
Food Safety Basics & Volunteer Responsibilities

This document explains why food safety is essential and matters 
when providing meals to older adults. It discusses the food safety 

responsibilities of home-delivered meal program volunteers.

Food-borne Illness (Food Poisoning)
Food poisoning is caused by eating food that is contaminated. Bacteria and viruses are 
the most common causes of food-borne illness.

Bacteria - Salmonella, Shigella, E. coli, Campylobacter
Viruses - Norovirus, Hepatitis A

Salmonella Outbreak in 2015 E. coli Outbreak in 2017  E. coli Outbreak in 2019

• Imported cucumbers from Mexico  • Romaine lettuce  • Contaminated ground beef

• Over 900 infected in 40 states • 25 infected in 15 states  • About 209 infected in 10 states

• About 200 people hospitalized • 9 people were hospitalized  • 29 were hospitalized

• At least 4 died   • 1 death reported  • No deaths reported

Food-borne Illness is Common
• Every year, about 48 million Americans (1 in 6 Americans) get a food-borne illness. 

Approximately 128,000 of them go to the hospital, and 3,000 die.

• Adults 50 and over are more likely to be hospitalized and die of food-borne illness.

• The health-related cost of food-borne illness in the U.S. is thought to be about $15.6 
billion per year.

Older Adults are at High Risk
Health Conditions
Health conditions such as diabetes, arthritis, cancer, heart disease, and kidney disease 
and the side effects of some medications for these conditions can weaken the immune 
system and increase a person’s risk of getting a food-borne illness. According to 
national surveys, home-delivered meal clients have much higher rates of these health 
conditions than the general population. Home-delivered meal clients are therefore at 
substantially higher risk of food-borne illness than the general population.
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Weaker Immune System
Older adults are especially vulnerable to food-borne illnesses. With age, the immune 
system can become weaker and have a hard time resisting harmful bacteria and 
viruses.  

Less Stomach Acid
Stomach acid, which limits the number of harmful bacteria and viruses that enter the 
intestines, often decreases with age. Many older adults also take medications that 
lower the amount of stomach acid.

Symptoms of Food-borne Illness
• Stomach and intestines:  nausea, vomiting, diarrhea
• May not appear for weeks
• Not “stomach flu” or “24-hour flu”
• There can be serious complications:  kidney failure, arthritis, paralysis

The Food Supply is Changing
The food supply in the U.S. is one of the safest in the world. Nowadays, foods are 
produced on a much larger scale and go through more processing, which has raised 
the chance of food contamination. A few decades ago, food was grown, produced, and 
distributed locally. Now, many foods travel over 1,000 miles to get from a farm to a 
person’s plate. 15% of food in the U.S. comes from other countries with different food 
production practices.

How Food is Contaminated
• Bacteria are in the soil, water, air, plants, animals, and humans.
• Food can be contaminated during growing, harvesting, processing, storing, transport, 

preparation, holding, and delivery.
• Viruses mainly come from humans.

Harmful Bacteria
Most bacteria and viruses that cause food-borne illness go unnoticed because they 
don’t change how food looks, smells, or tastes. Some people even claim that the potato 
salad or other food that made them sick was the best they ever tasted. Bacteria that 
spoil food and change its smell, taste, or texture are generally different from the bacteria 
that cause food-borne illness. 
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Harmful Bacteria multiply in food, 
grow best at certain temperatures, 
can produce toxins, and can 
change into spores.
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Temperature “Danger Zone”
Harmful bacteria grow fastest between 40°F and 140°F. Time/Temperature for Safety 
(TCF) should be kept out of the “Danger Zone.” Perishable foods should not be left out 
in the “Danger Zone” for more than 2 hours.

Keep cold food cold ≤40ºF      Keep hot food hot ≥140ºF

Health and Personal Hygiene
Employees and volunteers need to be in good health and maintain good personal 
hygiene so that they don’t transmit harmful viruses or bacteria through food to clients. 
Washing hands is one of the best ways to reduce the risk of food-borne illness, as it can 
keep harmful viruses and bacteria from spreading.

Health of Drivers
Volunteers who are ill may contaminate food and spread food-borne illness by delivering 
meals. Request a substitute for your delivery route if you are diagnosed with a food-
borne illness or are experiencing any of the following symptoms: vomiting, diarrhea, 
jaundice (yellow skin and eyes), sore throat, with fever.

Washing Hands
Washing hands is one of the best ways to reduce the risk 
of food-borne illness. Up to 80% of infections transmitted 
by harmful bacteria and viruses can survive on unwashed 
hands for hours. You should wash your hands before and 
after handling food, after using the restroom, touching 
pets, and touching one’s hair, face, body, clothing, or 
anything else that could contaminate hands.

Washing Hands:
• Wash hands in warm soapy water for at least 20 seconds
• Dry with a clean paper towel or a hand dryer
• Cover any wounds you may have on hands, fingers, and arms using bandages

Hand Sanitizers
Drivers should clean their hands before handling any food containers during meal pick-
up and delivery. It is best to wash hands with soap and clean water. If this is not an 
option, hand sanitizer is a good alternative.

• Hand sanitizers do not remove soil and other materials
• Hand sanitizers, wipes or lotions, should have an alcohol content of at least 60%
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To Use Hand Sanitizing Lotion:
• Apply to palm of one hand
• Rub hands together
• Rub over all surfaces of hands and fingers until hands are dry
• Cover any wounds you may have on hands, fingers, and arms using bandages

Delivery
• Routes should be as short as possible, so there is less chance for harmful bacteria to 

grow to unsafe levels in the food. All routes are limited to 14 clients. 

• The ServTracker App helps ensure meals are not outside proper refrigeration for too 
long by tracking start and end delivery times.

• The inside of vehicles should be cleaned regularly.

• Drivers should not bring pets along in their vehicles during meal delivery, as pets could 
contaminate drivers’ hands and the meals.

Please contact Rochelle Rodgers, Volunteer Coordinator, with any questions
or concerns regarding the information in this document.

rrodgers@mobilemeals.org • 419-255-7806

Visit nutritionandaging.org for more information on this training series.
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