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Causes of Foodborne Illness

����������#���������� �#� ������!�!������������������
���������������!���� �������
 � ��������!����� ��#���
����!����� �� ���
�����������	��"����������
� ���
�����
��� 
���
� ��
����!���
�����������
� �
������##������ ��
!�������� ���+���� ����
����
 ����+���!��
�����������
��� ������ ���� � ���B�"�'
�.&&=
��	�98C	��-������� 
�����
� �������� ���!�!������������ ���)� ��!��������
����������������������B'�
(�
�.&&%C	��������(������
����
���������
���  
��
����������
 �
����������������	�

����������#���������� �#� ������!�!������������������
��������� �!�� ���+������!�����������!��������
� ���


�������������������������D���" �����	
��
��
�

�������
	���
�������������������� D�"��,%&&�������9

Chapter 2

Characteristics of Microbial Foodborne Illness 
Relevant to Litigation
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Table 1—Estimated annual foodborne illnesses, hospitalizations, and deaths 
due to selected pathogens, United States, 1999

Disease or agent Illnesses   Hospitalizations Deaths Comment

- - - - - - - - Number - - - - - - - -
Bacterial 

Campylobacter spp. 1,963,141 10,539 99 A small percentage of people develop 
Guillain-Barré Syndrome.

Clostridium perfringens 248,520 41 7 Usually causes mild gastrointestinal 
distress lasting only a day.

Escherichia coli O157:H7 62,458 1,843 52 Usually a mild gastrointestinal 
illness, but severe complications such 
as bloody diarrhea and kidney failure 
may develop (e.g., hemorrhagic colitis and 
hemolytic uremic syndrome (HUS)).

Listeria monocytogenes 2,493 2,298 499 Women infected with Listeria during 
pregnancy may transmit the infection 
to the fetus, possibly leading to stillbirths
or babies born with mental retardation.

Salmonella, nontyphoidal 1,341,873 15,608 553 Relatively mild and common.

Staphylococcus
foodborne illness 185,060 1,753 2 Characterized by severe nausea, 

vomiting, cramps, and diarrhea.

Vibrio cholerae, toxigenic  49 17 0 Causes epidemic cholera.

Vibrio vulnificus 47 43 18 Fatality rate is about 50 percent 
in people with chronic liver disease.

Parasitic

Toxoplasma gondii 112,500 2,500 375 Infection may be transmitted to fetuses,
possibly leading to stillbirths or babies born
with birth defects ranging from hearing or 
visual impairments to mental retardation.

Source: Data from Mead et al., 1999.
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Epidemiological and Legal Perspectives on
the Causes of Foodborne Illness
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Usual incubation period ranges for select foodborne diseases
Figure 1

1Invasive form, incubation period for diarrheal disease unknown.
Source:  Data on the "usual" incubation period obtained from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, "Surveillance for Foodborne-
Disease Outbreaks--United States, 1988-1992." MMWR 45,SS-5 (Oct. 25, 1996): 58-66.
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