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THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO HOW TO
USE A PRESSURE COOKER FOR
FASTER, TASTIER MEALS

In  the  world  of  modern  cooking,  few
appliances  have  made  as  dramatic  a
comeback as the pressure cooker. Once
relegated to the backs of pantries and
stereotyped as a relic of the 1970s, the
pressure cooker has been reborn as a
must-have  tool  for  busy  home  cooks,
meal preppers, and culinary enthusiasts

alike. Whether you have a sleek electric
model  or  a  classic  stovetop  version,
knowing how to use a pressure cooker
properly  transforms  the  way  you
approach dinner. This guide will walk you
through everything you need, from the
basic  science  behind  the  hiss  to
advanced techniques that will make you
feel like a kitchen pro.

WHAT IS A PRESSURE COOKER
AND WHY SHOULD YOU USE
ONE?

At its core, a pressure cooker is a sealed
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pot that traps steam, raising the internal
pressure and temperature far above the
normal  boiling  point  of  water.  While
water typically boils at 100°C (212°F), a
pressure cooker can reach temperatures
of  around  121°C  (250°F).  This  higher
temperature  forces  food  to  cook
significantly  faster.  Understanding  how
to  use  a  pressure  cooker  effectively
means  tapping  into  this  simple  but
powerful thermodynamic principle.
The  benefits  are  substantial.  Cooking
times  are  often  reduced  by  50  to  70
percent. Tough cuts of meat like brisket
or pork shoulder become tender in under
an hour instead of three. Dried beans go
from rock-hard to creamy in 30 minutes
without  pre-soaking.  Vegetables  retain
more  nutrients  and  vibrant  color
because they are exposed to heat for a

much shorter period. And for those who
care about energy efficiency, a pressure
cooker  uses  far  less  energy  than  a
conventional oven or stovetop method.
Perhaps the most compelling reason to
master how to use a pressure cooker is
the depth of flavor it  produces. Because
the cooker is sealed, no steam escapes.
Aromatics, herbs, spices, and the natural
juices of the food remain trapped inside,
infusing  every  ingredient  with  intense
taste. This is one-recipe-pot cooking at
its finest, and cleanup is usually minimal.

TYPES OF PRESSURE COOKERS:
STOVETOP VS. ELECTRIC

Before  div ing  into  step-by-step
instructions, you need to be aware that
there are two primary types of pressure
cookers, and while the core concept is
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identical,  the  user  experience  differs
slightly. Knowing which type you own is
essential  for  correctly  understanding
how  to  use  a  pressure  cooker.

Stovetop
Pressure Cookers
Stovetop  models  are  usually  made  of
stainless  steel  or  aluminum  and  sit
directly on your gas or electric burner.
They  tend  to  reach  higher  pressures
(around  15  psi)  compared  to  most
electric models, which means they cook
somewhat  faster .  They  are  also
generally more durable and can be used
for  searing  and  browning  before
pressure  cooking,  which  many  chefs
prefer.  The trade-off is that they require

more  hands-on  attention.  You  must
manage  the  heat  source  to  maintain
stable pressure, and they have a more
distinct  learning  curve  for  monitoring
pressure release.

Electric Pressure
Cookers
Electric  pressure  cookers,  such  as  the
popular  Instant  Pot,  are  self-contained
countertop  appliances.  They  feature  a
heating  element,  a  built-in  timer,  and
multiple preset cooking programs. They
are incredibly user-friendly. You set the
time  and  pressure  level,  and  the
appliance  automatically  regulates  the
temperature.  They  also  offer  additional
functions  like  slow  cooking,  sautéing,
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and even yogurt making. The pressure is
typically  slightly  lower  than  stovetop
models,  but they shine in convenience
and  consistency.  For  beginners
wondering how to use a pressure cooker
with minimal fuss, an electric model is
often the recommended starting point.

ESSENTIAL STEPS: HOW TO USE
A PRESSURE COOKER SAFELY

Safety  is  the  single  most  important
aspect  of  pressure  cooking.  While
modern pressure cookers have multiple
safety  features,  understanding  the
fundamental rules will ensure you never
have a mishap. Let us break down the
process into clear, actionable steps that
work  for  both  stovetop  and  electric
models.

Step 1: Read the
Manual
This  cannot  be  overstated.  Every
pressure cooker, even within the same
brand,  can  have  slightly  different
pressure  release  mechanisms,  sealing
rings,  and  safety  valves.  Your  specific
model may require unique care. Take 10
minutes to read the manual. This is not
just about how to use a pressure cooker;
it  is  about  how  to  use  your  pressure
cooker.

Step 2: Check
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the Sealing Ring
and Valve
Before  each  use,  inspect  the  silicone
sealing ring (gasket) for cracks, warping,
or food debris. A worn-out ring prevents
the cooker from sealing properly, which
means it will not come to pressure. Also,
ensure the pressure release valve (the
float  valve  or  steam  release  handle)
moves  freely  and is  not  clogged.  This
simple  check  is  a  cornerstone  of  safe
operation.

Step 3: Add

Liquid
A  pressure  cooker  needs  liquid  to
generate steam. Without liquid, you risk
damaging the cooker or causing a safety
failure. Most recipes require at least 1/2
cup to 1 cup of water, broth, wine, or
sauce.  The liquid can be as simple as
water for steaming vegetables or a rich
stock  for  a  stew.  Never  fill  the  cooker
more than two-thirds full for most foods,
or only half full  for foods that foam or
expand, like beans or grains. This is one
of  the  most  common mistakes  people
make  when  learning  how  to  use  a
pressure cooker.



6

6 How To Use A Pressure Cooker 2025-12-13

Step 4: Bring to
Pressure
For a stovetop model: Place the lid on,
lock it securely, and set the heat to high.
Watch for steam to start escaping from
the vent. Once a steady stream of steam
appears,  place  the  pressure  regulator
weight on the vent (if your model uses
one)  or  close  the  pressure  valve  (for
newer  models).  The  cooker  will  then
begin to build pressure. You will notice
the  pressure  indicator  rising.  When  it
reaches the desired pressure, lower the
heat to maintain a gentle, steady hiss.
For an electric model: Place the lid on,
turn  it  to  lock,  and ensure  the  steam
release  handle  is  set  to  the  "Sealing"

position.  Select  your  desired  program
(Manual, Pressure Cook, or a preset) and
set the time. The appliance will heat up,
display  "On"  or  "Preheating,"  and
eventually beep and start counting down
when it has reached pressure.

Step 5: Adjust
Heat to Maintain
Pressure
This  is  the trickiest  part  for  beginners
using stovetop models. Once the cooker
is at pressure, you must reduce the heat
to  a  low  or  medium-low  setting.  You
want  just  enough  heat  to  maintain  a
gentle,  consistent  hiss  of  steam.  If  it
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hisses  aggressively  or  constantly,  the
heat is  too high,  and you are wasting
energy  and  could  potentially  burn  the
food. If it stops hissing completely, the
heat  is  too  low,  and  you  have  lost
pressure. The goal is a steady, rhythmic
whisper of steam. Electric models handle
this automatically.

Step 6: Time
Your Cooking
Once the cooker is at pressure and the
timer  starts  (either  manually  on  a
stovetop or automatically on an electric),
you begin the actual cooking time. Use
reliable  pressure  cooking  charts  or
recipe  books  for  accurate  times.
Overcooking is possible and can result in

mushy  vegetables  or  dry  meat.  Set  a
separate timer if needed.

Step 7: Release
the Pressure
This  is  the  final  and  most  critical  step.
There  are  three  ways  to  release
pressure, and choosing the right one is
essential  for  achieving  the  correct
texture  in  your  food.

Natural Pressure Release
(NPR): Turn off the heat and do
nothing. Allow the pressure to drop
on its own. This takes 10 to 30
minutes depending on the volume
of food. NPR is ideal for large cuts
of meat, roasts, and dense foods
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as it allows juices to redistribute
and prevents toughness. It is also
the safest and quietest method.
For electric models, simply unplug
or switch to Keep Warm, and wait.
Quick Pressure Release (QPR):
Manually release the steam by
moving the pressure valve to the
venting position (on an electric) or
by carefully lifting the pressure
regulator with a long-handled
utensil (on stovetop). Stand back
to avoid steam burns. This method
is fast, taking only 1-2 minutes. It
is perfect for delicate foods like
fish, vegetables, pasta, or eggs
where you want to stop cooking
immediately to prevent
mushiness.
Cold Water Release (for

stovetop only): This is an older
method and not recommended for
modern cookers. It involves
running cold water over the rim of
the cooker to rapidly cool it. It can
be effective but also risks thermal
shock to the pot. Most modern
manuals advise against it. Stick to
NPR or QPR.

Never  attempt  to  force  the  lid  open.
Wait until the pressure indicator has fully
dropped and the lid unlocks easily. If it
resists, there is still pressure inside. This
is one of the most important safety rules
when  learning  how to  use  a  pressure
cooker.

COMMON MISTAKES WHEN
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LEARNING HOW TO USE A
PRESSURE COOKER

Even  experienced  cooks  can  make
errors.  Here  are  the  most  frequent
pitfalls and how to avoid them.

Insufficient Liquid: Without
enough liquid, the cooker will not
come to pressure or may trigger a
burn warning on electric models.
Always follow the minimum liquid
guidelines.
Overfilling: Filling above the two-
thirds line can block the pressure
valve and lead to clogging. For
foamy foods, the limit is half full.
Ignoring the Natural Release:
For many dishes, a quick release
can cause meat to become tough
or liquids to spurt out violently.

Learn when to be patient.
Skipping the Sauté Step:
Browning meat or onions before
pressure cooking adds immense
flavor. Do not skip this step, even
though it takes an extra 5 minutes.
Most electric pressure cookers
have a Sauté function for this
purpose.
Using the Wrong Seal Ring:
Silicone rings absorb odors. Keep
one ring for savory dishes (garlic,
onions, meat) and another for
sweet dishes (cheesecake, rice
pudding) to avoid flavor transfer.

WHAT CAN YOU COOK? A QUICK
LOOK AT VERSATILITY

One  of  the  most  exciting  aspects  of
understanding  how  to  use  a  pressure
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cooker is discovering how many different
foods  you  can  prepare.  The  list  is
surprisingly  long.  You can cook tender
pot  roasts,  fall-off-the-bone  ribs,  whole
chickens,  and  shredded  pork  in  a
fraction  of  the  normal  time.  Dried
chickpeas,  black  beans,  and  kidney
beans become creamy without hours of
soaking.  Hard-boi led  eggs  peel
effortlessly  because  the  pressure  forces
the  she l l  away  f rom  the  wh i te .
Cheesecake,  crème  brûlée,  and  even
bread  pudding  steam  beautifully  into
silky textures. Stocks and broths become
deeply  gelatinous  in  under  two  hours
because the high heat extracts collagen
from  bones  rapidly.  Even  grains  like
brown rice,  quinoa,  and  steel-cut  oats
cook  perfectly  without  stirring  or
burning.

CLEANING AND MAINTAINING
YOUR PRESSURE COOKER

Proper  care  extends  the  life  of  your
appliance  and  ensures  safe  operation
each time you use it.  After every use,
disassemble  the  lid  components.
Remove  the  sealing  ring,  the  steam
release valve, and the anti-block shield
(if  your  model  has  one).  Wash  all
parts—including the  inner  pot  and the
lid—with warm soapy water.  Allow the
sealing ring to air dry completely before
reassembling. Store the lid upside down
on the pot or separately to prevent the
ring  from compressing  and  developing
permanent  creases.  Periodically  check
the pressure release valve for any food
debris  that may have lodged inside.  If
your  electric  cooker  shows  a  "Burn"
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warning frequently, it may indicate food
stuck  to  the  bottom,  so  ensure  you
deglaze the pot properly after sautéing.

CONCLUSION

Mastering how to use a pressure cooker
is one of the most rewarding skills you
can develop in the kitchen. It is a tool
that  rewards  patience,  attention  to
detail, and a willingness to experiment.
The initial learning curve—understanding
pressure  release  methods,  adjusting
heat on stovetop models, and selecting

correct cooking times—quickly gives way
to intuitive confidence. Soon you will find
yourself  adapting  traditional  recipes,
throwing  together  quick  weeknight
meals,  and  wondering  how  you  ever
managed  without  th is  powerfu l
appliance. A pressure cooker is not just a
time-saver;  it  is  a  flavor-enhancer,  a
fuel-saver,  and  a  gateway  to  more
adventurous home cooking. Whether you
are making a simple batch of rice or an
elaborate coq au vin, the fundamentals
remain the same. Lock the


