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How to use an aroma wheel to
describe a spirit without mixing
up aroma, taste and ingredients

This guide explains what an aroma wheel can do, why not every
wheel suits every drink, and how to move from a broad impression

to a clearer description.
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How to use the
aroma wheel

A glass and a note are the starting point.
The aroma wheel helps you name what

you perceive and explore, step by step,

the sensations of each spirit.

o A wheel for each

category

Check which spirit it was designed it's also i
for. Smell gently and briefly; note e salsofine
your impression before consulting Lmoll - to stop here
this word map. There is no
universal wheel.

9 From general
to speciﬂc

Fruity — citrus — lemon.

In wheels organized this way,
move on only if you recognize
the reference. You can stay with
“fruity™: more descriptors do not
mean higher quality.

Similarities, not
ingredients

Smelling like caramel does not
prove sweetness or added caramel.
“Silky” describes texture, not aroma. S

The wheel helps name what you Smell Taste

perceive, not reconstruct recipes.  What you perceive What you notice How it feels
with your nose. in the mouth. on the palate.
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An aroma wheel helps you describe what you smell more precisely, but only as far as you can recognise it.
Its descriptors do not prove the presence of ingredients, and their number does not measure a spirit’'s

quality. Educational illustration generated with Al.

Recognising an aroma but not finding the word for it is very common when smelling a
spirit. An aroma wheel helps organise that vocabulary and move from a broad
impression to a more precise one, without turning the experience into a test or a

guessing game about ingredients.



A map for naming what you smell

An aroma wheel is a tool that organises sensory words so we can describe what we
perceive more clearly. Its main purpose is communication: it helps you say whether
something reminds you of fruit, flowers, spice, wood or smoke, and then narrow that
down if the comparison really fits. In this context, a descriptor is simply the word that

names that aromatic memory or resemblance.

It is best used as a map of words, not as a score or a test of skill. It is also worth noting
that not every wheel contains only aromas: the Scotch Whisky Research Institute
wheel, shared by the Scotch Whisky Association, also includes tastes and other
sensations. So reading a wheel properly means understanding what kind of terms it
brings together, rather than assuming every word refers to a single aroma or to a

substance present in the glass.

Check which drink the wheel was designed for

Before using a wheel, the first thing to check is which drink it was made for. The SWRI
wheel for whisky, for example, moves from broader families near the centre to more
specific descriptors at the edge. That structure is very useful for teaching a path from

general to specific, but it should not be treated as the mandatory model for every spirit.

Other tools are organised differently because they are meant to explain a different
drink. BNIC material for cognac links aroma groups with the seasons as a visual device
specific to that tool. In Jiang-style baijiu, a style of Chinese spirit, both the lexicon and
the wheel respond to sensory traits specific to that category. WSET also offers useful
vocabulary for describing spirits, but that material is a lexicon, not a wheel. The
practical takeaway is simple: always check the category and the purpose of the tool

before adopting its words.

How it organises or
Tool What to keep in mind
proposes terms



Very useful for learning a path from
SWRI wheel for Moves from broad families
general to specific, but not a universal

whisky to more specific descriptors
template

BNIC material Links aroma groups with The seasons are a visual device
for cognac the seasons specific to that tool
Wheel for

Uses a lexicon tailored to Its terms are designed for a specific
Jiang-style

that category’s traits drink, not for all spirits
baijiu

Provides vocabulary for
WSET It is a useful lexicon, not a wheel
describing spirits

Start with a family and get more specific only if you can

In a wheel arranged from general to specific, you can follow a path like this. First
choose a broad family, such as fruity. Then, if it helps, move to a more precise group,
such as citrus. Only at the end do you look for a specific reference, such as lemon. That
sequence helps organise what you notice; it does not force you to reach the last level of
detail. If all you can say with confidence is that the aroma seems fruity, that description

is already valid. Other wheels may arrange their terms differently.

To begin with, you do not need dozens of words. A short set is usually enough: fruity,
floral, herbal, spicy, wood and toasted notes, sweet reminders such as vanilla or
caramel, and smoky notes. Within those families you might find examples such as
apple, pear, citrus, rose, mint, cinnamon, clove, cedar, coffee or smoke. This grouping
is an editorial simplification designed for beginners, not an official taxonomy shared by

all spirits. It also does not mean that a drink has to show all those families.

If a specific reference is unfamiliar to you, there is no need to force it. You can stay with
the broader family or choose another word that feels more natural to you. A wheel
works best when it helps you recognise something you already perceive, not when it
pushes you to copy someone else’s terms. A short, honest description usually says

more than a long list of uncertain words.



You do not always need to reach the finest detail

If you only recognise a broad family, such as fruity or spicy, the description is still

useful.

One confident word communicates better than several copied from the wheel when you

are not sure of them.

An aroma is not the same as a taste or an ingredient

When using a wheel, it helps to keep three layers separate: smell, taste and physical
sensation. Flavour, understood as the overall experience, brings several of them
together, but they are not the same thing. Saying that a spirit smells of caramel does
not prove that it tastes sweet. Saying that it feels silky describes texture, not aroma.
This distinction helps avoid mixing words from different categories and leads to clearer

descriptions.

It also helps to avoid one common conclusion: that an aromatic resemblance, on its
own, reveals an ingredient or a recipe. Some fruit-like notes may be linked to
fermentation. Vanilla can come from the influence of oak during ageing, without vanilla
having been added as an ingredient. In drinks such as gin, some botanicals can
contribute aromas more directly. The same kind of reminder may have different origins,
SO aroma can point you in a direction, but it is not enough to reconstruct how the drink

was made.

Try a simple routine: smell, note, then check

For a first exercise, it is enough to smell gently, in short sniffs. With spirits, it is best not
to automatically copy habits from other tastings, such as vigorous swirling, because the
alcohol can dominate what you perceive. There is also no need to turn learning into a
sequence of sips or to finish the glass in order to practise. Smelling alone is enough to

work with the wheel.



A useful routine for beginners can be this: first write down your impression in your own
words; then check the wheel to find a family; finally, get more specific only if a
reference truly fits. This sequence is a practical suggestion, not a method proven to be
better than every other one. Its advantage is that it keeps a clear line between what

you actually perceive and the vocabulary you borrow from the tool.

Uncertainty is also part of a good description. A deliberately hypothetical example
would be: “It seems fruity to me, perhaps pear, with some wood; | can’t identify other
notes with confidence.” That kind of wording is more useful than trying to fill every
segment of a wheel. If you only recognise one or two ideas, you can stop there. The

goal is to describe more clearly, not to tick boxes.

A simple way to begin

Smell in short, gentle sniffs, without swirling vigorously.
Write down your first impression in your own words.

Check the wheel to look for an aroma family.
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. Get more specific only if a reference truly fits, for example: “fruity, perhaps pear”.

Describe without turning the wheel into a score

The wheel mainly helps answer one question: “What does this remind me of?” On its
own, it does not settle two others, which are different: “How does the whole thing come
across?” and “Do | like it?” A drink may remind you of many things and still not appeal
to you, or you may enjoy it greatly even if you can only find two or three words for it.
Counting descriptors does not automatically measure the quality of a spirit or the

reader’s ability.

Used calmly, a wheel helps you speak more clearly and compare impressions without
imposing a single correct perception. You do not need to memorise all its terms,
identify every segment or always reach the finest level of detail. If it helps you move
from “l don’t know how to put it” to “it seems fruity, spicy or woody”, then it is already
doing its job. From there, any extra precision should come from what you really smell,

not from what you think you are supposed to find.



The wheel helps you describe, not score

What it can do

Organise words so you can explain what a spirit reminds you of.

Help you move from a broad impression to a more specific one if you need to.

What it cannot do on its own

Prove a drink’s quality by the number of descriptors.

Automatically reveal ingredients, production methods or personal preferences.



