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What is food poisoning? 

Food poisoning is an illness that results when you eat foods contaminated by harmful organisms, such as bacteria, parasites, or viruses. 

What are the symptoms? 

The first symptom of food poisoning is usually diarrhea. You may also feel sick to your stomach (nausea), vomit, and have stomach cramps. The time it takes for symptoms to appear, how severe the symptoms are, and how long the symptoms last depend on the infecting organism and your overall health.

Most of the time, food poisoning is mild and passes in a few days. However, some types of food poisoning may be more severe. Salmonella food poisoning (salmonellosis) may last more than a week and require you to go to the hospital. One type of E. coli infection (E. coli O157:H7) can cause serious complications, such as severe blood and kidney problems, especially in small children and older adults. Toxoplasmosis and listeriosis are dangerous to a pregnant woman and her fetus. 

How does food become contaminated? 
Food can be contaminated:

· During food processing. It is normal to find bacteria in the intestines of healthy animals that we use for food. If these organisms come in contact with meat or poultry during processing, they can contaminate the food. 

· During food growing. Fresh fruits and vegetables can be contaminated if they are washed or irrigated with water that is contaminated with animal manure or human sewage. 

· During food handling. Food can be contaminated when an infected person handles the food or if the food comes in contact with another contaminated product. For example, if you use the same cutting board for both chopping vegetables and preparing raw meat, you risk contaminating the vegetables. 

· Through the environment. Many harmful organisms are commonly found in dirt, dust, and water, including the bacteria Clostridium botulinum and Clostridium perfringens and the parasite Cryptosporidium parvum. These organisms may find their way into the foods we eat. Environmental conditions—such as water polluted by agricultural runoff—may make this type of infection more frequent. 

How is food poisoning diagnosed? 

Since most food poisoning is mild and passes in a few days, most people do not go to a health professional for a diagnosis. You can often assume that you have food poisoning if others who ate the same food as you also become ill. 

If you do go to your health professional, he or she will make the diagnosis based on your symptoms, a medical history, and a physical exam. Your health professional will ask where you have been eating and whether anyone who ate the same foods has the same symptoms. A stool test or blood test is sometimes done. 

How is it treated? 
In most cases, the diarrhea and other symptoms of food poisoning go away in 2 to 3 days, and you do not need treatment. Manage your symptoms, especially diarrhea, to avoid dehydration or other complications.

To treat or prevent dehydration, drink a cup of water or rehydration drink for each large, loose stool you have. When you feel well enough, begin eating mild, low-fat foods, such as bananas, rice, applesauce, or dry toast or crackers. This is called the BRAT diet. If you cannot manage your dehydration at home, you may need to seek treatment at a hospital. 

Antibiotics and medications that stop diarrhea (antidiarrheals) for food poisoning are usually not used; antidiarrheals may make the condition worse. In rare cases, such as for botulism or E. coli O157:H7 infection, you may need immediate and intensive medical care.

How can I prevent food poisoning? 

You can prevent most cases of food poisoning by being careful when preparing and storing food. Wash your hands and all work surfaces while preparing food, cook foods to safe temperatures, and refrigerate foods promptly. Be especially careful when cooking or heating foods that easily go bad, such as eggs, meats, poultry, fish, shellfish, milk, and milk products. 

