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How to Prevent Foodborne Illnesses: 
Easy Steps for Safer Meals 
Surprisingly, the USDA FSIS recently found that two out of three people use food 
thermometers incorrectly - putting food at risk in the very temperature range where 
dangerous bacteria like Salmonella and E. coli multiply rapidly, increasing the risk of 
foodborne infections. This post walks you through practical ways to prevent foodborne 
illness, using the latest USDA guidelines. 

The newest stats from the USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) as of 
November 14, 2024, show that most home cooks and food workers still don’t use 
thermometers as they should. This leads to food sitting between 40°F and 140°F, a 
temperature window where bacteria grow fast. Far too many cases of foodborne illness 
come from this one mistake. There’s an urgent need to bridge this temperature knowledge 
gap and embrace better foodborne illness prevention steps. 

 

 

Understanding the Risks: How Foodborne Illnesses 
Happen 
Everyday meals can carry hidden dangers if we ignore basic food safety. Each year in the 
United States, foodborne illnesses impact about 48 million people - with hospitalizations and 
even deaths that could have been prevented.​
A big part of the problem? Harmful bacteria like Salmonella, E. coli, and Listeria. These tiny 
invaders thrive when food is stored or handled carelessly, especially if we leave items at the 
wrong temperature or don’t pay attention to cross-contamination.​
Most people can’t tell when food is unsafe, since it often looks, smells, and tastes normal. 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/food-safety/food-safety-stats


 

This is dangerous specially for older adults, pregnant women, and people with weak immune 
system.Symptoms like nausea, stomach cramps, vomiting, or diarrhea often start hours after 
eating, making it hard to trace the source. 

Hidden Hazards in the Kitchen 

It’s easy to underestimate risk when you rely on appearances or taste alone - food can seem 
fine but be loaded with sickness-causing bacteria. The major culprits? Skipping the food 
thermometer, letting cooked food cool too long on the counter, and not separating raw meats 
from other groceries or prepared dishes. 

What’s actually going on is invisible. Foodborne pathogens are microscopic, contamination 
isn’t always visible or detectable through smell or taste. Salmonella, E. coli, and 
Campylobacter are some common culprit of major foodborne diseases. That’s why it’s smart 
to focus on safe habits: set the fridge correctly, wash your hands often, use different tools for 
raw meat and veggies, and always double-check temperatures. These simple steps build 
your food safety foundation and stop foodborne illnesses before they start. 

Tip: If food has been sitting out and you’re unsure of the time, it’s safer to toss it than 
to risk getting sick. When in doubt, throw it out. 

 

Temperature Control: The Key to Preventing Foodborne 
Illness 
Temperature is everything when it comes to preventing foodborne illness. According to the 
latest USDA data, 66 percent of cooks still aren’t using thermometers correctly. This lets 
food hang out in the 'danger zone' - between 40°F and 140°F - where bacteria grow 
extremely fast. 

Why Temperature Matters 

According to CDC guidelines, In just two hours at room temp, bacteria can multiply quickly to 
get double doubling in every 20 minutes, raising your chances of illness every minute food 
sits out. That’s true whether you’re prepping lunch at home or working the line in a busy 
restaurant. 

Simple Rules for Safe Temperatures 

Keep your fridge below 40°F and your freezer at or below 0°F. Never just trust the dial; use 
an appliance thermometer to be sure. When cooking, hit the recommended safe internal 
temps - 160°F for ground beef, 165°F for chicken and turkey. Always check with a food 
thermometer in the thickest spot. 

​
Leftovers should be cooled quickly and moved into shallow containers so they chill evenly. In 
warm weather above 90°F, don’t leave food out for more than one hour, or no more than two 



 

hours in normal conditions. When reheating, get your food hot again - at least 165°F - before 
serving.​
Stick to these simple steps and you go a long way toward keeping meals both delicious and 
safe. Good temperature habits are your best defense for foodborne illness prevention. 

Tip: Keep a small chart on your fridge with safe cooking temperatures - it’s a lifesaver 
when you're multitasking in the kitchen. 

SUGGESTED DESIGN 

Food Type Safe Internal Temperature 

Ground Beef 160°F 

Chicken/Turkey 165°F 

Leftovers (Reheated) 165°F 

Refrigerator Setting Below 40°F 

Freezer Setting 0°F or below 

 

Safe Cooking and Storage: Steps for Every Kitchen 
The little things you do when cooking and storing food make all the difference in preventing 
foodborne illnesses. While most kitchens do some of these steps, it’s easy to let standards 
slip. 

Start every meal prep by scrubbing your hands with soap and warm water - 20 seconds is all 
it takes but makes a world of difference, especially after handling raw meat or eggs. 

Prevent Cross-Contamination 

Don’t let raw foods touch what’s ready to eat. Use separate cutting boards and knives for 
meats and veggies, and clean them with hot, soapy water after each use. Simple as it 
sounds, it stops bacteria from spreading everywhere in your kitchen. 

Storing Food Safely 

Mind the clock as well as the temperature. Don’t leave cooked dishes out for longer than two 
hours (or just one hour if it’s hot out). Divide large batches of leftovers into shallow 
containers - they cool down faster, which slows the growth of bacteria. 

Rotate your food supply especially for items like deli meats, dairy, and leftovers, which are 
more prone to Listeria over time.: put newer groceries to the back and move older items 
forward so nothing lingers past its prime. Mark and date leftovers. It’s a tiny habit that saves 
you from mystery containers later, and keeps your fridge a much safer space. Avoid 
overloading your fridge, as air needs to circulate to keep it consistently below 40F.​



 

By combining clean hands, separated ingredients, and smart storage, you’ll make foodborne 
illness prevention a natural part of every meal. 

Tip: Labeling leftovers with the prep date helps you avoid the “is this still good?” 
guessing game. 

 

Best Practices for Preventing Foodborne Illness at 
Home 
Preventing foodborne illness at home isn’t complicated - it’s about consistency more than 
anything else. Make washing your hands a routine, not an afterthought. After dealing with 
raw chicken or eggs, before you touch something else, pause for a quick soap-and-water 
scrub. 

●​ Sanitize anything that came into contact with raw animal products. Sanitization 
doesn’t mdean washing with a soap, it means a proper sanitization with bleach 
solution or EPA-approved disinfectant. Knives, cutting boards, and even the sink 
deserve a good clean with hot, soapy water or a run through the dishwasher. Don’t 
forget the fridge handles and countertops - they see way more bacteria than you 
realize. 

●​ When it comes to temperature, stop guessing. A good food thermometer is an 
investment in your health. Check the doneness of meats, casseroles, and even 
leftovers by number - not appearance. 

●​ Keep raw meats on the bottom shelf of your fridge, below any veggies or foods you’ll 
eat raw. That way, nothing can drip where it shouldn’t. After shopping, hurry home so 
cold foods don’t warm up in the car. Stash them in the fridge or freezer as soon as 
possible. 

●​ If you have children or roommates, teach them the basics, too. Show them how to 
spot spoiled food, how to wash their hands well, and why it all matters. Together, 
these habits create a barrier against germs - meaning safer meals, day in and day 
out. 

Tip: Always defrost food safely using a refrigerator, cold water or microwave to prevent 
bacteria. Do not leave the food on counter for hours to defrost. 

Best Practices for Preventing Foodborne Illness in 
Food Service 
For food service workers and kitchen professionals, preventing foodborne illness demands 
more than just the basics. It requires structured routines, regular staff training, and a sharp 
eye for detail. 

Ongoing food safety education ensures every team member knows why handwashing, glove 
use, and thermometer checks matter. Supervisors should lead by example, regularly 
calibrating thermometers and running short refresher sessions on USDA guidelines - 



 

especially those focused on temperature control and safe storage.​
Keep storage neat: raw proteins go on the lowest shelf, nowhere near ready-to-eat foods. 
Label every container with prep dates, and use color-coded cutting boards and utensils to 
quickly spot what’s for meat or produce. Cleaning shifts should include checklists so nothing 
gets missed.​
Meals should be cooked and held at proper temperatures, and checking with a thermometer 
should be second nature. Food safety posters and quick quizzes can keep the whole staff up 
to speed, while regular audits or self-assessments using the latest USDA and health 
department resources help spot and fix gaps. 

Tip: Assign one team member per shift as the "safety lead" to quickly spot issues like 
mislabeled containers or missed temperature checks. 

With open communication and clear standards, food safety becomes everyone’s job. It pays 
off with greater customer trust and fewer risks - all starting with a shared commitment to 
preventing foodborne illness at every step. 

Conclusion 
Preventing foodborne illnesses comes down to making safe choices second nature, not just 
following rules once in a while. With a few reliable habits - regular handwashing, using 
thermometers, diligent cleaning, and keeping foods at the right temperature - you’ll turn food 
safety into part of your routine. Whether you’re cooking for yourself, your family, or a dining 
room full of customers, these steps will help keep every meal safer and everyone healthier. 

 

FAQs 
Q: What are the most effective ways to prevent foodborne illness at home?​
A: To prevent foodborne illness at home, practice regular handwashing, use food 
thermometers for accurate temperature control, store foods correctly, and avoid 
cross-contamination by separating raw and cooked items in your kitchen. 

Q: Why is temperature control important in foodborne illness prevention?​
A: Temperature control helps prevent foodborne illness by keeping foods out of the 
40°F–140°F danger zone. This zone lets bacteria multiply quickly, so accurate use of food 
thermometers is essential for safety. 

Q: How does using a food thermometer help prevent foodborne illnesses?​
A: Using a food thermometer ensures you cook and store food at safe temperatures. This 
limits the time food spends in the danger zone, significantly reducing your risk of foodborne 
illness as highlighted by USDA FSIS data. 

Q: What are practical steps for foodborne illness prevention in restaurants?​
A: Restaurants prevent foodborne illness by training staff, conducting regular temperature 
checks, separating high-risk foods, and following strict USDA food safety guidelines, 
especially for temperature and cleanliness in food storage and preparation areas. 
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