How to Deal with a Food Poisoning Outbreak
A practical management guide for food service operations
A food poisoning outbreak is one of the most serious incidents a food operation can face. It carries immediate risks to public health, significant legal exposure, and long-term reputational damage if mishandled.
The purpose of this guide is to ensure that
· Harm to customers and staff is minimised
· Legal duties are met promptly and correctly
· Evidence is preserved
· Root causes are identified and addressed
· The organisation can demonstrate due diligence
The single most important principles are 
· Act quickly
· Act transparently
· Act methodically
Delay or defensiveness will always certainly make the situation worse.
Recognising a Potential Outbreak
Not every complaint is food poisoning. However, patterns matter.
Triggers that require immediate escalation:
· Two or more customers reporting similar symptoms (e.g. vomiting, diarrhoea, fever)
· Symptoms occurring within a similar timeframe after consuming food from the same outlet or event
· A report from a GP, NHS 111, or Environmental Health
· Illness reported by staff members handling food
· Social media posts alleging food poisoning (even if unverified)
Common symptoms to take seriously
· Nausea and vomiting
· Diarrhoea (especially bloody)
· Abdominal pain
· Fever
· Headaches and muscle aches
Do not diagnose. Your role is to manage risk, not determine the pathogen.

Immediate Actions (First 0–2 Hours)
When a suspected outbreak is identified, the priority is containment and protection.
Stop the Suspected Service
· Immediately stop selling or serving the suspected food(s)
· If unclear, pause the entire menu from the affected outlet
· Do not destroy food at this stage
Stopping service is not an admission of guilt; it is a control measure.
Preserve Evidence
· Isolate all remaining batches of suspected food
· Label clearly: “Do Not Use – Under Investigation”
· Retain packaging, delivery labels, and batch codes
· Secure temperature records, cleaning logs, and staff rotas
Evidence preservation is critical. Destroying food prematurely can be interpreted as obstruction.
Escalate Internally
Notify immediately
· Catering Manager / Head of Catering
· General Manager / Duty Director
· Food Safety Lead
· Communications lead (if applicable)
Ensure one named incident lead is appointed.



Care for Affected Individuals
Customers
· Take all reports seriously and respond calmly
· Do not argue or dismiss symptoms
· Advise affected customers to:
· Seek medical advice if symptoms are severe
· Contact NHS 111 or their GP
· Record:
· Name and contact details
· What they consumed
· Time of consumption
· Onset and nature of symptoms
Avoid speculation or blame.
Staff
· Any staff member reporting symptoms must be excluded from food handling immediately
· Follow your sickness exclusion policy strictly (e.g. 48 hours symptom-free after vomiting/diarrhoea)
· Record staff illness as part of the incident log
Allowing ill staff to continue working is a major legal breach.

Legal Notification and External Reporting
Environmental Health
If there is:
· More than one suspected case
· A serious illness
· A vulnerable group involved (children, elderly, immunocompromised)
You must notify Environmental Health promptly.
Early notification demonstrates responsibility and often leads to a more constructive investigation.



Insurers
· Notify your insurers according to policy terms
· Failure to do so may invalidate cover
Other Authorities (if applicable)
· Local authority licensing teams
· Event organisers or venue owners
· Transport or infrastructure partners
Managing Communication
Poor communication causes more damage than the incident itself.
Internal Communication
· Brief senior staff with facts only
· Reinforce confidentiality
· Stop rumours immediately
External Communication
· Use a single authorised spokesperson
· Avoid speculation, blame, or technical explanations
· Acknowledge concerns and explain actions being taken
Never
· Admit liability prematurely
· Criticise customers
· Blame suppliers or staff publicly
Internal Investigation
Conduct a structured review
· Menu items served
· Ingredients and suppliers
· Delivery and storage temperatures
· Preparation processes
· Cleaning and sanitation records
· Staff training and supervision
Use your HACCP plan as the backbone of the investigation.



Staff Interviews
· Speak to staff individually
· Focus on facts, not blame
· Ask:
· Were procedures followed?
· Were there any deviations?
· Were there any equipment failures?
Document everything.

Working With Environmental Health Officers
EHOs are not the enemy. Their role is public protection.
Best practice when dealing with EHOs
· Be open and cooperative
· Provide documents promptly
· Answer questions honestly
· Do not withhold information
If you do not know the answer, say so and commit to finding it.
Attempting to mislead an EHO can result in prosecution, not just enforcement action.
Control Measures During Investigation
While the investigation is ongoing:
· Increase cleaning and sanitation frequency
· Review handwashing compliance
· Brief staff on food safety procedures
· Restrict menus if needed
These measures show active risk management.



Outcomes and Enforcement
Possible outcomes include
· No further action
· Improvement notices
· Voluntary closures
· Formal closure orders
· Prosecution
The severity depends on
· Harm caused
· Evidence of negligence
· Quality of your systems
· How you handled the incident
Good documentation and prompt action materially reduce consequences.
Corrective and Preventive Actions
Once the cause is identified
· Update risk assessments
· Amend HACCP controls
· Improve training
· Change suppliers if necessary
· Modify menus or processes
These actions must be documented and implemented, not just discussed.
Reopening and Recovery
Do not rush to “get back to normal.”
Before resuming full operations
· Confirm clearance from Environmental Health (if required)
· Brief all staff
· Communicate improvements internally
· Monitor closely for repeat issues
A controlled restart protects confidence.



Record Keeping and Due Diligence
Maintain a complete incident file including
· Complaint records
· Investigation notes
· Communications
· Actions taken
· Follow-up reviews
This file may be needed months or years later.
Key Principles to Remember
· Act early
· Preserve evidence
· Protect people first
· Be transparent
· Document everything
· Learn and improve
Handled well, even a serious incident can demonstrate professionalism and integrity. Handled badly, a minor issue can become an existential threat.
