Steamed milk vs Frothed Milk
As a long-time coffee lover, and may I say a bit of a barista, I am often asked what
the difference is between steamed and frothed milk. And does it make any difference
anyway?
This article sets out to answer these questions, but to address one point quickly –
Yes it makes a huge difference to the end-product as to whether you use frothed
milk or steamed milk in your drink.
Read on to find out why, and how to prepare the perfect frothed or steamed milk.

What is steamed milk?
I used to think that hot milk was just hot milk. Not so, steamed milk is generally
heavy and dense when compared to frothed milk, the difference coming from the
amount of air that is introduced into the milk at the heating stage. Put simply
steamed milk is less airy than frothed milk.
Steamed milk is a perfect match for a cup of coffee, it’s smooth and creamy and
sweet, and this when taken against the backdrop of a good strong espresso, is a
marriage made in heaven.
The process of steaming milk breaks down the sugars in the milk to give that lovely
caramelly flavor, and of course milk is protein rich and it’s these proteins, that when
heated, help to maintain the bubbles in the milk. Lastly, the fats in the milk are
responsible for velvety texture and sheen of the steamed milk. A perfect mix.

How to prepare steamed milk
To achieve this with a steam wand, then I always ensure that the tip of the wand is
fully submerged in the milk, I will always keep it towards one side of the jug and have
the jug slightly tilted to ensure it is fully submerged. This technique also allows for a
more even heating of the milk.
But, if you like a foamier steamed milk, then this can be achieved by simply raising
the wand slightly to incorporate more air into the mix. Effectively, this means you are
controlling the froth content of your milk by simply adjusting the depth of your wand,
the closer to the surface of the milk, the foamier it will become and vice versa.
A word about the pitcher size, even milk that is steamed ‘flat’ will expand when
heated (‘flat’ in this sense is milk that is steamed with minimum air introduced in the
process). So, it is important to have plenty of spare capacity in your milk pitcher,
normally I would only fill a milk pitcher to around one-third of its capacity.
This expansion is due to the tiny bubbles, also known as micro-foam, that give the
milk its smooth, almost silky consistency.

Which milk is best for steamed milk?

Firstly, the fresher the better, older milk doesn’t hold the bubbles as well as some of
the proteins and fats have already started to break down naturally, not that you
shouldn’t use older milk, but the results won’t be quite as nice. Also, it should be
obvious, but I should also mention that the milk should be cold to start with.
The fat content is another aspect to consider, as a general rule of thumb lower fat
milk will give you more foam and stiffer bubbles, this is due to the higher protein and
sugar content of the lighter milk. Whereas higher fat content will take longer to break
down and create the micro-foam. However, with some perseverance it is still
possible to get a good, creamy steamed milk with a light micro-foam even using full
fat milk.
If you are wanting to check out some non-dairy products, then it is quite possible to
use them. For example, coconut milk with its high fat content, produces a nice
creamy steamed milk. Just be aware that plant-based milks like soy or almond milk
will generally burn at a lower temperature than the dairy equivalent, it is still doable
but be sure to keep a close eye on it.

What is frothed Milk?
In a word, foamy. Of course, when you look at the science it is more than just that,
but how else would you describe it? Well, delicious of course, and creamy and sweet
and just about the perfect mixer for a host of hot drinks. For the perfect cappuccino
or mocha, good foamed milk is essential, but just what is it? And how do you make
that perfect frothed milk?
Whilst frothed and steamed milk might seem similar, in some ways they are totally
different. Frothed milk is known in the trade as a ‘dry milk’. It is less liquid-like than
steamed milk and due to high aeration is fluffier and holds its shape more than
steamed milk.

How to prepare steamed milk
This can be achieved in a number of ways, the simple steam wand attached to an
espresso machine can be used. In this method it is necessary to make sure the tip of
the wand is as close to the surface of the milk as possible; this is to ensure getting
as much air into the milk as possible. Some steam wands have a cappuccino setting
specifically to allow more air into the mix.
Don’t despair if you haven’t got a steam wand though, frothed milk can be prepared
in other ways too!
Even if all you’ve got to hand is a sealable jar, it is still possible to froth milk. Simply
fill the jar to no more than a third capacity and shake the milk vigorously until it has
doubled in size. Once this is done remove the lid and place the jar in a microwave
oven, pay close attention so that it doesn’t boil over and you lose all that precious
froth. After about 30 seconds to a minute you will have the perfect frothed milk.
You can also use a French press, simply fill it to no more than a third and use the
press as a pump and keep pumping until the right consistency is reached.

Or you could simply use a normal food mixer.
And if none of these options appeal, there is a huge range of custom designed milkfrothers on the market.

What type of milk is best to foam with?
As with steamed milk and for the same reasons, use milk that is as fresh as possible.
Non-fat or skimmed milk is best for getting those big bubbles essential to a good
foam, if you’re just starting out try this type first. You get a nice airy texture at the
cost of a little flavor. Stepping it up to 2% fat, you get a better balance with a milk
that still foams easy and has improved flavor.
Full fat milk will require a bit more work and will never get quite as frothy as the
lighter milks due to the higher fat content. But if you prefer a lot more flavor and a bit
less foam, then with some application, the results can taste delicious.
You can produce froth with plant-based milks, such as soy, as well. But the foam
won’t last as long, as the protein structure of these milks doesn’t fully support the
bubbles.

What’s the difference between steamed and frothed milk?
The structure and density of your milk is the key difference between the two.
Steamed milk is denser and creamier, with tiny bubbles forming a micro-foam that is
silky smooth and caramel in flavor.
Frothed milk is more voluminous with significantly more foam with larger bubbles, it
has a light and airy dryness about it, while still maintaining much of the silky sweet
texture and flavor of the steamed milk.

Popular drinks that use steamed and frothed milk
There are a huge number of recipes that call for steamed and frothed milk, here we
will have a look at some of the popular coffee drinks.
Of course, with steamed milk you would have to start with that old favorite, the flat
white. Usually made with a shot of espresso and milk that has been steamed while
adding a minimum amount of foam. Another common drink that uses steamed milk is
the Latte, a Latte usually contains about 1-2 ounces of espresso topped up with 8-16
ounces of steamed milk, this too usually has a very thin layer of micro-foam.
With frothed milk the starting place must be the good old cappuccino. A typical
cappuccino in the traditional sense would contain 1-2 ounces of espresso and 3-4
ounces of frothed milk. The key to a good cappuccino is having the milk frothed
correctly.
One more is the macchiato; this is a coffee where the frothed milk sits on top of the
espresso and isn’t mixed with it.

Tips on how to make steamed and frothed milk

A lot of this is down to what equipment you use, but one piece of general advice is to
remember this. For frothed milk, introduce as much air into the milk as you can and
for steamed milk, introduce only as necessary to suit your own taste. Some other tips
are: ●
●
●
●

Use the freshest milk possible
Use the right type of milk to suit your needs
Never burn the milk
Practice makes perfect.

I hope you enjoyed reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it. I think its time for a
coffee though.

