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How to keep your kitchen from making you sick
Nearly two-thirds of con-
sumers use their eyes or 
nose to decide whether to 

eat a questionable refrigerat-
ed food, according to a 2007 

survey.1 Unfortunately, that 
won’t tell you if the food is safe.

“Eyeballing and sniffing just 
detects the presence of spoilage microorganisms, not necessarily 
food pathogens,” says food-safety expert O. Peter Snyder of the 
Hospitality Institute of Technology and Management. “Most of the 
organisms in food that can make you sick do not create slime, stink, 
and smell.”

The “sell by,” “best if used by,” and “use by” dates on packages 
of perishable foods aren’t much help either. Those are just clues to 
how long the taste or peak quality of a food is expected to last. They 
don’t tell you whether the food is safe.

Here are a few things you can do:

■■ Avoid moldy foods. Since molds can cause allergic 
reactions and respiratory problems, it’s not a good 
idea to sniff food that has visible mold on it. If 
a food is covered with mold, discard it, says the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food Safety and 

Inspection Service. Ditto if there are spots of mold 
on porous foods like bread or on soft foods with high 

moisture content like yogurt, soft cheeses, and luncheon 
meats, since they could also be contaminated below the surface.

But it’s difficult for molds to penetrate dense foods like hard chees-
es or firm fruits or vegetables like carrots and bell peppers, so it’s safe 
to trim off any moldy spots and eat the rest. Foods like hard salami 
and dry-cured country ham are supposed to have surface mold.

■■ Follow food recalls. In 2010, the FDA recalled  1,499 Class I food 
products. (That includes all foods except meat, poultry, and raw 
eggs, which are regulated by the USDA.) A Class I recall means that 
there is a “reasonable probability” that consuming the food will 
cause serious health consequences or death.

Six out of seven Americans say that they pay attention to news 
reports of food recalls, according to a 2009 survey. Yet only 59 per-
cent report that they have ever looked for a recalled product in their 

home. Aside from paying attention to the news, the easiest way to 
keep up with foods that have been recalled is to visit the government 
Web site recalls.gov/food.html.

■■ Know what to do when the power goes out. Keep the freezer 
and refrigerator doors closed as much as possible to keep the cold 
air in. Unopened, a refrigerator will keep food cold for about four 
hours, while a freezer will keep food frozen for two days if full and 
one day if half full.

Meat, poultry, and seafood can be refrozen if they still contain ice 
crystals or they (or the freezer) haven’t risen above 40º F. Refrigerated 
perishable foods like milk, meat, leftovers, and deli foods should be 
discarded after four hours without power.

■■ Prevent cross-contamination. Keep raw meat, poultry, seafood, 
and eggs separate from other foods. Keep a separate cutting board 
and utensils for them. Try to prepare your vegetables and salad 
before you take the raw meat, poultry, seafood, or eggs out of the 
refrigerator.

■■ Ignore the five-second rule. Some people believe 
that if you pick up food just a few seconds after it 

has fallen on the floor, it somehow won’t become 
contaminated with germs. “That’s a myth,” says 
microbiologist Paul Dawson of Clemson Uni-
versity. “Food picks up bacteria immediately on 
contact.”

To show that, Dawson and his students ap-
plied Salmonella bacteria to three different surfaces—

tile, wood flooring, and carpet—and then dropped bread and 
bologna on them. “Whether the food was in touch with the surfaces 
for just a few seconds or a few minutes, it picked up enough bacteria 
to make you sick,” says Dawson.2

■■ Know where to turn for help. For information on all aspects 
of food safety from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, visit         
www.fsis.usda.gov/ask_karen or www.fsis.usda.gov/factsheets. The 
USDA’s Meat and Poultry Hotline (888-674-6854) answers food-
safety questions on weekdays year-round. Or you can e-mail your 
questions to mphotline.fsis@usda.gov.

1 Food Protection Trends 31: 428, 2011.
2 J. Appl. Microbiol. 102: 945, 2007.

Rules for Leftovers: 2 Hours — 2 Inches — 4 Days
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2 Hours
from oven to refrigerator.
Refrigerate or freeze 
leftovers within 2 hours of 
cooking. Otherwise throw 
them away.

2 Inches
thick to cool it quick.
Store food at a shallow 
depth—about 2 inches— 
to speed chilling.

4 Days 
in the refrigerator— 
otherwise freeze it.
Use leftovers from the refrigera-
tor within 4 days. Exception: use 
stuffing and gravy within 2 days. 
Reheat solid leftovers to  165°F 
and liquid leftovers to a rolling 
boil. Toss what you don’t finish.
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