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NOTES 

THE USE OF RAISING AGENTS IN COOKING 

WHAT ARE RAISING AGENTS?  

Many recipes for baked items such as cakes, biscuits, pastries and desserts have a light, spongy 

or flaky texture. In order for them to be like this, their mixtures have to be raised during baking. 

Raising agents are used to make mixtures light. Gases expand when they are heated and they can 

raise a mixture (bread dough, cake mixtures, pastries and batters) when it is baked. Raising 

agents are used to put a gas into a mixture. 

 Raising agents are also known as leavening agents. Leavening means ‘to lift up’. 

The gases used are:  

• carbon dioxide (CO2) • air (a mixture of gases)  

• steam (water as a gas). 

 As a mixture cooks, the expanded gas bubbles become set inside it and this gives the baked 

mixture a soft, spongy and light texture. 

There are two groups of raising agents: chemical and mechanical. 

Chemical raising agents  

1) Baking powder is a mixture of two chemicals (an alkali and an acid), which react when there 

is moisture and heat, like this:  

bicarbonate of soda + cream of tartar = carbon dioxide gas bubbles  
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Baking powder is added to plain flour to make self-raising flour, but you can buy it and add it 

yourself, by following the instructions on the carton as to how much to use. Once you have made 

a mixture with baking powder in it, you need to bake it quickly as it starts to react quickly. It is 

used for making scones, cakes, sponge puddings and some biscuits. 

2) Bicarbonate of soda is also known as baking soda, and it produces carbon dioxide gas when 

there is moisture and heat. It can only be used on its own in strong flavoured mixtures such as 

gingerbread as it leaves a ‘soapy’ flavour in the mixture. If an acidic liquid is added to the 

mixture (lemon juice or buttermilk) then the soapy flavour does not happen. 

3) Yeast is a tiny, single-celled plant that you can only see under a microscope. When it has 

moisture, warmth and food (sugar or starch), it breaks down the food into carbon dioxide gas and 

alcohol (this is called fermentation). Yeast is used to make bread and other fermented doughs 

such as buns and doughnuts, because the gas bubbles make the stretchy bread dough rise when it 

is left in a warm place for about an hour. The alcohol evaporates in the heat of the oven when the 

bread is baked. 

Mechanical raising agents 

Air is a mixture of gases and it can be put into a mixture in various ways to make it rise:  

• Sieving flour and trapping air between the flour particles. 

 • By creaming fat (butter or margarine) and sugar together. This traps lots of tiny air bubbles 

which then expand and make a cake mixture rise in the oven. The bubbles are prevented from 

escaping from the mixture by the egg which is added and sets around the bubbles when the 

mixture is baked. 

• By whisking eggs or egg whites with sugar. This traps a large amount of air in the egg protein 

and is used as the raising agent for sponges.  

• By folding and rolling a mixture such as puff pastry, where layers of air are trapped between 

layers of pastry. During baking, the air expands and the fat in the pastry melts. This leaves a 

space that is filled by steam from the water in the mixture, and also lifts the mixture.  

• By rubbing in fat to flour. This traps some air in mixtures such as pastries, biscuits and cakes.  
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Steam is water as a gas (vapour), which is produced when water is heated. It is used as a raising 

agent in mixtures that contain a lot of water, such as batters, choux pastry and puff pastry. It is 

important that the oven temperature is hot enough to make the steam as quickly as possible 

inside the mixture, so that it rises properly. The oven door should not be opened while the 

mixture is rising, because the cold, heavy air that will go into the oven will make the rising 

mixture collapse 


