
What Causes Food Poisoning & How to Avoid 

it When Eating Out 
 

When you get food poisoning, it can really knock you sideways. Caused by the consumption of contaminated food, 

it’s not life-threatening for around 98% of cases, but it can make you feel like your world has turned upside down 

and that you shouldn’t be too far away from the safety of your bathroom. 

 

The majority of food poisoning cases are caused by bacterial contamination, with the ciguatera poisoning, E-coli, 

scombroid poisoning and salmonella just a few of those that made the news in recent years. Someone affected by 

food poisoning can experience deeply unpleasant symptoms anywhere from a few hours to up to a few weeks 

after exposure, which is what makes determining the source of the problem quite tricky, especially when only one 

or two cases occur. 

 

The Signs & Symptoms 
 

Knowing what causes food poisoning is important to protect yourself, but so is being able to identify the initial 

signs that you have contracted food poisoning. Typically, you’ll feel intensely nauseous or you’ll have persistent, 

periodic bouts of vomiting and/or diarrhoea. Generally speaking, anyone with food poisoning feels really lousy, 

with other symptoms that might include: 

 

● Abdominal cramps or stomach pain 

● A total loss of appetite 

● Chills or shivering 

● A high, sometimes feverish temperature  

 

Usually, these unpleasant symptoms pass within 5-7 days, but it could be another week or two before you’re back 

to your old self. 

 

What to Do When You Get Food Poisoning 
 

To be fair, when you get struck down by a stomach bug like ciguatera poisoning or scombroid poisoning (both 

contracted by consuming spoiled fish), you don’t generally feel like getting up to much at all, but there are some 

things you can do to keep yourself feeling slightly better. Even though it might feel counterintuitive to do so, 

especially when you’re vomiting every half an hour so, you need to try and keep your fluid levels up as much as 

you can. Even if you’re not keeping all of the fluid down, it’s vital to avoid dehydration - something that can change 

food poisoning from unpleasant to downright dangerous. 

 

Starting Back On Solids 
 

Anyone who’s had a case of food poisoning won’t need telling that starting eating again has to be done gradually 

and carefully. It can be easy to hit your first day of feeling more human and take  just start back on your regular 



diet straight away with ill-deserved confidence. However, what you’ll probably find is that you’re not quite ready 

for that, as food poisoning can a major toll on your body and more specifically, your stomach. 

 

Before you start munching on cheese burgers, you need to gently ease yourself back into normal eating. At the 

same time, you’re going to need to replace the nutrients and electrolytes you’ve lost (there are specialised 

flavoured drinks available from your local pharmacy to do this).  

 

If you go to your GP with the norovirus, ciguatera poisoning from eating contaminated or rotten food, you’re just 

going to get advised to follow the guidelines we’ve mentioned above i.e. rest and hydration, but there are 

occasions when you will need to consider seeing a health professional and they include: 

 

● When you have persistent vomiting that carries on for more than a few days 

● You experience symptoms of severe dehydration e.g. rapid heartbeat, confusion, no urine being passed 

● If you’re over 60 years of age 

● If it’s a young child or baby that’s affected 

● If you’re pregnant  

● If you have any chronic underlying issues like IBD, kidney disease or diabetes 

 

Whilst food poisoning isn’t considered to be a serious condition, strains like toxoplasmosis can be really dangerous 

for pregnant women or those with weak immune systems. And when it’s combined with other health issues, 

complications can make it life-threatening, so if you’ve got any doubts, going to a GP would be a sensible move. 

 

So, What Causes Food Poisoning? 
 

The contamination of food can happen at any point during its manufacturing process, as infectious organisms such 

as parasites, viruses and bacteria can rear their head at any of the growing, harvesting or processing stages. 

However, it’s cross-contamination that is easily the most common cause and this usually happens because food is 

either stored, handled or cooked incorrectly. 

 

Poorly Handled Raw meats & Fish  
 

Perhaps the two biggest sources of contamination in the food industry come from either raw meat or fish. All it 

takes is a lack of concentration at the food preparation stage and contamination can occur and it can be as simple 

as a failure to wash hands properly after handling meat or the incorrect storage of raw meat above cooked meat in 

the fridge. There are many food health and safety laws and guidelines in place to tackle cross-contamination, but 

when they’re not followed, problems can arise. 

 

Unfollowed Guidelines 
 

When you eat out, you assume that all of the relevant guidelines are being followed, but restaurant complaints of 

this kind do occur, so it’s best not to be too complacent about it. There have been a number of high-profile food 

poisoning scandals through the years, showing that regardless of size or reputation, restaurants sometimes get it 

wrong. 

 



The bugs that cause food poisoning tend to be most prevalent in foods that aren’t heated directly, which is why 

salads and sushi are often found to be the source of the contamination. That’s not to say cooked food can’t be 

affected, but a high heat does kill many of the offending bacterias and parasites. 

 

Major Food Scandals in the News 
 

Food poisoning can happen anywhere food is handled, processed or eaten and it doesn’t discriminate who it 

affects. Even the biggest restaurant chains are subject to restaurant complaints, as it relies on every member of 

staff doing the right thing. Let’s have look at just a few examples of when contaminated food has made headline 

news: 

 

Food Scandal #1 - In 2018, over 400 people were infected by Cyclospora after eating at Mcdonalds in the US, with 

the outbreak being traced back to a supplier of carrots and romaine lettuce the restaurant chain used. It led to 

more than 3,000 salads being recalled and 15 of the people affected were hospitalised. 

 

Food Scandal #2 - Back in 2015 in the UK, more than 100 diners were hospitalised with salmonella after eating at a 

Chinese restaurant. The cause was mishandling of raw chicken and a lack of basic safety and sanitation in the 

kitchen. It led to the restaurant being fined more than £70,000 for breaching health and safety rules. Mercifully, no 

one died as a result. 

 

Food Scandal #3 - Even as recently as January this year, there was a food poisoning incident that killed one woman 

and affected 29 others at the Michelin star restaurant Riff in Valencia. This highlights the fact that restaurant food 

safety shouldn’t be taken for granted, even at an establishment that routinely charges £130 for a main course.  

 

Steering clear of a hugely debilitating bout of food poisoning can be tricky, but there are things you can do and 

look out for to keep you happy and healthy. 

 

We look at just a few those now. 

 

How to Avoid Food Poisoning 
 

There are two main places where you need to introduce certain measures if you want to avoid the unpleasant 

experience of food poisoning and they are the two places we all eat...at home and while we’re out. 

 

#1 Cooking At Home 
 

When you’re at home, you’re the King or Queen of your domain, so you have complete control of how food 

ingredients are stored and handled. There are some really important things that you need to do to keep everyone 

in your home protected from nasty food bugs. 

 

Keeping Everything Clean 
 



Whether talking about your hands, your worktops or your dishcloths, thorough cleaning before and after 

preparation of raw food is vital. That means washing your hands thoroughly with soap and water, before touching 

food, after touching it and whenever your hands come into contact with anything that might carry bugs, like the lid 

of your kitchen bin or after having been to the toilet. 

 

Worktops also need to be cleaned before and after every foodstuff is prepared, especially when dealing with raw 

eggs, fish meat and vegetables. Dishcloths can also carry all sorts of harmful bugs when not washed regularly, so 

make sure yours are clean and free of filth. Correctly observed safety and sanitation in the kitchen will help you 

avoid 99% of the food poisoning threats that exist. 

 

Keeping things Separate 
 

It should go without saying that you should store raw meat away from all other ingredients during cooking and 

when it’s stored, it should be kept on the bottom shelf of your fridge, so that no contaminated meat juices can drip 

onto any other food stored there. Care must also be taken with the chopping boards you use, as you should never 

reuse a chopping board used for cutting raw fish or meat or you could end up wishing you hadn’t. 

 

Cooking Everything Thoroughly 
 

When dealing raw meat of any kind, it’s recommended that you cook it through until piping hot, with no pinkness 

whatsoever showing inside. It’s the only way to be sure that any nastiness (like campylobacter and E-coli) lurking 

inside is eliminated. 

 

The last main tip we’d offer to avoid food poisoning and tummy bugs when cooking at home is to ensure that your 

refrigerator’s temperature remains below 5 degrees centigrade. If your fridge is overfilled or malfunctioning, it 

might be running warmer than it should be and that’s when problems start. If you’re not sure, use a fridge 

thermometer to check it. 

 

Also, you should always respect the ‘use by’ date shown on food packaging, as the last thing you want to be doing 

is unwittingly consuming spoiled or rotten food. The guidelines that exist are there to protect you, so ignoring 

what they say is not a good idea. Going past the ‘display until’ date is fine, so long as you’re within in the later, ‘use 

by’ date.  Do all these things and you’ll protect yourself against any unnecessary unpleasantness. 

 

#2 Eating Out 
 

Now we move onto the measures you can take when going out to eat and in doing so, we answer the question in 

the title of this blog - What Not to Order in a New Restaurant. Now, by that, we mean a restaurant that you’ve 

never been to before and one in which you’ve not had the chance to sample their food quality prior to your visit. 

 

Highest Risk Foods 

 

Whilst all food groups carry some danger if they’re not handled correctly, there are certain foods in which 

parasites, viruses and bacteria prefer to lurk. These include things like seafood, eggs and undercooked meats and 

while most believe fruit and vegetables to be a fairly safe bet, they can contain nasties, so it’s best to avoid pre-

made or pre-packaged salads. 



 

Soft cheeses (e.g. Camembert, Brie) are another high-risk food group when it comes to food poisoning, as well as 

cheeses with blue-veins inside (e.g. Stilton, Roquefort). The reason why they pose such a risk is that these cheeses 

are often created using unpasteurized milk, so it’s best to stick with the harder cheeses, like swiss or Cheddar. 

 

Partly Cooked or Raw Eggs 
 

Another food group that it’s recommended that you stay away from when eating out is the one that contains 

partly cooked or raw eggs. So, we’re talking about things like Caesar dressing, tiramisu, mayonnaise and ice cream. 

As always, it’s the foods that aren’t fully cooked through that pose the biggest threat to health, which is why meat 

spreads and pâtés should also be avoided. 

 

In Summary 
 

When food poisoning rears its ugly head, the effects caused range from an unpleasant bout of sickness and 

diarrhea to something that can threaten life itself. If you take away one thing from this article, it should be that the 

threat of food poisoning exists everywhere that food preparation occurs, be it at a restaurant, a food processing 

plant or in your own kitchen. 

 

Being aware of that fact is half the battle, because if you can spot the risks ahead of time, you stand a much better 

chance of taking the steps needed to keep yourself healthy. Combine that with knowing what to avoid when eating 

out and the likelihood of contracting e-coli, norovirus or scombroid poisoning falls significantly.   

 

Makes you think, doesn’t it? 


