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Tips for a Food Safe Thanksgiving! 
 

It’s November!  The month when millions of 

Americans will gather with friends and family around 

the dinner table to give thanks.  However, for those 

preparing the meal, it can be a stressful time.  Not to 

mention, for many it is the largest meal they have 

cooked all year, leaving plenty of room for mistakes 

that could cause foodborne illness.   

 

Food safety is important every day of the year, but 

extra emphasis is needed during the holidays because 

of large gatherings and lots of food being served.  To 

avoid making someone at the table sick, here are some 

tips for a food safe Thanksgiving: 

 

Tip 1: Don't Wash That Turkey. 

According to the most recent Food Safety Survey, conducted by the Food and Drug 

Administration, 68 percent of the public washes whole turkey before cooking it. USDA does not 

recommend washing raw meat and poultry before cooking. Washing raw meat and poultry can 

cause bacteria to spread up to three feet away. Cooking (baking, broiling, boiling, frying or 

grilling) meat and poultry to the right temperature kills any bacteria that may be present, so 

washing meat and poultry is not necessary. 

 

Tip 2: Use the refrigerator, the cold-water method or the microwave to defrost a frozen 

turkey. 

There are three safe ways to defrost a turkey: in the refrigerator, in cold water and in the 

microwave oven. Thawing food in the refrigerator is the safest method because the turkey will 

defrost at a consistent, safe temperature. It will take 24 hours for every 5 pounds of weight for a 

turkey to thaw in the refrigerator. To thaw in cold water, submerge the bird in its original 

wrapper in cold tap water, changing the water every 30 minutes. For instructions on microwave 

defrosting, refer to your microwave's owner's manual. Cold water and microwave thawing can 

also be used if your bird did not entirely defrost in the refrigerator. 

 

Tip 3: Use a meat thermometer. 

The only way to determine if a turkey (or any meat, poultry or seafood) is cooked is to check its 

internal temperature with a food thermometer. A whole turkey should be checked in three 

locations: the innermost part of the thigh, the innermost part of the wing and the thickest part of 

the breast. Your thermometer should register 165°F in all three of these places. The juices rarely 



run clear at this temperature, and when they do the bird is often overcooked. Using the food 

thermometer is the best way to ensure your turkey is cooked, but not overdone. 

 

Tip 4: Don't store food outside, even if it's cold. 

Storing food outside is not food safe for two reasons. The first is that animals, both wild and 

domesticated, can get into food stored outside, consuming it or contaminating it. The second is 

temperature variation. Just like your car gets warm in the summer, a plastic food storage 

container in the sun can heat up and climb into the danger zone (above 40°F). The best way to 

keep that extra Thanksgiving food at a safe temperature (below 40°F) is in a cooler with ice. 

 

Tip 5: Leftovers are good in the refrigerator for up to four days. 

Cut the turkey off the bone and refrigerate it as soon as you can, within 2 hours of the turkey 

coming out of the oven. Leftovers will last for four days in the refrigerator, so if you know you 

won't use them right away, pack them into freezer bags or airtight containers and freeze. For best 

quality, use your frozen leftover turkey within four months. After that, the leftovers will still be 

safe, but can dry out or lose flavor. 

 

Want additional food safety tips? 

If you have questions about your Thanksgiving dinner, you can call the USDA Meat and Poultry 

Hotline at 1-888-MPHotline (1-888-674-6854) to talk to a food safety expert. Last November 

they answered more than 3,000 calls about Thanksgiving dinner. You can also chat live with a 

food safety expert at AskKaren.gov, available from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. ET, Monday through 

Friday, in English and Spanish. 

 

Source:  https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2016/11/21/usdas-five-tips-food-safe-

thanksgiving 

 
Find more information about this topic and others, by contacting the Wildcat Extension District 

offices at:  Crawford County, 620-724-8233; Labette County, 620-784-5337; Montgomery County, 

620-331-2690; Wilson County, 620-378-2167; Pittsburg Office, Expanded Food and Nutrition 

Education (EFNEP), 620-232-1930.  Wildcat District Extension is on the Web at 

http://www.wildcatdistrict.ksu.edu.  Or, like our Facebook page at  

www.facebook.com/wildcat.extension.district. 

 

For more information, contact Barbara Ames, Family and Consumers Sciences Agent, 

bames@ksu.edu, (620)331-2690. 
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Story of Your Dinner Video:   
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=the+story+of+your+dinner+youtube&&view=detail&mi

d=20651D1EEB1384E3827920651D1EEB1384E38279&&FORM=VDRVRV 
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