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Recent Estimates of the Cost of Foodborne Illness Are in General
Agreement

by  and 

Estimates of the economic cost of foodborne illness play an important role in guiding food
safety policy. Two 2012 studies of the cost of foodborne illness in the United States—one
conducted by researchers from ERS and the University of Florida and the other by a
researcher from Ohio State University—agree on which foodborne pathogens are the
costliest in terms of medical care, lost time from work, and losses due to premature death.
The studies find that Salmonella (nontyphoidal) and Toxoplasma gondii are the first and
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second costliest foodborne pathogens, followed by Listeria monocytogenes, Norovirus, and
Campylobacter.

Together, these five pathogens account for over 85 percent of the estimated costs for illnesses caused by the 14 major foodborne
pathogens. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that these 14 pathogens are responsible for over 95
percent of foodborne illnesses, hospitalizations, and deaths for which the pathogen cause is known. (The CDC also estimates that
illnesses caused by known pathogens account for 14 to 31 percent of all foodborne illnesses.) The ERS/University of Florida study
estimates that the illnesses and deaths known to be caused by these 14 foodborne pathogens cost the United States $14.6 billion
(updated to 2010 dollars) per year; the Ohio State University study puts these costs at $16.3 billion per year. The difference between the
two estimates is dwarfed by the uncertainty surrounding the true annual incidence of foodborne illness.

A number of factors account for the difference in cost estimates in the two studies. The studies consider different medical complications
associated with foodborne illnesses and use different methods to place a value on lost pregnancies, neonatal deaths, and the lost
productivity of parents taking time away from work to care for sick children.

Both the number and severity of illnesses affect the cost of a pathogen. Salmonella and Toxoplasma rank highest in cost because
although they sicken fewer people than Norovirus, they cause the highest number of deaths each year. Norovirus ranks high because
norovirus illness is the most common foodborne illness, even though the symptoms are generally mild and rarely require hospitalization.
And though E. coli O157:H7 receives a great deal of attention from the news media and from policymakers, partly because it can have
severe impacts on children, it accounts for only 2 percent of total illness costs attributed to the 14 major pathogens.
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, by Sandra Hoffmann and Tobenna Anekwe, USDA, Economic
Research Service, September 2013

This article is drawn from...
Making Sense of Recent Cost-of-Foodborne-Illness Estimates 
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