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Troubleshooting Your Sourdough Starter 
If your sourdough starter appears inactive, flat, sluggish, or emits an unusual odor, rest 
assured that this is a common occurrence among sourdough bakers, particularly those 
new to the process. Learning to manage these issues is an essential part of developing 
successful baking practices. 

Common Issues with Sourdough Starters 

Should your starter fail to bubble, rise adequately, or present unpleasant smells, it requires 
intervention. The following are key indicators that your starter may be experiencing 
difficulties: 

• Few or No Bubbles: An active and healthy starter should display numerous 
bubbles. A lack of visible bubbles usually indicates insufficient fermentation. 

• Minimal Volume Increase: Ideally, a well-fed starter should double in size within 
several hours. If there is little to no growth, the starter may be underactive. 

• Unpleasant Odor: Aromas reminiscent of acetone, cheese, or spoilage suggest an 
imbalance within the microbial culture. 

• Irregular Texture: Healthy starters possess a thick, viscous consistency. A starter 
that is either unusually thin or excessively thick may require adjustments. 

• Hooch Formation: The appearance of a dark liquid (hooch) on the surface signifies 
that the starter is hungry and requires feeding. 

Do not be discouraged if you observe any of these signs. Most problems can be remedied 
without discarding your established starter. With careful attention and appropriate 
corrective measures, you can restore your starter’s vitality and resume successful 
sourdough baking. 

 

Guidelines for Managing a Weak or Inactive Sourdough Starter 

The Jar and lid are particularly important to the health of a sourdough starter.  

DO NOT USE PAPER OR CLOTH COVERINGS AND MAKE SURE YOU ARE USING A 16 OZ 
JAR WITH A RING LID UNTIL YOUR NEW STARTER IS ACTIVATED. 

When caring for your sourdough starter, it is crucial to avoid using cloth or paper coverings 
as these materials can create a breeding ground for harmful bacteria and mold. Unlike 
more suitable options, cloth and paper do not effectively trap the natural gases produced 
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during fermentation, which are vital for a healthy leavening process. Instead of nurturing 
the fermentation environment, these porous materials risk disrupting it by allowing 
excessive airflow. This increased ventilation can lead to the drying out of your sourdough 
starter, compromising its health and vitality over time. 

To optimize the fermentation process and maintain the integrity of your starter, consider 
using a glass jar with a loosely fitting lid. This setup enables the release of carbon dioxide 
while still retaining adequate moisture levels. By choosing the right covering, you can strike 
an ideal balance that supports the thriving ecosystem of your sourdough starter, fostering 
robust fermentation and leading to more successful baking outcomes. 

• Put it in a 16 oz Jar with a ring lid. Put the lid on but do not tighten it down. Starters 
do not need air; they only need a way for gases to escape. Gases are essential to the 
health and fermentation of a starter, and they work better in a small area. 

Note: A ring lid is recommended because the gas could gain too much pressure and make 
it hard to open. The ring makes it easier and safer to open if too much pressure builds up.  

 
• Reset it. 

Feed 25 grams of starter (discard remaining starter) 50 grams of flour and 50 grams 
of water and put it in a 16 oz jar with a ring lid. 
 

• Increase Feeding Frequency   

If your starter is not rising as expected, try feeding it twice daily for a few days instead of 
just once. Discard most of the starter, leaving about one tablespoon, and then feed it with a 
mixture of 75% flour and 25% water (for example, 50g of starter, 75g of flour, and 25g of 
water). 

• Incorporate whole wheat or rye flour.  

Using whole grain flours such as The Lazy Antelope Milling Co. Whole Wheat Flour or Rye 
Flour can help revitalize your starter more effectively due to their abundance of wild yeast 
and beneficial bacteria. Once your starter becomes strong again, you can switch back to 
all-purpose flour. 

• Maintain Optimal Temperature   

Sourdough starters thrive in warm conditions, ideally around 75°F (24°C). Good locations 
for maintaining warmth include:   
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- An oven with just the light on   

- The top of the refrigerator   

- Near a warm window (but not in direct sunlight)   

- Next to a warm appliance or wood stove   

Cooler temperatures can slow down fermentation and may cause inactivity. 

• Use warm water. 

Lukewarm water (78–85°F or 27–29°C) is ideal for fermentation, particularly in cool 
environments. Avoid hot water, as it can kill the necessary microbes; the water should feel 
warm, like a comfortable bath, but not hot. 

• Discard Before Feeding 

Before each feeding, discard most of the starter. Keeping a smaller, refreshed amount 
helps maintain its activity and fermentation. 

Long-Term Starter Maintenance 
To maintain your starter when it consistently rises and bubbles:   

- Feed it daily if stored at room temperature.  

- If you use it less frequently, refrigerate it and feed it weekly. 

Reviving a Weak Sourdough Starter 

To revive a sluggish sourdough starter, follow this process over several days until you notice 
bubbles, increased rise, and a tangy aroma. 

Equipment Needed: 

- Clean jar 

- Whole wheat or rye flour 

- Lukewarm water 

-Kitchen scale (optional but highly recommended) 

Daily Steps (Morning & Evening): 

1. Retain one tablespoon of the starter and discard the rest. 
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2. Add 75g of whole wheat or rye flour along with 25g of lukewarm water. 

3. Mix until the mixture is thick and smooth. 

4. Store the jar in a warm location (around 75°F / 24°C), such as: 

• Inside an unheated oven with the interior light turned on 
• Placed on top of the refrigerator 
• Positioned near a warm appliance 

Repeat this process for 3 to 5 days. Look for bubbles, an improved sour smell, and an 
increase in rising. 

Ready When: 

- The starter doubles in size within 4 to 6 hours of feeding. 

- It has a pleasant sour aroma (like yogurt or fruit). 

- It shows plenty of bubbles. 

Tip: Use discard in pancakes, waffles, muffins, quick breads, or crackers to reduce waste. 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

What is hooch? 

Hooch refers to the dark liquid that can appear on the surface of a sourdough starter as a 
result of fermentation. Its presence indicates that the starter requires feeding. It can be 
either removed or mixed back in before feeding. 

Why does my starter smell like vinegar or nail polish? 

Such odors often indicate that the starter requires more frequent feedings or is out of 
balance. Increasing feeding intervals typically addresses this issue. 

 

Can I change the flour? 

Sourdough starters can adjust to several types of flour. Transitioning gradually or mixing 
flours may support this process. 

Should I discard my starter if it is not performing well? 
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Discarding the starter is not always required. In many cases, activity can be restored by 
refreshing a portion of the starter with new flour and water. 

Signs of a healthy sourdough starter are: 

• Doubles in volume within 4 to 6 hours after feeding. 

• Has a tangy aroma 

• Contains abundant bubbles throughout 

• Maintains a thick, batter-like consistency. 
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