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Chinese dietary therapy categorizes food and herbs in several different ways: 

 By its thermal natureà  Thermal qualities have a general or systemic effect on the body 
Ø Cool  - directs energy inward & downwards, cooling the upper & outer parts of the body first and from the outside in 
Ø Cold - slows things down and constricts 
Ø Warm - moves energy up & out away from the core and warms from the inside out. It also speeds things up.  
Ø Hot  - heats up intensely, then cool us down via sweating.  

 By the channel it enters: HT/SI, LV/GB, SP/ST, LU/LI, KD/BL  or by the Five Flavors: Sour, Bitter, Sweet, Pungent, and Salty 
 By its direction or movement: Upbearing, Downbearing, Floating, and Falling 

 
Flavor Organ Element Quality Action on the Body Direction Side Effects Goes to… 

Pungent  LU/LI Metal Increases 
Yang 

 
ê 

Warms 

Pungent can be defined as anything strong, biting, sharp, spicy, 
or acrid. Spicy is hot, so it creates heat and movement. The effect 
is to Scatter qi and blood  à this will increase circulation and 
stimulate the appetite.  
 
This heat also increases Wei Qi which the Lungs disperse 
throughout the body, and so is useful for expelling an EPF 
through opening the pores and promoting sweating. 

Outward 
(Expansive) 

Too much spicy 
burns the Yin 

The Surface 
ê 
 

Too much 
scatters the Qi, 

so avoid in Qi Xu. 

Sweet SP/ST Earth Increases 
Yang 
ê 
 

Warms 

Nourishes the center so it Balances & Tonifies. Because it is 
harmonizing, it can be either warming (complex carbs) or cooling 
(fruits and sweets). Warming sweets strengthen and tonify while 
cooling sweets clear heat and treat damp by promoting 
urination. 
 
Lubricates (as tonifying the SP results in the building of blood 
which moistens and nourishes the tissues). 

Centering Too much sweet 
creates Damp 

The Muscles. 
ê 
 

Too much 
weakens the 

muscles. 

Sour LV/GB Wood Increases 
Yin 
ê 
 

Cools 

Sour puckers and gathers, so it contracts and holds fluids in 
place, ie. Astringent. The effect of holding is to Generate Yin 
Fluids, which is very effective in treating excessive perspiration 
and diarrhea.  
 
The action of the LV is to process fats. Sour foods assist in 
breaking down fats, but in excess, inhibits the function of the LV.  

Holds things 
up (prevents 
leakage and 
sagging) 

Too much holding 
can worsen 
Phlegm 

The Nerves. 
ê 
 

Too much injures 
the LV, so avoid 
in chronic pain 
syndromes (Bi) 

Bitter HT/SI Fire Increases 
Yin 
ê 
 

Cools 

Bitter foods Drain & Dry (like Fire). Ex: Coffee promotes urination 
& bowel movements while purging Damp and Heat with those 
excretions. In this way, Bitter foods are Cooling. 

Downward Too much purging 
injures Yin & SP 

The Bones. 
ê 
 

Too much 
weakens bones 

Salty KD/BL Water Increases 
Yin 
ê 
 

Cools 

Salt is an electrolyte. The effect is to Retain Moisture & so it 
hydrates, when taken in moderation. It also dissolves masses (like 
an ocean hitting rocks.) 
 
In Excess, too much salt can dry the Blood causing it to congeal. 
This results in harderning of arteries and systemic dryness which 
taxes the Heart and the Kidneys. 

Inward & 
Downward 
(Falling) 

Too much salt 
pulls moisture 
from the Blood à 
results in injury of 
Fluids 

The Blood. 
ê 
 

Too much dries 
the blood, so 

avoid in Blood Xu 

 
When making recommendations, consider the Controlling/Ko Cycle of the Five Elements: 

 When an element is diseased: Nourish with flavors of the element it controls (grandson)  &  Avoid the taste of the element that controls it (grandmother) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Foods by Flavor 

 This list does not differentiate by thermal nature. Refer to Helping Ourselves by Daverick Leggett or the Tao of Nurtrition by Maoshing NI for a thorough list 
Pungent  LU/LI Metal Nearly all culinary herbs are pungent - Chili, Cinnamon, Fennel, Garlic, Ginger, Onion, Paprika, Cumin, Pepper, Thyme.                

Radishes, Watercress 

Sweet SP/ST Earth Grains, Root Vegetables, Beans (except adzuki), Dairy, Nuts, Oils, Meats (except pork). 

Sour LV/GB Wood Adzuki Beans, Tomato, Yogurt, Umeboshi Plum. Fruits that are more sour than sweet – Pear, Apple, Apricot, Grape, Kiwi, Lemon/Lime, 
Mango, Orange, Pineapple 

Bitter HT/SI Fire Basil, Coffee, Cacao, Dandelion, Alfalfa Sprout, Dark leafy greens, Parsley, Tea 

Salty KD/BL Water Ham, Pork, Duck, Oyster, Octopus, Salt, Soy sauce 

 

Diseased Element Eat This Avoid That 
Metal Wood-Sour Fire-Bitter 
Earth Water-Salty Wood-Sour 
Wood Earth-Sweet Metal-Pungent 
Fire Metal-Pungent Water-Salty 

Water Fire-Bitter Earth-Sweet 


