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Each week, CDC typically coordinates 17-36 investigations of 
foodborne illness that involve multiple states

Active Investigations as of August 23, 2023



Recognized outbreaks are currently a 
small fraction, or “tip of the iceberg,” 
of all foodborne illnesses 

Only about 12% of all Salmonella, Shiga 
toxin-producing E. coli, and Listeria illnesses 
reported are investigated as part of a 
potential outbreak

Most illnesses do not a have a known or 
suspected cause



CDC estimates that each year 48 million people get sick from 
a foodborne illness, 128,000 are hospitalized, and 3,000 die.

Foodborne infections are common, costly, and preventable.



No recent improvements in incidence of Salmonella
infections from food



Improvements in incidence of E. coli O157:H7 
infections from food have plateaued



Improvements in incidence of Listeria monocytogenes 
infections food have plateaued



Farm to fork 
approach to 
prevention



Multiple layers of 
prevention
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Will consumers buy this product? 
2021-2022 focus groups and surveys

• 10 Focus groups (79 participants)

• Parents of children ages 0-4

• Adults ages 18-64

• Adults ages 65+

• 5 Surveys (2,508 participants)

• “Food Influencers” (Dieticians and Nutritionists) (187 participants)

• General U.S. Population (2,017 participants)

• Moms w/ children <18 (304 participants)



The majority of people surveyed were not familiar with 
food irradiation (except for food influencers).
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of people didn’t know if 
irradiated foods are sold 
where they shop

67%

didn’t know what to look for 
on food label to identify 
irradiated foods

didn’t know where to buy 
irradiated foods

want to know more about 
irradiation

Lack of knowledge ≠ Lack of interest

57%

50% 58%

**Results from single survey, N=1008



Focus group quotes:

Parent 2
Focus group participant 

“I don’t know that, like, I would go out and buy 
something right now, but hearing more about it and the 
process, you know, to a certain extent, and, um, just how 
long they’ve been doing this, I guess, and researching it 
does make me a little more comfortable. Um, you know, 
and if it is something that the CDC is backing, um, again, 
I’m like okay, I’ll lean a – a little more that way. Um, I’m a 
little excited.”

Parent 1

Focus group participant 

“I’ve never, like, known about it, I would 
probably read into a little more. I’m not 
against it or anything. I would just want to do 
my own little research about it because I do 
that with everything anyways.” 



Perception that foods carry germs may 
influence interest in buying irradiated foods

• “I don’t like to have to worry about foodborne illnesses when I’m 
trying to eat something good. So to know that there was an extra step 
to make sure that any kind of germ that could make the meat bad 
was irradiated out of it…that doesn’t scare me that much.” (Parent)

• “…especially for something like ground beef – that would really cut 
the risk.” (Adult aged 65+)

• “But beef…you can’t really wash it too-too well like some things. So…I 
think having that irradiated would be safer, in my opinion.” (Adult, 18-
64)



Even with limited knowledge, many people report 
being likely to buy irradiated versions of foods…
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Food irradiation is a public health intervention that 
can prevent illnesses and deaths

• Analysis of foodborne outbreaks 2009-2020
• No foodborne outbreaks have been linked to irradiated foods
• 155 outbreaks were linked to irradiation-eligible foods and might 

have been prevented through irradiation

• Irradiating 50% of the currently unirradiated ground beef supply could 
prevent each year:
• E. coli O157

• 3,285 illnesses, 135 hospitalizations, 2 deaths, and 
$2,972,656 in direct healthcare costs

• Salmonella
• 20,308 Salmonella illnesses, 400 hospitalizations, 6 deaths, 

and $7,318,632 in direct healthcare costs



Scan here for more 
information from 
CDC on Food 
Irradiation

Misha Robyn

mrobyn@cdc.gov

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do 
not necessarily represent the official position of the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. 
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mablan@cdc.gov
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