
Hi there! You’re listening to episode #15 of the Cook Smarts podcast. I’m Jess Dang the 
Founder of Cook Smarts and I’m here to help you become a more confident and organized cook 
in the kitchen. 
 
Hello friends, how is everyone doing? So this is episode 15, which means we’re already halfway 
through this season and then we’ll take a short hiatus before coming back for season 3. I’ve got 
loads planned and great new guests lined up but I also want to hear from you! If you’ve got 
questions you want us to answer, comments about a previous episode, or just want to say hi 
and share some love, give us a call at 650-386-0290 and leave us a voicemail. You just might 
hear your voice in a future episode. Now I know some of you might not even know how to make 
a call on your phone and if that’s you, you can also send us a text at the same number, which 
again is 650-386-0290. If you can’t get to a pen right now, don’t worry. I’ll put the number in the 
episode description as well. 
 
Now, let’s get into today’s episode. If you’ve been using Cook Smarts for awhile, you know that 
asking for and integrating feedback is one of our company’s core values. We care so much 
about what people have to say about our service and our meals, but there is one type of meal 
review that is probably my biggest pet peeve, and it’s when people say, “This meal was bland.” I 
know that we are not perfect recipe developers and not every meal we create will be a home run 
for everyone but I also know that no meal ever has to be bland regardless of how bad the recipe 
is. 
 
I totally get walking out of a movie and saying, “I didn’t like the way it ended,” or finishing a book 
and saying, “The characters were disappointing.” You have no control over those things, but if 
you’re making a home cooked meal, you are not allowed to say that it was bland and then not 
do anything to fix it up. I just won’t let that happen to you! When you’re creating a meal at home, 
you are in control of the story and you can change the ending every single time to make it 
something you enjoy. If the only problem with the meal is that it tastes kinda flat and bleh, that is 
a problem that can be easily remedied with these 2 super simple seasoning habits that 
everyone should be using in the kitchen and that I’ll be sharing with you today. 
 
Now should you feel bad about making a bland meal? Absolutely not. Like so many things in the 
kitchen -- like how to use a knife -- these habits were also likely never taught to us but they will 
make such a difference in how flavorful your meals will be and become. Plus, for anyone who’s 
ever watched Top Chef or any other reality TV cooking show, you know that underseasoning is 
something even professional chefs do. We’ve all seen an episode where Tom Colicchio tells a 
contestant that they needed more salt in their dish, right? So even these guys and gals who 
cook for a living, under the pressure of time, sometimes make a bland meal. Luckily, you’re not 
on a cooking competition show and there is no buzzer signaling the end of a challenge. You can 
always fix a bland meal so whoever is judging the meals you’re making will never have to say to 
you, “This meal was bland.” 
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But before I share my 2 super simple seasoning habits, a little plug for our very tasty meal plan 
service. If you are someone who’s stuck in a dinner rut and feeling like you’re making the same 
bland and bleh meals over and over again, you need some Cook Smarts in your life. Our meal 
plan subscribers receive a new menu every week featuring 4 delicious dinners. If you don’t want 
to make them all, that’s totally fine. If you want to add different meals from our Archives, you 
can! We’re all about flexibility and making our menus work for your busy life and personal 
preferences. 
 
For each meal, you can choose to do the original, gluten-free, paleo, or vegetarian option and 
switch up the serving sizes for leftovers. And then a grocery list that’s already categorized by 
store section is auto-magically generated for you! We also generate optional weekend prep 
steps for those who love getting ahead and enjoying more relaxed weeknights. There is so 
many more features for you to check out so just head to www.cooksmarts.com and enjoy a free 
30 day trial. You’ll get access to hundreds of organized meal plans that have been optimized for 
food waste and experience so much more deliciousness in your life. Ruth Garrett, a long-time 
member who I interviewed on the podcast last week, says, “My favorite thing about Cook 
Smarts is that no matter how many things I do wrong with a recipe, it’s still delicious.” So again, 
give us a try -- you only have delicious meals to gain!  
 
Alright, now back to what you came here for -- to develop new seasoning habits and never 
make or eat a bland meal again! 
 
But before we discuss seasoning habits, we need to talk about what seasoning really is. If you 
Google the definition of seasoning, you will see that it is a noun and it refers to, “salt, herbs, or 
spices added to food to enhance the flavor.” While not all meals will contain herbs or spices, 
every meal to truly taste good requires salt so when we talk about seasoning, we are often 
mostly talking about salt. I promise to do future episodes that are dedicated to herbs and spices 
but today when I say seasoning, I’m using it as a synonym for salt. 
 
Now you might be thinking, but Jess, I thought salt was bad for you. Like any ingredient, if you 
use a ton of it, it’s probably not gonna be great for you. If you have heart disease, and your 
doctor and dietician has explicitly told you lower your salt intake, listen to them and not me. I’m 
coming at this from a cooking angle and not a medical professional who has access to your 
medical history and charts. 
 
At some point in the future, I do plan on having a registered dietician on the podcast soon to 
really give us a breakdown on salt from a health angle but there have been quite a few recent 
articles that suggest previous research that linked salt and heart disease may not be as robust 
as we thought. I know it’s hard to keep up with all the health science out there but the good 
news is that most likely, any amount of salt you use at home is just not going to compete with 
the amount of salt you’ll find in processed foods. If you are someone who has been eating a lot 
of processed foods or eating out a lot, your palate may be more accustomed to more salt but as 
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you cook more at home, you will notice your palate resetting, and you may need less and less 
salt in your cooking for food to taste quote unquote normal to you. 
 
So with that health caveat out of the way, I just want to say that I am a huge fan of salt. It is 
probably the most important ingredient in my pantry and the one I could never live without. It’s 
not that I love the taste of salt -- what I love is what it does to food. When used well, it doesn’t 
make food tasty salty, it simply enhances the natural flavors of food. 
 
If you ask anyone in the food world, they probably love salt as much as I do. I’m sure many of 
you have heard of Samin Nosrat’s book and Netflix series of the same name “Salt Fat Acid 
Heat.” There is a reason why salt is listed first. She could have called her book “Fat Acid Heat 
Salt,” but she didn’t, and the reason is because salt is the most important element in creating 
tasty food. I’ve actually got her book in front of me, so let me find what Samin has to say about 
the importance of salt. Ok, here we are on page 27 in the Seasoning section. Samin writes, 
“Anything that heightens flavor is a seasoning, but the term generally refers to salt since it’s the 
most powerful flavor enhancer and modifier. If food isn’t salted properly, no amount of fancy 
cooking techniques or garnishes will make up for it.” 
 
So now that we’ve established that salt is really important, let’s dive into the seasoning habits 
that will make all your meals sing with flavor. The first one is you just need to season throughout 
the cooking process. This is such a simple thing to do but so many people don’t do it. Why? 
Because recipes don’t tell us to and most of us cook by following a recipe!  
 
If you gave a professional chef a recipe and then watched them cook it, you’ll notice that they 
will be seasoning throughout the cooking process, not just when the recipe tells them to, which 
is often not until the very end. Recipes never explicitly state all the times you should be 
seasoning your dish, so my rule of thumb is every time you’re adding an ingredient to 
something, that’s an opportunity for salting. So if you’re making a pot of soup or a stir-fry, every 
time I add a new ingredient, I’ll add some salt to the dish. If you wait till the end to salt, you’re 
more salting your meal than seasoning it. When you add salt in stages, you’re giving time for 
that salt to draw out and enhance the natural flavors of the ingredients that you’re cooking and 
really integrate into the dish. 
 
Flavors take time to build and the earlier you start seasoning, the deeper and more 
concentrated your flavors will become in the final product. That’s why it’s important to season 
proteins before you cook them or season the water that you’ll be cooking pasta or grains in. 
Even if you don’t have time to create a marinade for your chicken or steak, simply adding some 
salt to it before you apply heat will make a difference. And don’t worry if the recipe doesn’t tell 
you to do it, just get in the habit of salting your proteins. I then use a fork to tenderize the meat, 
which creates lots of pores for those flavors to seep into, creating the tastiest bite possible. 
When seasoning meat, if you can do it a day earlier, that’s ideal but if all you have is the 10 to 
15 minutes while you prep other things, that’s still better than not seasoning at all.  
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With pasta, have you ever cooked pasta without salting the water? The noodles are still fun to 
chew but they taste bland and flat, right? Again, we have to start the seasoning process with the 
pasta water because that’s the first point of flavor contact. Yes, you can add a really flavorful 
sauce to the noodles and the dish might be fine but if you remembered to salt that water and 
then cook that pasta in the already seasoned water, the dish will be so much flavorful. The 
pasta itself will be flavorful enough that you could just enjoy it plain, though I would add a pad of 
butter or some really good olive oil but that’s just me.  
 
When you’re determining how much seasoning to put in, I have 2 quick tips. One is to just take 
stock of what other naturally salty ingredients are going into the dish. Like if you’re making a 
soup with sausage in it, you’ll want to use less salt throughout the cooking process because the 
sausage itself is naturally salty. If the soup is just beans and veggies, you may need a bit more 
salt to bring all the flavors of the soup to life.Other naturally salty and briny items include olives 
and capers, feta and parmesan, miso, soy sauce, and fish sauce. If your recipe includes those 
ingredients, you’ll want to cut back on the salt you add. 
 
Another thing to pay attention to is the mass of what you’re seasoning. A really thick piece of 
chicken breast is going to require a different amount of salt than say a thinly cut pork chop. If 
you’re making a huge pot of soup or making pasta, it does take quite a bit of salt flavor the 
liquid. If you’ve ever made cookies, no one balks at the fact that you need a cup and a half of 
sugar to make plain flour taste sweet but that just shows you that it does take quite a bit of 
seasoning to make something that’s plain like water or flour taste flavorful. So, let’s say you 
have a soup or pot of pasta water that’s like 6 cups of liquid, it takes quite a bit of salt for that 
water to be seasoned and then impart that seasoning into the ingredients you’re putting into it. 
I’m not suggesting a cup and a half of salt but don’t be shy if you have a big pot of water you 
need to season. The next time you’re making a soup, I really encourage you to add like a 
quarter or half a teaspoon at a time to the liquid and see how that affects the overall flavor. So 
add some, and then taste, and keep on going until it tastes good. 
 
And now that leads me to the second seasoning habit you need to integrate into your kitchen -- 
tasting throughout the cooking process, and really when you think about it, seasoning and then 
tasting go hand in hand. How do you know if a dish should be seasoned more, whether it’s 
adding more salt, more herbs, or more spices if you aren’t tasting after each seasoning step? 
 
Many of you know that I’m a big believer in cooking without recipes. Recipes are wonderful 
guides but if you follow them to a tee, you often won’t be happy with the results. Not only do 
they not tell you all the various points you should be seasoning and tasting, they don’t know 
what kind of salt you’re using or how fresh and potent your spices are. For instance, even if the 
recipe calls for kosher salt, there actually is a difference between brands because the shape of 
the flakes are different so 1 teaspoon of Morton’s salt is a lot saltier than 1 teaspoon of Diamond 
Crystal, which is the brand I use, so if the recipe writer happens to be testing with Morton’s, then 
I will need to use a lot more salt than the recipe calls for, and I can only know that by tasting.  
 

4 



For spices, you can use the recipe to guide you on the combination of spices that you’re using 
but I never really pay too much attention to the actual measurements. I mentioned this in 
episode 13 as a way to also save time in the kitchen but not measuring also benefits you by 
forcing you to get into the habit of tasting. Instead of measuring out 1 tablespoon of chili powder 
and then 2 teaspoons of coriander and then 1 teaspoon of cumin, I look at the recipe and see 
that it requires those 3 spices and add a spoonful of each into my dish, maybe with some salt, 
stir it up, and then taste. 
 
With spices, it also helps to taste each of them individually to figure out what you like. I’m sure 
everyone here has cooked with spices, but have you ever just dabbed a bit onto your finger and 
tasted what the individual spice really tastes like? Same for your salt? Tasting is not just about 
tasting your dish but the individual components that go into your dish so you know what kind of 
flavor they will lend to the finished product. I’m someone who knows that I love chili powder and 
coriander but don’t love cumin so regardless of what amount the recipe tells me I always add a 
bit less of it. Remember that the recipe is like a static map but you are in control of the path your 
meal takes. You’re the one who is live and watching things happen in the kitchen, so you get to 
be the director and the editor. 
 
That’s it. Super simple right? Season throughout the cooking process and taste throughout the 
cooking process. They go hand in hand. Every time you season, give it a few minutes for the 
flavors to all play with each other, introduce themselves to one another, and then taste and see 
how you can help them play together even more. But I also know that habit building isn’t easy 
even if the habits themselves are easy. You’ve been doing something a certain way for a long 
time, it just takes time to make a permanent change. I know that we live in this super tech-driven 
world with Alexa and Google Home assisting us, but I still really believe in the power of a sticky 
note. So put some sticky notes in your kitchen where you’ll see them when you’re cooking. 
Write down, “Remember to season and taste!” on a sticky note and put it on your back splash, 
near the knobs on your stovetop, or even in the cabinet where you keep your bowls, plates or 
cutlery. That way right before you’re serving the meal, you have one last chance to taste and 
adjust before you serve.  
 
Also make sure that you have your salt accessible and nearby at all times. Don’t have it just in 
the container deep in your pantry. Your salt should always be nearby so you can easily access 
it. I keep a huge bowl of salt right by my stovetop. There’s no cover on it so I can easily just 
reach in and take a pinch or even a handful of what I need. The more you rely on your own 
tactile feel as a unit of measurement, the more you get used to it, like for instance I know that 
when I’m making pasta, I will need a palmful of salt to make the pasta water taste like the ocean 
so now I don’t necessarily need to taste the boiling water to make sure it’s salty enough to flavor 
my penne. But if you haven’t been in the habit of doing this, definitely start by tasting and 
adjusting. And if you’re worried about forgetting to salt, put a sticky note on your salt container 
that says, “Use me to make food taste better!” 
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And because I know people will ask, “What salt should I be using?” My answer is keep it simple 
-- all I have in my kitchen is kosher salt, which is just the right texture and size to grab with your 
fingers. I don’t have fancy finishing salts or keep a table salt at the table -- you are welcome to 
but I’m actually a bit of a minimalist in the kitchen. Once I learned to season with kosher salt, 
I’ve discovered that it’s really all I need. There are many brands out there but choose one and 
get to know it. I’ve been using Diamond Bar for a long time, and it’s what I’m used to now. I 
know what a pinch of it feels like between my fingers and if I switched now, I would have to get 
used to the feel and taste of it. 
 
I really hope today’s episode was helpful. I know lots of you already cook a lot but even 
experienced cooks forget to season and taste. Like I said at the top of the episode, it’s like the 
#1 error contestants make on Top Chef so it happens to everyone but let’s make it happen less 
and less to you and make all of your meals taste restaurant quality, which means you will stop 
wanting to go out to eat as much and save yourself loads of money. And if you need some 
recipes to practice these seasoning habits on, you know where to find us. Our meal plan service 
has an Archive of recipes that will suit every taste -- head to cooksmarts.com for your free 30 
day trial if you’re not already a member.  
 
If you loved today’s episode and want to be a supporter of more smart home cooking, please 
make sure you’re subscribed to us in your preferred podcast player and leave us a review in 
Apple Podcast just like YanaGInSJ. She said that “This is a great podcast for those who need 
help with meal planning. The episodes are a manageable length, but full of great tips and 
suggestions that are crucial in becoming a creative chef in your own kitchen.” Thank you Yana, 
you are the winner of a Cook Smarts tote bag -- just reach out to use at hello@cooksmarts.com. 
If we read your review in a future episode, you too will get a tote bag, perfect for carrying the 
ingredients that will turn into your perfectly seasoned meals..  
 
So go and season and taste away and let us know if these habits transform your meals. You 
can leave us a message at 650-386-0290 or send us a message on Instagram @cooksmarts or 
@jessdangcs. Thank you for letting us join you in your kitchen or wherever you’re listening to 
this podcast, and until next time, happy cooking from your kitchen cheerleader!  
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