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Thank you to Lydia Medeiros, Ph.D., R.D., Patricia A. Kendall, 
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Food safety is important for everyone—but it’s  
especially important for you. That’s why the  
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food Safety  
and Inspection Service and the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services’ Food and Drug 
Administration have prepared this booklet.
It is designed to provide practical guidance on
how to reduce your risk of foodborne illness.
In addition to this guide, we encourage you to
check with your physician or health care provider
to identify foods and other products that you should
avoid. You have a special need for this important 
information . . . so read on! 
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Check out the handy Check Your Steps Clip-out Info Cards between pages 
10 and 11 of this booklet! 

Foodborne Illness in the United States 

When certain disease-causing bacteria, viruses or parasites contaminate
food, they can cause foodborne illness. Another word for such a bacteria,
virus, or parasite is “pathogen.” Foodborne illness, often called food poison-
ing, is an illness that comes from a food you eat. 
• The food supply in the United States is among the safest in the world—
but it can still be a source of infection for all persons. 
• According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 48 million
persons get sick, 128,000 are hospitalized, and 3,000 die from foodborne
infection and illness in the United States each year.  Many of these people
are children, older adults, or have weakened immune systems and may not
be able to fight infection normally. 
Since foodborne illness can be serious—or even fatal—it is important for
you to know and practice safe food-handling behaviors to help reduce your
risk of getting sick from contaminated food. 
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Food Safety:
It’s Especially Important for You

As we age, it is normal for our bodies not to work as well as they did 
when we were younger.  Changes in our organs and body systems 
are expected as we grow older.  These changes often make us more
susceptible to contracting a foodborne illness or food poisoning.  For 
example, our stomach and intestinal tract may hold on to foods for a 
longer period of time; our liver and kidneys may not readily rid our 
bodies of toxins; and our sense of taste or smell may be altered. 
• By the age of 65, many of us have been diagnosed with one or more 
chronic conditions, such as diabetes, arthritis, cancer, or cardiovascular 
disease, and are taking at least one medication. The side effects of 
some medications or the chronic disease process may
weaken the immune system, causing older adults to be more
susceptible to contracting a foodborne illness. 
• After the age of 75 years and older, many adults 
often have a weakened immune system and are at an
increased risk for contracting a foodborne illness. 
• Essentially, as we age, our immune system and 
other organs in our bodies have become a bit 
sluggish in recognizing and ridding the body of
harmful bacteria and other pathogens that cause
infections, such as foodborne illness. Should older
adults contract a foodborne illness, you are more
likely to have a lengthier illness, undergo
hospitalization, or even die. 
• To avoid contracting a foodborne illness, older adults must 
be especially vigilant when handling, preparing, and consuming foods. 

Make safe food handling a lifelong commitment 
to minimize your risk of foodborne illness. 
Be aware that as you age, your immunity  
to infection naturally is weakened.
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 Major Pathogens That Cause Foodborne Illness
	
Campylobacter 
Associated Foods 
•   Untreated or contaminated water 
•   Unpasteurized (“raw”) milk
•   Raw or undercooked meat,
poultry, or shellfish 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•  Fever, headache, and muscle pain followed by 
diarrhea (sometimes bloody), abdominal pain, 
and nausea. Symptoms appear 2 to 5 days after 
eating and may last 2 to 10 days. May spread 
to the bloodstream and cause a life-threatening 
infection. 

Cryptosporidium 
Associated Foods/Sources 
•   Swallowing contaminated water, 
including that from recreational 
sources, (e.g., a swimming pool   
or lake) 
•   Eating uncooked or 
contaminated food 
•   Placing a contaminated object in
the mouth 
•   Soil, food, water, and 
contaminated surfaces 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•  Watery diarrhea, dehydration, weight loss, 
stomach cramps or pain, fever, nausea, and 
vomiting;  respiratory symptoms may also be 
present.
•  Symptoms begin 7 to 10 days after becoming 
infected, and may last 2 to 14 days. In those  
with a weakened immune system, including 
older adults, symptoms may subside and 
return over weeks to months. 

Clostridium perfringens 
Associated Foods/Sources 
• Many outbreaks result from food
left for long periods in steam 
tables or at room temperature 
and time and/or temperature 
abused foods 
•   Meats, meat products, poultry, 
poultry products, and gravy 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•  Onset of watery diarrhea and abdominal 
cramps within about 16 hours. The illness 
usually begins suddenly and lasts for 12 to 24 
hours. In the elderly, symptoms may last 1 to 
2 weeks. 
•  Complications and/or death occur only very
rarely. 

 

Listeria monocytogenes 
Can grow slowly at refrigerator temperatures 

Associated Foods 
•  Improperly reheated hot dogs, 
luncheon meats, cold cuts, 
fermented or dry sausage, 
and other deli-style meat and 
poultry 
•  Unpasteurized (raw) milk 
and soft cheeses made with  
unpasteurized (raw) milk 
•  Smoked seafood and salads  
made in the store such as ham  
salad, chicken salad, or seafood 
salads 
•  Raw vegetables 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•   Fever, chills, headache, backache, sometimes 
upset stomach, abdominal pain, and diarrhea.  
May take up to 2 months to become ill.
•   Gastrointestinal symptoms may appear
within a few hours to 2 to 3 days, and disease
may appear 2 to 6 weeks after ingestion. The 
duration is variable. 
•   Those at-risk (including older adults and
others with weakened immune systems) may
later develop more serious illness; death can
result from this bacteria. 
•   Can cause problems with pregnancy, 
including miscarriage, fetal death, or severe
illness or death in newborns. 
4 
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Escherichia coli  O157:H7 
One of several strains of E. coli that can cause human illness 
Associated Foods 
•   Undercooked beef, 
especially hamburger 
•   Unpasteurized milk and juices, 
like “fresh” apple cider 
•   Contaminated raw fruits and 
vegetables, and water 
•   Person-to-person contact 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•   Severe diarrhea that is often bloody, 
 abdominal  cramps, and vomiting.  
Usually little or no fever. 
•   Can begin 1 to 9 days after contaminated food
is eaten and lasts about 2 to 9 days.
•   Some, especially the very young, may
develop hemolytic-uremic syndrome (HUS),
which can cause acute kidney failure, and can
lead to permanent kidney damage or even death.  

Noroviruses (and other caliciviruses) 
Associated Foods 
•   Shellfish and fecally-
contaminated foods or water 
•  Ready-to-eat foods touched
by infected food workers; for
example, salads, sandwiches,
ice, cookies, fruit 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•  Nausea, vomiting, and stomach pain usually 
start between 24 and 48 hours, but cases 
can occur within 12 hours of exposure. 
Symptoms usually last 12 to 60 hours.   
•  Diarrhea is more prevalent in adults and 
vomiting is more prevalent in children. 

Salmonella  (over 2,300 types) 
Associated Foods 
•  Raw or undercooked eggs,
poultry, and meat 
•  Unpasteurized (raw) milk or
juice 
•  Cheese and seafood 
•  Fresh fruits and vegetables 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•  Stomach pain, diarrhea (can be bloody), 
nausea, chills, fever, and/or headache usually 
appear 6 to 72 hours after eating; may last 4 
to 7 days. 
•  In people with a weakened immune 
system, such as older adults, the infection 
may be more severe and lead to serious 
complications including death. 

Toxoplasma gondii 
Associated Foods/Sources 
•  Accidental contact of cat feces  
through touching hands to 
mouth after gardening, handling 
cats, cleaning cat’s litter box, or  
touching anything that has come  
in contact with cat feces.  
•  Raw or undercooked meat. 

Symptoms and Potential Impact  
•   Flu-like illness that usually appears 
10 to 13 days after eating, may last months.  
Those with a weakened immune system, 
including older adults, may develop more 
serious illness. 
•   Can cause problems with pregnancy, 
including miscarriage and birth defects. 

Vibrio vulnificus 
Associated Foods 
•  Undercooked or raw seafood 
(fish or shellfish) 

Symptoms and Potential Impact 
•   Diarrhea, stomach pain, and vomiting may 
appear within 4 hours to several dsys and last 
2 to 8 days. May result in a blood infection.  
May result in death for those with a weakened 
immune system, including older adults and 
people with cancer or liver disease. 
5 
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Eating at Home:
Making Wise Food Choices

Some foods are more risky for you than
others. In general, the foods that are
most likely to contain harmful bacteria
or viruses fall into two categories: 
• Uncooked fresh fruits and 
vegetables 
• Some animal products, such
as unpasteurized (raw) milk; soft
cheeses made with raw milk; and
raw or undercooked eggs, raw
meat, raw poultry, raw fish, raw  
shellfish and their juices; luncheon  
meats and deli-type salads (without
added preservatives) prepared on site
in a deli-type establishment. 

Interestingly, the risk these foods   
may actually pose depends on the origin
or source of the food  and how the food is 
processed, stored, and prepared. Follow these 
guidelines (see chart at right) for safe selection
and preparation of your favorite foods. 

If You Have Questions . . .
 . . . about Wise Food Choices: 
Be sure to consult with your doctor or health care provider. He or she 
can answer any specific questions or help you in your choices. 

. . . about Particular Foods: 
If you are not sure about the safety 
of a food in your refrigerator,  

don’t take therisk.  
When in doubt, throw it out! 

Wise choices in your food selections 
are important. 

All consumers need to follow the Four  
Basic Steps to Food Safety: 
Clean, Separate, Cook, and Chill.
	

KEEP YOUR FAMILY SAFER FROM FOOD POISONING 

 

SEPARATE 

CHILL 

ºF 

CLEAN 

WASH HANDS AND 
SURFACES OFTEN 

SEPARATE RAW MEATS 
FROM OTHER FOODS 

COOK TO THE RIGHT 
TEMPERATURE 

REFRIGERATE FOOD 
PROMPTLY 

Check your steps at FoodSafety.gov 
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   Common Foods: Select the Lower Risk Options
	
Type of Food Higher Risk Lower Risk 

Meat and 
Poultry 

Tip: Use a food thermometer to check the internal temperature on the “Is It Done 
Yet?” chart on page 10 for specific safe minimum internal temperature. 

• Raw or undercooked 
meat or poultry 

•  Meat or poultry cooked to a
safe minimum internal tem-
perature (see chart on p. 10) 

Seafood • Any raw or undercooked fish, or
shellfish, or food containing raw or
undercooked seafood e.g., sashimi,
found in some sushi or ceviche. 
Refrigerated smoked fish
• Partially cooked seafood, such as
shrimp and crab 

• Previously cooked seafood
heated to 165 °F 
• Canned fish and seafood 
• Seafood cooked to 145 °F 

Milk • Unpasteurized (raw) milk • Pasteurized milk 
Eggs 

*Tip: Most pre-made foods from grocery stores, such as Caesar dressing,   
pre-made cookie dough, or packaged eggnog are made with pasteurized eggs. 

Foods that contain raw/undercooked
eggs, such as:
• Homemade Caesar salad dressings*
• Homemade raw cookie dough*
• Homemade eggnog* 

At home: 
• Use pasteurized eggs/egg
products when preparing
recipes that call for raw or
undercooked eggs
When eating out:
• Ask if pasteurized eggs
were used 

Sprouts • Raw sprouts (alfalfa, bean, or
any other sprout) 

• Cooked sprouts 

Vegetables • Unwashed fresh vegetables,
including lettuce/salads 

• Washed fresh vegetables, 
including salads
• Cooked vegetables 

Cheese • Soft cheeses made from 
unpasteurized (raw) milk, such as:
— Feta 
— Brie 
— Camembert 
— Blue-veined 
— Queso fresco 

• Hard cheeses 
• Processed cheeses 
• Cream cheese 
• Mozzarella 
• Soft cheeses that are 
clearly labeled “made from
pasteurized milk” 

Hot Dogs and
Deli Meats 

Tip: You need to reheat hot dogs, deli meats, and luncheon meats before eating them because the bacteria    
Listeria monocytogenes grows at refrigerated temperatures (40 °F or below). This bacteria may cause
severe illness, hospitalization, or even death. Reheating these foods until they are steaming hot
destroys these dangerous bacteria and makes these foods safe for you to eat.   

• Hot dogs, deli meats, and
luncheon meats that have not 
been reheated 

• Hot dogs, luncheon meats,
and deli meats reheated to 
steaming hot or 165 °F 

Pâtés • Unpasteurized, refrigerated
pâtés or meat spreads 

• Canned or shelf-stable 
pâtés or meat spreads 

7 
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Foodborne Illness: 
Know the Symptoms

Despite your best efforts, you may find yourself in a situation where you 
suspect you have a foodborne illness. Foodborne illness often presents 
itself with flu-like symptoms. 

These symptoms include: 
• Nausea 
• Vomiting
• Diarrhea 
• Fever 

If you suspect that you
could have a foodborne 
illness, there are four
key steps that you should
take. Follow the guidelines
in the Foodborne Illness Action 
Plan on page 17, which begins
with contacting your physician or
healthcare provider right away. 

When in doubt—contact your physician
or healthcare provider! 

My Physicians: Quick Reference List 
Name: 
Phone: Specialty: 

Name: 
Phone: Specialty: 

Name: 
Phone: Specialty: 

16 



     

  

  

   

 

 

 

Foodborne Illness Action Plan 
If you suspect you have a foodborne illness,

follow these general guidelines: 

1.		 Consult your physician or health care provider, or seek medi-
cal treatment as appropriate. 
As an older adult, you are at increased risk for severe infection. 
• Contact your physician immediately if you develop 
symptoms or think you may be at risk.  
• If you develop signs of infection as discussed with your physi-
cian, seek out medical advice and/or treatment
immediately. 

2.		 Preserve the food.  
• If a portion of the suspect food is available, 
wrap it securely, label it to say “DANGER,”  
and freeze it.  
• The remaining food may be used in 
diagnosing your illness and in preventing 
others from becoming ill.
	

DA
NG
ER 

3. Save all the packaging materials, such as cans or cartons. 
• Write down the food type, the date and time consumed, and 
when the onset of symptoms occurred. Write down as many 
foods and beverages you can recall consuming in the past week
(or longer), since the onset time for various foodborne illnesses 
differ. 
• Save any identical unopened products. 
• If the suspect food is a USDA-inspected meat, poultry, 
or egg product, call the USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline, 
1-888-MPHotline (1-888-674-6854). For all other foods, call
the FDA Office of Emergency Operations at 1-866-300-4374 
or 301-796-8240. 

4.		 Call your local health department . . .
. . . if you believe you became ill from food you ate in a
restaurant or other food establishment. 
• The health department staff will be able to assist you in deter-
mining whether any further investigation is warranted. 
• To locate your local health department, visit 
http://healthguideusa.org/local_health_departments.htm. 
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For More Information on Food Safety
You may contact the USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service and
the HHS Food and Drug Administration to obtain additional food safety
information in both English and Spanish. 

Online: 
Information can be accessed on the FSIS Website 
at www.fsis.usda.gov or at the FDA Website at 
www.fda.gov/food. 
•		Food Safety Questions? “Ask Karen”— 
The FSIS Virtual Representative—
an automated response
system is available 24/7 at AskKaren.gov. 
• Send e-mail inquiries to mphotline.fsis@usda.gov or to
 consumer@FDA.gov. 

By Phone: 
Call the USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline at 1-888-MPHotline 
(1-888-674-6854) or call the FDA Food Information Line 
1-888-SAFE FOOD (1-888-723-3366) 
• These year-round, toll-free Hotlines are available Monday through 
   Friday from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Eastern Time. 
• An extensive selection of timely food safety messages is also available 
at these same numbers, 24 hours a day. 

Local Resources: 
State Department of Agriculture: 

State or Local Health Department: 

Other: 
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  Additional Food Safety Resources
	

Gateway to Government Food Safety Information, including
all recalls and alerts www.foodsafety.gov 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
1-800-232-4636 (24-hour recorded information)
www.cdc.gov/foodsafety 

• National Center for Infectious Diseases/Traveler’s Health
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel 

• National Center for Infectious Diseases /Healthy Water
www.cdc.gov/healthywater/

 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Office of Water
  http://water.epa.gov

  Partnership for Food Safety Education (Fight BAC!®)
  www.fightbac.org  
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To order this and/or other At-risk booklets, go to:
www.fda.gov/educationresourcelibrary

Apply the filters for Food Safety, Consumers/General Public, 
PDF Downloads and Orderable Hardcopies and scroll to the 

title of the booklet you want, then follow the prompts to 
order and/or download the PDF.

Food Safety for Older Adults
Food Safety for Pregnant Women

Food Safety for People with Cancer
Food Safety for People with Diabetes

Food Safety for People with HIV/AIDS
Food Safety for Transplant Recipients

For information about food safety, nutrition, dietary 
supplements, and cosmetic safety, contact: 

U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 
Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition’s 

Food and Cosmetic Information Center at 1-888-SAFEFOOD 
Monday through Friday 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. ET

(Except Thursdays from 12:30 p.m. to 1:30 p.m. ET and 
Federal holidays.)

Or, visit the FDA website at 
www.fda.gov/educationresourcelibrary

http:www.fsis.usda.gov
http:PregunteleaKaren.gov
http:Askkaren.gov
mailto:fsis.outreach@usda.gov
mailto:mphotline.fsis@usda.gov
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