tetley, supermarket own label)

Use small cut tea (fannings or dust)

Fast infusion suited to brief brewing

Lowest cost per bag

Cup quality limited by leaf size constraints

Pyramid bags:

3D shape (PG Tips, Tetley round, Twinings)

Slightly more leaf circulation room

Often used with cut tea similar to flat bags

Modest cup quality improvement

Premium pyramid (tea temples):

Larger 3D format (Teapigs)

Whole leaf or whole piece tea inside

A real step up in the cup over flat bags

Higher cost reflecting quality

The Teapigs tea temple format is the closest tea bags get to loose leaf cup quality; the whole leaf in 3D bag

produces results that approach (though don't quite match) loose leaf brewing. For drinkers wanting bag
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convenience with better cup quality, premium pyramid or tea temple formats are the practical choice. See

the Teapigs deep dive.

When bags win

Office mug: no kit, no clean up, no bin the leaves moment. A drawer of decent bags beats a

complicated routine you don't follow

Consistency: every bag in a box of Yorkshire Tea tastes the same as the last one. That's not nothing

for someone who just wants the cup they had yesterday

Speed 90 seconds, kettle, mug, milk. Total time from kettle on to first sip: under three minutes

Travel: self contained. No infuser to lose

Strong cups builders' brews are easier with bags; the dust extracts the colour and bite faster than

whole leaf does

Workplace tea rounds: fast brewing for office tea rounds where multiple cups need preparing

simultaneously

Hospitality for guests: predictable consistent cups for visitors

When loose wins

Flavour ceiling: even the best bagged tea has a ceiling that decent loose leaf clears comfortably. If

you've ever wondered why a £5 cup of tea in a hotel restaurant tastes different from your home cup,

the answer is usually loose leaf brewed in a actual pot

Multi infusion value: a teaspoon of decent loose leaf gives 2 to 3 cups. The bag is one cup and done

Cost over time: premium loose leaf tea is cheaper per cup than premium bagged once you start

using it properly

Greens, oolongs, whites, pu erh: almost no decent example of these comes in bags. The bagged

versions are an industrial compromise; loose leaf is the actual product

Knowing what you're drinking: a good loose tea will tell you the garden, the flush, the year. Bags

rarely do

Single origin specialty teas: single estate Darjeeling, dragonwell, premium oolong, silver needle

white

Personalised brewing: controlling leaf amount, brewing time, water temperature precisely

The cup quality reality

The cup quality difference between tea bags and loose leaf is real but varies by tea type and bag quality.

For the everyday British black tea cup with milk and sugar, the difference between Yorkshire Tea bag and

Yorkshire Tea loose leaf is small; the strong flavour and milk addition mask subtle differences. For premium

delicate tea drunk neat, the difference is dramatic; loose leaf reveals character that bag format can't deliver.

Plastic in flat teabags: the quiet issue
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Most flat teabags use a paper made with a small amount of polypropylene (a plastic) to seal the bag closed

during heat pressing. The amount is small but the bag does shed some plastic into hot water. Several big

UK brands (including Yorkshire Tea, Twinings reference, PG Tips) have transitioned or are transitioning to

fully plant based bags. Look for "100% plant based" or "biodegradable" on the box. If a box doesn't say, it

probably hasn't switched yet.

The 2018 plastic in bags consumer controversy drove most major UK brands to transition; the issue is

largely resolved across mainstream British retail though some smaller brands and own label products may

still use older plastic containing bags. Pyramid bags are a separate case: many use PLA, a plant based

plastic that composts only in industrial facilities, not a home heap, so check the box if microplastics matter to

you.

Cost per cup, actually compared

Type Typical cost per cup

Standard supermarket bag 3 to 5p

Premium teabag (Twinings, Yorkshire Gold) 6 to 10p

Pyramid bag (Teapigs, Twinings Signature) 15 to 25p

Mid range loose leaf, single infusion 10 to 18p

Mid range loose leaf, two infusions 5 to 9p

Premium loose leaf single estate, two infusions 20 to 40p

Premium loose leaf single estate, multi infusion (oolong, pu erh) 10 to 25p across multiple cups

The "loose leaf is expensive" assumption is wrong if you actually use the leaves twice (which any decent

loose tea earns). The premium loose leaf single estate cost is what you pay if you want to taste a specific

Darjeeling estate; that's the wine analogy in tea form.

Convenience and time analysis

The brewing time difference is smaller than many drinkers assume:

Tea bag brewing:

1. Drop bag in cup (5 seconds)

2. Pour boiling water (10 seconds)

3. Brew (3 to 4 minutes)

4. Remove bag (5 seconds)

5. Add milk if applicable (10 seconds)

Total active time: 30 seconds. Brewing time: 3 to 4 minutes (passive).

Loose leaf brewing (basket infuser in mug):

1. Place infuser in mug (5 seconds)

2. Spoon tea into infuser (10 seconds)

https://teas.co.uk/brand/taylors-of-harrogate-yorkshire-tea/
/wiki/twinings/
/wiki/pg-tips/


3. Pour boiling water (10 seconds)

4. Brew (3 to 4 minutes)

5. Remove infuser (5 seconds)

6. Tap leaves out of infuser (15 seconds, including bin or compost)

7. Add milk if applicable (10 seconds)

Total active time: 55 seconds. Brewing time: 3 to 4 minutes (passive).

The actual time difference is around 25 extra seconds for loose leaf versus tea bags. For drinkers who claim

loose leaf is "too much hassle", this is the real measure; the difference exists but is modest. For most

drinkers, 25 seconds is acceptable in exchange for better cup quality and broader tea variety.

Variety considerations

One significant practical difference: tea variety.

Tea bag variety: limited to teas that work in bag format. This excludes:

Most premium specialty teas (top grade Darjeeling, gyokuro, ceremonial matcha)

Most pu erh (compressed tea cakes don't work in bags)

Most multi infusion teas in their proper preparation

Many regional Chinese specialties

Whole flower herbals (chamomile heads, whole hibiscus calyces)

Loose leaf variety: covers essentially the entire global tea world. For drinkers wanting to explore beyond

standard British supermarket tea, loose leaf is essentially required.

The variety difference is the strongest argument for loose leaf for serious tea drinkers; the bag format

limitations exclude much of the tea world from accessibility. For drinkers content with everyday British black

tea plus a few herbal options, bag format covers their needs adequately.

The hybrid approach

Many British drinkers use a hybrid approach: bags for everyday convenience, loose leaf for considered

drinking:

Tea bags for workplace: fast brewing for office tea rounds

Tea bags for travel: no equipment needed

Tea bags for guests: predictable consistent cups

Loose leaf for considered home drinking: weekend pots, special occasions

Loose leaf for premium teas: specialty teas valuable the extra preparation

Loose leaf for multi infusion drinking: oolong and pu erh sessions

The hybrid approach provides practical convenience for daily life while accessing better cup quality for

occasions where it matters. For most British drinkers, this is the realistic best practice rather than sticking to

one format entirely.



Environmental considerations

Environmental impact differs between formats:

Tea bag environmental issues:

Plastic content in older style bags (largely addressed since 2018-2021 controversy)

String, tag, paper wrapping per bag

Larger total packaging per equivalent tea volume

More transport carbon for the lighter package density

Loose leaf environmental advantages:

Just the leaves (compostable)

Less packaging per cup

Higher tea to packaging ratio

Reusable storage tins

For environmentally conscious drinkers, loose leaf is the more sustainable format. For tea bag drinkers,

choosing brands that have transitioned to plant based plastic free bags addresses the bag plastic issue.

What we stock

Browse the full black tea range for both formats. The most bought everyday options on teas.co.uk:

Bags (everyday convenience):

True English Tea (T.E.T) Everyday English No 1, 20 Tea Bags 40g

Dalgety Strong Lemon & Ginger Herbal, 18 Tea Bags 54g

Tetley Seriously Refreshing, 75 Tea Bags 250g

Yorkshire Tea Caramelised Biscuit Brew, 40 Tea Bags 112g

Premium pyramid (better cup quality in bag format):

Teapigs Chocolate and Mint, 15 Tea Bags 37.5g

Teapigs Decaf English Breakfast, 15 Tea Bags 50g

Teapigs Yerba Mate, 15 Tea Bags 37.5g

Teapigs Chamomile Flowers, 50 Tea Bags 75g

For comparisons across the wider tea landscape, see also: Yorkshire Tea, PG Tips, Tetley, Twinings,

Teapigs.

The answer, in short

The tea bags vs loose leaf question doesn't have a single right answer; it depends on what you value in tea

drinking. For everyday British black tea with milk and sugar, bags are adequate and convenient; the

difference from loose leaf is small for this particular use. For premium specialty teas drunk neat, loose leaf
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provides dramatically better cup quality; the difference is real and worth the modest extra effort.

For most British drinkers, the hybrid approach is optimal: tea bags for everyday convenience, loose leaf for

considered drinking and premium tea exploration. The investment in basic loose leaf equipment (a basket

infuser, a teapot, storage tins) is small and provides access to the broader tea world while preserving

everyday tea bag convenience.

Don't dismiss tea bags as inferior; quality tea bags from premium brands (Teapigs, Twinings premium

ranges) produce excellent cups. Don't dismiss loose leaf as too much hassle; the actual extra time is around

25 seconds per cup. Both formats have their place; using each where it suits gives better daily tea than

loyalty to one or the other.

The simple answer for most households: bags for daily, loose for the cup that matters.

For the wider context see the loose leaf brewing guide, the teapots and infusers guide, the tea storage guide

, the Yorkshire Tea brand profile, the Teapigs deep dive, the Twinings story, and the black tea overview.

Browse loose black tea or everyday tea bags.

Related on the wiki: Loose vs Bags: Is the Extra Effort Worth It?.
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