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#FeelingSick: Can Twitter Help Better Identify
Foodborne Illness Cases?
Washington University in St. Louis
Newswise — An estimated 55 million to 105 million people in the United States
suffer from foodborne illnesses each year, according to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), resulting in costs of $2-$4 billion annually.
What if Twitter could be used to track those cases and more quickly identify the
source of the problem?
A new analysis by a researcher at Washington University in St. Louis’ Brown School
and colleagues shows that new technology might better allow health departments
to engage with the public to improve foodborne illness surveillance.
The results are published in the Aug. 15 issue of Morbidity and Mortality Weekly
Report [1] from the CDC.
Jenine Harris, PhD, [2] assistant professor, examined data collected by the Chicago
Department of Health and its program FoodBorne Chicago. In 10 months, staff
members responded to 270 tweets about possible foodborne illness cases and
provided links to a complaint form.
People submitted a total of 193 complaints of possible foodborne illness through
FoodBorne Chicago, leading to 133 restaurants inspected. Inspection reports
indicated 21 (15.8 percent) restaurants failed inspection, and 33 (24.8 percent)
passed with conditions indicating critical or serious violations.
“Collaboration between public health professionals and the public via social media
might improve foodborne illness surveillance and response,” Harris said.
“There isn’t a lot of research yet, but my guess is that Chicago is not unique when it
comes to its citizens tweeting about health,” she said. “I’m sure there are people
tweeting about food poisoning in large cities and small towns across the country
and around the world.”
To read the full study, visit here [3].
What do we know about foodborne illness?
Foodborne illness is a serious and underreported public health problem with high
health and financial costs. Local health departments nationwide license and inspect
restaurants to prevent foodborne illness and track and respond to foodborne illness
complaints. Emerging evidence on the effectiveness of social media for foodborne
illness surveillance suggests mining tweets and restaurant reviews might aid in
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identifying and taking timely action on sources of foodborne illness that otherwise
would go unreported.
What are this study’s important findings?
Staff used a new open-source surveillance and response tool to identify and
respond to tweets about foodborne illness in Chicago. Over a 10-month period, the
tool identified 133 Chicago-area restaurants, which subsequently underwent
inspection. Of these, 21 (15.8 percent) failed inspection, and 33 (24.8 percent)
passed with conditions.
What is the advantage for local health departments of using Twitter to
find cases of foodborne illness more quickly?
Whenever food poisoning can be reported and investigated quickly, it provides
health departments an opportunity to prevent additional foodborne illnesses.
Surveillance via Twitter is a great way to do this because people tend to use it in
real time.
What are the implications of this study for public health practice?
New technology applied to widely used social media platforms might allow health
departments to engage the public to improve foodborne illness surveillance.
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