
  

 

WHAT IS FOOD POISONING? 
Food poisoning is also known as foodborne illness. It 
occurs when someone becomes ill after eating a food 
or drinking a beverage that is contaminated with a 
harmful substance. 

IS IT A SIGNIFICANT PROBLEM? 
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention estimate that there are 76 million cases 
of food poisoning in the U.S. each year. While most 
cases result in no serious illness or injury, every 
year there are an estimated 300,000 
hospitalizations and 5,000 deaths. Even the non-
serious illnesses can result in physical discomfort, 
inconvenience, and financial loss. 

WHAT CAUSES FOOD POISONING? 
Not all food poisoning is the same. Food poisoning 
can occur when food becomes contaminated with 
harmful substances such as bacteria, viruses, 
parasites, toxins, and chemicals. Some of these 
substances can cause illness within minutes, while 
others may take several hours, days, or even weeks 
to make someone sick. Therefore, it is not always 
the last thing consumed that causes an illness. The 
contaminated food may actually have been eaten 
several days before the illness began. 

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS? 
There is no single set of food poisoning symptoms. 
The most common symptoms are vomiting, 
diarrhea, nausea, and stomach cramps. Fever, 

headache, chills, muscle aches, and dizziness may 
also occur. In fact, if you experience vomiting or 
diarrhea, food poisoning is always a possibility; 
although, it is not the only cause of such symptoms. 
Food poisoning can also cause unusual symptoms 
such as irregular heartbeat, difficulty breathing, and 
paralysis. If someone you shared a meal with is 
having similar symptoms at the same time that you 
are, it is even more likely that you are both suffering 
from food poisoning. 

WHAT SHOULD I DO? 
You should consult a doctor for advice on 
whether medical treatment is needed. Many 
types of food poisonings are short-lived. Many 
people will get better without treatment. However, it 
is always advisable to seek medical advice if you have 
any concerns about the seriousness of your illness. 

If you do see a doctor, you may be asked to 
provide a stool sample. For many types of 
foodborne illnesses, a stool test is needed to 
confirm the diagnosis. As soon as you can, you 
should call your local board of health or the 
Massachusetts Department of Public Health to 
report the suspected food poisoning. 

WHO IS AT RISK? 
The effects of a food poisoning are usually more 
severe among young children, the elderly, pregnant 
women, people with liver disease, and anyone 
whose immune system has become weakened 
because of disease or its treatment. 

HOW DO I REPORT A FOODBORNE ILLNESS? 
If you think you or someone you know has 
experienced food poisoning, there are several ways 
you can report the incident. You may call: 

• The local health department in the town  
in which the suspect food was eaten  
or purchased, 

• The health department in the Massachusetts 
community in which you live, 

• The Massachusetts Department of Public 
Health’s Food Protection Program at  
617-983-6712, or 
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