
"Is This Pho?" Visual Checklist
Here’s a comprehensive checklist for your "Is This Pho?" guide. This will help readers
distinguish authentic pho from other Vietnamese noodle dishes:

#1. Broth Characteristics

● Color: Clear, golden-brown broth (not overly cloudy or red).
● Aroma: Fragrant with spices like star anise, cinnamon, and clove.
● Consistency: Light, not thick; should have a savory umami depth without being overly

greasy.
● Clarity: No floating solids or intense oil slicks on top.

#2. Noodles

● Type: Flat rice noodles (banh pho), typically medium to broad width.
● Texture: Soft, slightly chewy; noodles shouldn't dissolve easily in broth.
● Color: White or light beige; noodles should not be yellow, as that indicates egg noodles,

which aren’t used in traditional pho.

#3. Protein Options

● Beef Pho (Pho Bo): Typically includes raw beef slices (tai), brisket (gau), or beef
meatballs (bo vien).

● Chicken Pho (Pho Ga): Clear broth with shredded or sliced chicken breast, drumstick,
or thigh meat.

● Other Proteins: Modern variations may offer plant-based proteins, but avoid pork, which
is not traditional in pho.

#4. Key Aromatics & Herbs

● Garnishes: Fresh basil, bean sprouts, cilantro, and sliced green onion.
● Other Add-ons: Thinly sliced onion and lime wedges.
● Noticeably Missing Ingredients: Pho traditionally does not include mint or dill, which

are common in other Vietnamese soups.

#5. Spices

● Essential Pho Spices: Should contain star anise, cinnamon, cardamom, and clove
(often subtle in taste but distinct in aroma).



● Uncommon Pho Spices: Avoid soups with lemongrass, turmeric, or ginger slices
floating in the broth, as these indicate other dishes like bun bo Hue.

#6. Accompaniments & Condiments

● Chili Sauce & Hoisin Sauce: Offered on the side, not mixed into the soup before
serving.

● Side Plate of Herbs and Lime: Not all Vietnamese noodle dishes come with a side
plate of herbs, so this is a good clue.

● Noticeably Missing: Fish sauce or soy sauce should not be added directly to the pho;
it’s usually for dipping.

#7. Serving Style

● Presentation: Served in a wide, shallow bowl that makes it easy to add garnishes.
● Temperature: Should arrive hot; the broth is typically poured over fresh ingredients at

the last minute to ensure freshness.
● Layered Look: Meat slices are often laid on top of the noodles before the hot broth is

added, with herbs as garnish on top.

#8. Flavor Profile

● Taste: A delicate balance of sweet, savory, and slightly spiced flavors.
● Not Overly Spicy: Pho’s spice level is generally mild, with spiciness adjusted by adding

chili sauce or fresh chili slices if desired.
● Slight Sweetness: This comes from rock sugar, not from fruit or coconut milk, which

aren’t used in traditional pho.

#9. Common Lookalikes (What Pho Is Not)

● Bun Bo Hue: A spicy, reddish broth with lemongrass and shrimp paste, usually served
with round rice noodles.

● Mi Quang: Tumeric-seasoned broth, usually with yellow egg noodles, and often served
with pork and shrimp.

● Hu Tieu: A clear, lighter broth with thin rice or tapioca noodles, often with seafood or
pork.

This checklist can help travelers quickly recognize authentic pho and distinguish it from similar
noodle dishes, enhancing their dining experience.




