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The boba primer: Bubble tea explained: the Taiwanese tapioca pearl drink, its

components, calories and culture, and how it differs from traditional tea.

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

Bubble tea (boba) is the Taiwanese tea and milk drink with chewy tapioca pearls that became a

global phenomenon through the 2000s and 2010s, transforming young consumers' relationship with

tea. Originating in Taiwan in the 1980s, bubble tea combines strong brewed tea, milk (dairy or non dairy),

sweetener, and the distinctive chewy tapioca pearls into a customisable drink served cold through wide

straws. The category has expanded enormously globally, with bubble tea shops now common across major

UK cities and an entire customisation culture built around drink choices.

The bubble tea origin

Bubble tea originated in Taiwan in the 1980s. Multiple shops claim the original invention; the most cited

origin stories point to either Chun Shui Tang in Taichung (claimed invention 1986) or Hanlin Tea Room in

Tainan (claimed invention 1986-87). Both shops independently developed similar tea with tapioca pearls

drinks during the same period; the convergent invention reflects the broader Taiwanese tea shop culture that

supported the development.

The drink spread quickly across Taiwan in the late 1980s and 1990s, then expanded internationally through

the 2000s. Bubble tea reached major American cities in the 2000s, then UK cities in the 2010s, then became

globally widespread by the late 2010s. Modern bubble tea is sold across Asia, North America, Europe,

Australia, and increasingly across the global market.

The "bubble" in the name refers to the foam created by shaking the drink (the original technique used a

cocktail shaker), not the tapioca pearls. The pearls are sometimes called "boba" (a Mandarin slang term) or

simply "pearls"; the drink is variously called "bubble tea", "boba tea", "pearl milk tea", or "BBT" depending on

region and shop.

The bubble tea components

A standard bubble tea has several customisable components:

The tea base:



Strong black tea (most common; Assam style or Sri Lankan)

Green tea (jasmine or sencha style)

Oolong tea (popular in Taiwan)

Matcha (modern variation)

Fruit tea (various flavours)

Thai tea (orange coloured spiced version)

The dairy or non dairy element:

Whole milk (traditional)

Condensed milk (rich and sweet)

Powdered milk (Taiwanese tradition)

Oat milk (popular modern alternative)

Almond milk (modern alternative)

Non dairy creamer (older Taiwanese tradition)

No milk (some teas served without)

The sweetener:

Sugar syrup (most common)

Brown sugar syrup (popular for "tiger" or "panda" milk tea variants)

Honey

Adjustable sweetness (most shops allow 25%, 50%, 75%, 100% sweetness)

The pearls or toppings:

Tapioca pearls (the original; chewy and starchy)

Popping boba (juice filled pearls that pop in the mouth)

Jelly cubes (various flavours)

Pudding

Aloe vera

Grass jelly

Multiple toppings can be combined

The temperature:

Iced (most common)

Hot

Adjustable ice level (less ice, no ice, normal ice)

The customisation matters; ordering bubble tea typically involves multiple specifications, and regular

drinkers develop precise orders that suit their preferences. The customisation culture is part of bubble tea's
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identity.

The popular bubble tea drinks

Specific popular bubble tea drinks in modern shops:

Classic black milk tea with tapioca pearls: the original; strong black tea with milk and tapioca

Brown sugar milk tea: fresh milk with brown sugar and tapioca; the "tiger" or "panda" striped

appearance

Matcha milk tea: matcha with milk and tapioca; popular modern variation. See the matcha overview

Taro milk tea: the purple drink with taro root flavour

Thai iced tea bubble tea: the orange coloured spiced version

Fruit teas with popping boba: customisable fruit based versions

Oolong milk tea: particularly popular in Taiwan; the oolong character with milk

Houjicha (hojicha) milk tea: the toasted Japanese green tea version

For drinkers exploring bubble tea, starting with the classic black milk tea with tapioca pearls provides

foundation; from there, exploring the various tea bases and topping combinations provides ongoing variety.

The tapioca pearls

The chewy pearls are bubble tea's most distinctive element:

Made from cassava root starch: naturally gluten free

Cooked in boiling water to create the chewy "QQ" texture (the Taiwanese term for the specific

chewiness)

Soaked in sweet syrup: after cooking, which gives them flavour

Should be eaten the same day cooked: the texture deteriorates rapidly

Drunk through wide straws: the standard 12mm straw allows the pearls to pass

The texture is undeniably distinctive; the chewy pearls provide tactile element that's central to the bubble tea

experience. Some drinkers love the texture, others find it strange; it's one of the more polarising elements of

the drink.

Bubble tea calorie and sugar content

One important practical consideration: bubble tea can have significant calorie and sugar content:

Drink Calories (medium 500ml) Sugar (g)

Classic black milk tea with full sugar 300 to 400 40 to 50

Brown sugar milk tea 400 to 500 50 to 65

Taro milk tea 350 to 450 45 to 55

Black milk tea with 50% sugar 250 to 320 25 to 30

Black milk tea with no sugar (light, but bitter) 180 to 220 5 to 10 (from milk lactose)
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Drink Calories (medium 500ml) Sugar (g)

Fruit tea with popping boba 200 to 300 30 to 40

For drinkers wanting bubble tea as occasional treat, the calorie content is fine; for daily drinking, the sugar

load can be significant. Most bubble tea shops allow sugar adjustment; ordering 25 percent or 50 percent

sugar significantly reduces calorie content while preserving the experience. For drinkers monitoring sugar

intake, the lower sugar options work well.

Making bubble tea at home

Home bubble tea preparation is feasible:

1. Buy uncooked tapioca pearls: available from Asian grocery stores or online

2. Cook the pearls: follow package instructions (typically 20 to 30 minutes simmer plus rest)

3. Soak in sweet syrup: brown sugar syrup or simple syrup for 10 to 20 minutes after cooking

4. Brew strong tea: use 2 to 3 times normal tea concentration

5. Cool the tea to room temperature or cold

6. Combine in tall glass: pearls in bottom, tea poured over, milk added, sweetener adjusted

7. Add ice: fill the glass

8. Use wide straws: available from Asian groceries or online

For drinkers wanting bubble tea regularly, home preparation is dramatically cheaper than shop purchase; the

pearls cost around £3 to £5 per pack and provide many drinks. The technique requires some practice but

isn't difficult once mastered.

Bubble tea cultural significance

Bubble tea has become culturally significant beyond just being a drink:

Asian American identity marker: particularly significant in second generation Asian American

communities

Generation Z and Millennial association: strongly associated with younger consumers

Social media presence: photogenic visual character drives Instagram and TikTok content

Customisation culture: the elaborate ordering personalisation reflects modern consumer

preferences

Commercial success: global market estimated at billions annually with continued growth

Cross cultural exchange: traditional Taiwanese drink that's become global phenomenon

For older drinkers approaching bubble tea, understanding the cultural context provides depth beyond just

trying the drink. The customisation culture, the social media element, and the cross generational appeal all

contribute to bubble tea's contemporary significance.

Bubble tea vs traditional tea

Comparison with traditional British tea drinking:



Traditional British tea Bubble tea

Temperature Hot Usually iced

Sweetness Optional sugar Standard with substantial sugar

Customisation Milk, sugar choices
Extensive customisation across multiple

dimensions

Texture

element
Smooth Chewy tapioca pearls

Cultural setting
Home, workplace, formal afternoon

tea
Specialist shops, takeaway, social

Cost per drink £0.05 to £0.30 (home) £4 to £7 (shop)

Demographic All ages, traditional British identity Predominantly younger consumers

The two are different products despite both being tea based. Traditional British tea is functional, simple,

traditional; bubble tea is treat oriented, customisable, contemporary. Both have their place; many drinkers

enjoy both for different occasions.

What we stock

Browse the full black tea range, green tea range, matcha range, and oolong range for bubble tea base

options. The most bought bubble tea suitable products on teas.co.uk:

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

Typhoo QT One Cup Instant Tea With Whitener, 125g

True English Tea (T.E.T) Everyday Green Tea, 20 Tea Bags 35g

Hyson Peach Infused Black Tea, 32 Tea Bags 32g

Yorkshire Tea Original Loose Leaf Tea, 250g

Tetley Seriously Refreshing, 75 Tea Bags 250g

For comparisons across the wider tea landscape, see also: Teapigs, Twinings, Yorkshire Tea, Pukka.

Where it fits

Bubble tea is a real modern phenomenon that's transformed young consumers' relationship with tea.

Customisation culture, a distinctive texture, social media appeal and cross cultural significance together

make it a cultural product as much as a drink, and one worth understanding even for traditional tea drinkers.

For drinkers who haven't tried bubble tea, exploring the major styles (classic black milk tea, brown sugar milk

tea, matcha milk tea) at a quality bubble tea shop provides accessible introduction. The customisation can

be intimidating initially; ordering "classic black milk tea with tapioca pearls and 50 percent sugar" is the safe

default first try.

For traditional British tea drinkers, bubble tea isn't a replacement for daily British tea practice but provides

occasional alternative experience. The two coexist comfortably; daily Yorkshire Tea at breakfast plus

occasional bubble tea treats provides representation of both traditional and contemporary tea cultures.
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Be aware of the sugar content; daily bubble tea drinking can add significant sugar to the diet. For occasional

treats, this is fine; for regular consumption, the lower sugar options or home preparation provide more

sustainable approaches.

For the wider context see the black tea overview, the matcha overview, the jasmine overview, the iced tea

guide, the cold brew tea guide, the chai vs chai latte comparison, the tea history overview.

FROM THE CURATOR

teas · Spend less on prestige, more on freshness. A supermarket bag from two months back

still outperforms a gift tin from three years ago.

Adjacent reading

Bubble tea at home

the black tea family

Matcha

Iced tea guide

More from the tea wiki

Green tea

Black tea

Oolong tea

White tea

Herbal tea

Caffeine in tea

How to make tea properly

Loose leaf vs teabag

Earn rewards on teas.co.uk

Earn loyalty points on every order. Free to join.

+100 pts

Create your free account
Welcome bonus + earn on every order.

100 pts = 1 tree

Plant a tree in Scotland
Pledge points to our reforestation partner.

teas.co.uk · Tunbridge Wells, Kent · hello@teas.co.uk · 3-click cancel at teas.co.uk/cancel/

/wiki/black-tea/
/wiki/matcha/
/wiki/jasmine-tea/
/wiki/iced-tea-guide/
/wiki/iced-tea-guide/
/wiki/cold-brew-tea-guide/
/wiki/chai-vs-chai-latte/
/wiki/tea-history/
/wiki/boba-category-bubble-tea-at-home/
/wiki/black-tea/
/wiki/matcha/
/wiki/iced-tea-guide/
/wiki/green-tea/
/wiki/black-tea/
/wiki/oolong-tea/
/wiki/white-tea/
/wiki/herbal-tea/
/wiki/caffeine/
/wiki/how-to-make-tea-properly/
/wiki/loose-leaf-tea/

