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Over the last month, it has been hard to miss the news of outbreaks and recalls. Cyclospora-
contaminated iceberg lettuce sickened over 11,000 across 20 states and led to a recall in mid-July of the
product in both food service settings and retail stores across a larger set of states (FDA, 2026a).
Salmonella-contaminated eggs has sickened 134 across 18 states and led to a recall near the end of July
(FDA, 2026b). E. coli-contaminated frozen blueberries sickened 17 cases across Florida and Georgia and
led to multiple recalls in July (FDA, 2026d). Salmonella-contaminated jalapefios sickened 431 across 32
states and led to a recall at the beginning of August (FDA, 2026c¢). And recently, an investigation of both
E. coli and salmonella in sprouts began, with 55 current cases across 15 states and a recall announced
on August 22 (FDA, 2026e). Investigations of these outbreaks are ongoing. Notably, recalls also affected
several chain restaurants (FDA, 2026a; FDA, 2026c), increasing the news coverage and public attention
to the events.

Previous research has highlighted that outbreaks affect consumer demand for the product and firm value
(e.g., Pozo and Schroeder, 2016; Bakhtavoryan, Capps, and Salin, 2014; Peake, Detre, and Carlson,
2014; Thomsen and McKenzie, 2001). Further, outbreaks can sometimes have spillovers for others on
the shelf. For example, reducing demand for non-recalled products within the category or products used
in a complementary manner (e.g., if demand for salad greens go down, so does demand for salad
dressing). Additionally, when multiple, sequential outbreaks occur, consumer responses can sometimes
become more significant (e.g., Fahs, Mittelhammer, and McCluskey, 2009) and national media attention
can increase (e.g., Kalaitzandonakes, Ellison, and Serra Devesa, 2024). Reports have noted that the
Cyclospora outbreak dampened demand for multiple fresh produce categories and demand for some
restaurants (Nelson, 2026; Crawford, 2026).
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In this post, we review results from the Gardner Food and Agricultural Policy Survey from the last two
years to understand evolving perceptions of food safety and responses to the recent outbreaks and
recalls.

Data

In this post, we review data from the Gardner Food and Agricultural Policy Survey. This survey is
conducted quarterly with approximately 1,000 U.S. adult consumers. The survey is conducted online via
Qualtrics. In each wave, quotas are used to recruit respondents to match the U.S. population in terms of
age, income, gender, and region. Surveys are affected by sample bias, meaning that those who are more
likely to participate may differ from those who do not participate in surveys in ways that affect outcome
measures. In this post, we review results from waves 11 (November 2024) to 18 (August 2026), including
several food safety questions included only in wave 18.

Results

Overall, U.S. consumers agree that the food system produces food that is safe to eat, however,
confidence has recently declined (see Figure 1). In August, the share of consumers that strongly agree
declined and the share of consumers that somewhat disagreed increased.

Figure 1. Share of respondents in each wave that agreed or disagreed with the statement
“Our food system produces food that is safe to eat.”

e Strongly agree = == Somewhat agree Neither agree nor disagree = = = Somewhat disagree === Strongly disagree

45%

40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%
Nov. 2024 Feb. 2025 May 2025 Aug. 2025 Nov. 2025 Feb. 2026 May 2026 Aug. 2026
(Wave 11) (Wave 12) (Wave 13) (Wave 14) (Wave 15) (Wave 16) (Wave 17) (Wave 18)

farmdocoaiy

Respondents’ concern about foodborne illness specifically differs by food category. Concern around fresh
vegetables, in particular, has grown, with 40% of respondents in August indicating they were very worried
about foodborne illness when purchasing this category. Concerns about fresh fruit also rose. While
multiple restaurants (e.g., Taco Bell, Chipotle, QDOBA) were affected by the recalls, we do not see
changes in concerns for this category overall. Similarly, we do not see changes in concern relating to

eggs.

Table 1. Share of respondents in each wave that indicated they were very worried about
foodborne iliness when purchasing each type of food.
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Issue Area Nov. 2024 (Wave 11) Feb. 2025 (Wave 12) May. 2025 (Wave 13) Aug. 2025 (Wave 14) Nov. 2025 (Wave 15) Feb. 2026 (Wave 16) May. 2026 (Wave 17) Aug. 2026 (Wave 18)
Meat or poultry 39% 38% 36% 37% 41% 36% 39% 38%
Seafood 36% 34% 33% 33% 38% 32% 37% 34%
Fresh fruits 30% 30% 28% 27% 33% 27% 30% 36%
Fresh vegetables 31% 31% 29% 27% 35% 29% 33% 40%
Dairy 30% 30% 31% 27% 31% 26% 31% 30%
Eggs 30% 35% 32% 31% 35% 27% 31% 32%
Processed foods 33% 31% 33% 29% 34% 30% 33% 30%

Foods from restaurants 34% 34% 32% 32% 34% 28% 33% 32%

Note: Respondents are asked, “On a scale from 1 to 7 where 1=not at all worried and 7=extremely worried, how worried are you about foodborne illness (e.g., E. coli, Salmonella, Listeria) when purchasing each of the following types of food?” Here, we report the share that
rated each category either 6 or a 7. The order of categories was randomized to prevent ordering effects.

Finally, in August (wave 18), respondents were asked about their awareness and responses to recent
outbreaks. The majority indicated they were aware of the outbreaks and recalls that affected lettuce (74%
aware), jalapefios (60% aware), and eggs (53% aware). Beyond awareness, respondents were asked if
they made any changes to the types of foods they purchased in the last month due to concerns about
foodborne iliness. We find that, overall, 49% of respondents indicated they made changes to the
groceries they purchased and 40% indicated they had made changes to the restaurants they purchased
from.

Awareness and responses differed somewhat across region (Figure 2). Awareness of the food safety
events differed slightly, with awareness of the outbreaks affecting lettuce and jalapefio being highest in
the Midwest (78% and 63%, respectively) and awareness of the event affecting eggs was highest in the
West (58%) and South (53%). Consumers in the Midwest reported making changes to the foods they
purchased at the highest rate across regions.

These results are generally in line with regional differences in outbreaks, too, as cases were concentrated
in different areas. Lettuce had the highest number of cases in Michigan, Ohio, and Missouri (FDA,
2026a), jalapefios had the highest number of cases in Colorado and Minnesota (FDA, 2026c), and eggs
had the highest number of cases in Texas (FDA, 2026b). Further, cases related to frozen blueberries
were in Florida and Georgia (FDA, 2026d) and cases related to sprouts were concentrated in Minnesota
and Wisconsin (FDA, 2026e).

Figure 2. Share of respondents in each region that indicated they made changes to the
groceries they purchased and to the restaurants they purchased from due to concerns
about foodborne illness in the last month (Wave 18)
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Over the past month, several multistate outbreaks and recalls have occurred in several food categories.
Results from the Gardner Food and Agricultural Policy Survey highlight that consumers were generally
aware of ongoing recalls, with awareness being the highest for the Cyclospora outbreak affecting lettuce
that sickened over 11,000 people (FDA, 2026a). Comparing results from the last two years, we show that
in August concerns around food safety broadly and foodborne iliness exposure via fresh vegetables
increased. Further, we find that 49% of respondents said they made changes to the groceries they chose
to purchase in the last month and 40% of respondents said they made changes to the restaurants they
chose to purchase from in the last month due to concerns about foodborne iliness.

Consumer perceptions of food category safety have important implications for food system players,
including farmers, food manufacturers, grocery retailers, and restaurants. Additionally, concerns around
food safety have implications for those in policy, as the public considers food safety and inspection the
most important role of relevant federal agencies (farmdoc daily, September 24, 2025) and candidates’
statements on food safety and inspection are expected to impact Midterm election votes (farmdoc daily,
June, 4, 2026).
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