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Foodborne Illness:
Frequently Asked Questions

Good food safety practices will benefit pregnant women 

and their families for a lifetime!

Pregnant women should see their doctor or health-care

provider if they have questions about foodborne illness.

Pregnant women may have heard about foodborne illness outbreaks in the news — for 
example, caused by E. coli O157:H7 or Listeria. Often referred to as “food poisoning,” it’s a
sickness that occurs when people eat or drink harmful microorganisms (bacteria, parasites,
viruses) or chemical contaminants found in some foods or drinking water.

Why should pregnant 
women be concerned 
about foodborne illness?

Pregnant women and their growing fetuses are at particularly high risk for foodborne illness
because the mother’s immune system is weakened during pregnancy. This is a natural 
condition, which helps the mother and fetus get along with each other. However, this weakness
also makes it harder for the mother’s body to fight off harmful foodborne microorganisms.

How serious can foodborne
illness be for pregnant
women?

Foodborne illness during pregnancy can cause serious health problems, miscarriage,
premature delivery, or even death of the mother. Different microorganisms or chemical 
contaminants can affect the mother and fetus or newborn in a variety of ways.

Can foodborne illness
harm the fetus?

Yes, harmful foodborne microorganisms or some metals in food can cross the placenta and
infect the developing fetus. As a result, the infected fetus or newborn can experience a wide
range of health problems — or even death.

What are the symptoms of
foodborne illness?

Symptoms vary, but in general, a person might get sick to her stomach, vomit, or have 
diarrhea. Sometimes foodborne illness is confused with the flu because the symptoms 
can be flu-like with a fever, headache, and body aches.

How soon can foodborne 
illness symptoms appear?

Eating a contaminated food will usually cause illness in one-to-three days, but sickness can also
occur in as soon as 20 minutes after ingestion . . . or as long as six weeks later. Exposure to
some metals, such as methylmercury, may take months before any effects are seen because the
mercury levels in the body may take time to build up.

What should pregnant
women do if they 
experience symptoms
of foodborne illness?

Check with their doctor or health care provider immediately. And, if they become ill after
eating out, they should also call their local health department, so the department can 
investigate to see if there’s a serious foodborne illness outbreak in the area.

A doctor may perform a blood test. Maintaining hydration is an important part of the treatment,
especially if the mother is vomiting or has diarrhea. Antibiotics that are safe to use during preg-
nancy may be prescribed by a doctor to get rid of the mother’s infection. In most cases, the
antibiotics also prevent infection of the fetus or newborn. Antibiotics may also be given to
babies who are born with foodborne illness.

How can pregnant women
prevent foodborne illness?

That’s what the Food Safety for Moms-to-Be program is all about! Preventing foodborne illness
is really quite easy. All it takes is careful food selection and following these 4 Simple Steps . . .

What is foodborne illness?

NOTE
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Clean Hands Are Key!
How to Wash Hands:

• Wet hands thoroughly with warm water and add soap.

• Thoroughly scrub hands, wrists, fingernails, and in
between fingers — for at least 20 seconds.

• Rinse, then dry hands with a clean cloth towel 
or use a paper towel so the germs are thrown away.

When to Wash Hands:

• Before and after handling food.

• After using the bathroom, changing diapers,
or handling pets.

Keep these Handy . . .

• Make sure there are handwashing soap and paper 
towels or a clean cloth towel at every sink.

• If soap and water aren’t available, alcohol-based wipes
or gel formulas are effective for sanitizing hands.

Safely Separate
• Separate raw meat, poultry, and seafood from ready-to-eat

foods in the grocery shopping cart, refrigerator, and while
preparing and handling foods at home. Consider placing
these raw foods inside plastic bags in your grocery 
shopping cart to keep the juices contained.

Seal It
• To prevent juices from raw meat, poultry, or seafood from

dripping onto other foods in the refrigerator, place these
raw foods in sealed containers or sealable plastic bags.

Lather Up
• Thoroughly wash cutting boards, dishes, and utensils

(including knives) with soap and hot water after they 
come in contact with raw meat, poultry, seafood, eggs,
and unwashed fresh produce.

Clean Your Plate
• Place cooked food on a clean plate for serving. If cooked

food is placed on an unwashed plate that previously held
raw meat, poultry, or seafood, bacteria from the raw food 
could contaminate the cooked food.

Cutting Boards: Take Two
• If possible, use one cutting board for raw meat, poultry,

and seafood and another one for fresh fruits and vegetables.

• If two cutting boards aren’t available, prepare fruits and 
vegetables first, and put them safely out of the way. Wash
the cutting board thoroughly with soap and hot water.
Then, prepare the raw meat, poultry, or seafood. Follow by
washing the cutting board again.

Marinating Mandate
• Marinades used on raw meat, poultry, or seafood can contain

harmful bacteria. Don’t re-use these marinades on cooked
foods, unless they’re boiled first.

• Never taste uncooked marinade or sauce that was used to
marinate raw meat, poultry, or seafood.

4 Simple Steps to Food Safety
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Step 1 CLEAN
Wash hands and surfaces often

Step 2  SEPARATE
Separate, Don’t Cross-Contaminate

Raw meat, poultry, seafood, and eggs can contain harmful 
bacteria. Improper handling of these foods can set the stage
for cross-contamination — the spread of bacteria from foods,
hands, utensils, or food preparation surfaces to another food.

See the “Lifelong Food Safety” section of the Web site
for more about the 4 Simple Steps to Food Safety.

Sanitize It!
Periodically sanitize kitchen countertops using a kitchen sanitizer.
One teaspoon of liquid chlorine bleach per quart of clean water
can also be used to sanitize surfaces. Leave the bleach solution
on the surface for about 10 minutes to be effective.

Surface Safety
•  Wash cutting boards, dishes, utensils (including knives), and

countertops with hot, soapy water after preparing each food
item and before going on to the next food.

• Consider using paper towels to clean up kitchen surfaces. Then,
throw the germs away with the towels! If cloth towels are used,
launder them often using hot water.

Note: Don’t dry hands with a towel that was previously used to
clean up raw meat, poultry, or seafood juices. These raw juices
may contain harmful bacteria that can spread to hands and
throughout the kitchen.

Foodborne bacteria are invisible and can spread throughout the kitchen
and get on cutting boards, utensils, sponges, countertops, and food. If
eaten, harmful foodborne bacteria can cause foodborne illness. Clean
hands and surfaces are the first step in safe food handling.
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Meat and Poultry
• Cook ground beef, veal, lamb, and pork to at least 160º F (71º C).
• Cook ground poultry to 165º F (74º C).
• Cook beef, veal, and lamb roasts and steaks to at least 145º F (63º C).
• Cook pork roasts and chops to at least 145º F (63º C)*.
• Cook whole poultry to 165º F (74º C) — insert the food 

thermometer into the thigh for accurate temperature.
• Cook chicken breasts to 165º F (74º C).
Eggs
• Cook eggs until the yolks and whites are firm.
• Don’t use recipes in which eggs remain raw or only partially

cooked, unless pasteurized eggs in the shell are used. These eggs
may be found in the refrigerator section of your local supermarket
and are labeled “pasteurized.”

Seafood
Finfish should be cooked to an internal temperature of 145º F (63º C).
When a food thermometer is not available or appropriate, follow
these tips to determine when seafood is done:
• Cook fish until it’s opaque (milky white) and flakes with a fork.
• Cook shrimp, lobster, and scallops until they reach their appropriate

color. The flesh of shrimp and lobster should be an opaque (milky
white) color. Scallops should be opaque (milky white) and firm.

• Cook clams, mussels, and oysters until their shells open. This means
that they are done. Throw away the ones that didn’t open.

Cool Rules
• Your refrigerator should register at 40º F (4º C) or below and the

freezer at 0º F (-18º C). Place a refrigerator thermometer in the
refrigerator, and check the temperature periodically.

• Refrigerate or freeze perishables, prepared food, and leftovers
within two hours of eating or preparation.

• Use ready-to-eat, perishable foods (dairy, meat, poultry, and
seafood) as soon as possible.

• Hot food won’t harm your refrigerator, so it’s okay to place hot 
food inside. But, be sure to divide large amounts of leftovers into
shallow containers for quicker cooling.

• Marinate foods in the refrigerator — not at room temperature.

Step 3 COOK
Cook to Proper Temperatures

Heating foods to the right temperature for the proper amount of 
time kills harmful bacteria that cause foodborne illness. Use a food
thermometer to check the internal temperature.

Step 4 CHILL
Refrigerate Promptly

At room temperature, harmful bacteria can grow rapidly in food.
The more bacteria there are, the greater the chances of becoming sick.
Cold temperatures keep most harmful bacteria from multiplying, so
keep perishable foods in the refrigerator. Note: Listeria is a harmful 
bacterium that can grow at refrigerator temperatures, see pages 8 and 9.

4 Simple Steps to Food Safety

See the “Lifelong Food Safety” section of the Web
site for more about the 4 Simple Steps to Food
Safety and the “Refrigerator and Freezer Storage”
chart under “Chill,” which highlights the 
recommended storage times for foods.

Danger 
Zone

140˚ F

40˚ F

The Danger Zone . . .
This refers to the range of temperatures
at which bacteria can grow — usually
between 40º and 140º F (4º and 60º C).
For food safety, keep food below or
above the “danger zone.”
Remember the 2-Hour Rule: Discard
any perishables (foods that can spoil or
become contaminated by bacteria if
unrefrigerated) left out at room 
temperature for more than two hours.
When temperatures are 
above 90º F (32º C), discard food
after one hour.

Don’t Pack the Refrigerator . . .
• Don’t pack the refrigerator too full with food.

Cold air must circulate to keep food safe.

. . . But Be Sure to Pack the Cooler

• At outdoor events, use a cooler to keep perishable
foods cold. And, fill the cooler with food and ice 
or cold packs. A full cooler will maintain its cold 
temperatures longer than one that’s partially filled.

Leftovers
• Reheat leftovers to 165º F (74º C).
• Bring leftover sauces, soups, and gravies to a boil.
• Don’t leave food out at room temperature for more

than two hours. On a hot day (90º F or higher),
reduce this time to one hour.
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*With a 3 minute rest time.




