Holiday Food Safety

Source:  Joe O'Leary and Sandra Bastin

Mishandling foods is a major contributor to higher rates of foodborne illness during the holidays.  Following proven handling practices from the grocery store through leftovers storage will help create happy holidays for your family and guests.

If you buy a frozen turkey for holiday dinners, it is important to properly thaw and cook it to prevent foodborne illness

The best way to thaw a bird in the original wrapping in the refrigerator, because thawing it at room temperature creates a growth chamber for bacteria that could cause foodborne illness.  In the refrigerator, allow 24 hours for each five pounds of weight.   Be sure to protect other food in the refrigerator from any drip while the turkey is thawing.


Immersing the bird in cold water is a faster, but less desirable, thawing method.   If you choose this method, cover the whole bird in cold water and change the water every 30 minutes. Allow 30 minutes thawing time for each pound of weight.

Thoroughly cooking a turkey will kill microorganisms that might be present and may cause illness.  Roast a whole turkey at 325 degrees Fahrenheit; turkey parts or boneless turkey at 350 degrees F.  Cook about 15 to 20 minutes per pound. 

Using a meat thermometer is the most accurate way to know when the turkey is thoroughly cooked.  For a correct reading on a whole turkey, put the thermometer in the inner thigh.  Be sure the thermometer does not hit a bone because it will give an inaccurate temperature reading.  Cook a whole turkey until it reaches a temperature of 180 degrees F. Cook turkey parts or a breast until the thermometer reaches 170 degrees F.

Visual signs that the turkey has reached a safe temperature are clear juices that run when you pierce the turkey with a fork and tenderness. Turkey legs should wiggle in the sockets.

It is safer to separately cook dressing than to put it in the turkey while the bird is cooking.   While the turkey may reach a safe temperature, stuffing inside it may not.  If you decide to cook dressing inside the bird, stuff it right before putting the turkey in the oven; use a thermometer to be sure the dressing reaches 160 degrees F; and immediately remove the dressing when you take the bird out of the oven.

Ideally, carve meat off the carcass before the holiday meal.  Maintain the amount you will eat at 140 degrees F or higher. Immediately refrigerate the remainder in shallow containers for faster cooling.  

Maintain cold foods at 40 degrees F or below.

Always refrigerate leftover holiday foods within two hours of removing them from the heating or cooling source to prevent possible growth of disease-causing bacteria. 


Cooked turkey should be refrigerated no more than three or four days.  Never refrigerate a stuffed turkey because the mass of stuffing slows down the cooling rate.  If you plan to freeze the turkey, tightly wrap it to exclude air.  Frozen turkey will maintain its quality for three months if properly wrapped and maintained at less then 0 degrees F.. 

Reheat leftovers only once. Bring gravy to a rolling boil and thoroughly heat turkey and dressing.


For more information, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.


Educational programs of the University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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