
Figure 2. Level of Preparedness for a Future Extended 
Power Outage

USDA recommends consumers have a 3-day supply of 
drinking water and nonperishable food for each house-
hold member in case of an extended power outage.

 ■ 81% were aware of this recommendation

 ■ 56% have a 3-day supply of water and food, and of these, 99% 
have checked and/or updated their supply within the past year

 ■ Many older adults do not follow recommended practices 
to ensure food safety before, during, and after an extended 
power outage. 

 ■ Barriers to older adults not being fully prepared for extended 
power outages include lack of cogitation, concern, and 
storage space. 

 ■ Older adults would benefit from education on how to prepare 
for and ensure food safety during and after extended power 
outages. 

 ■ Public health officials and educators can use the survey 
findings to address gaps in older adults’ knowledge and 
practices and thus help to reduce foodborne illness due to 
extended power outages.
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B. Respondents’ Experience with Extended Power 
Outages (24 hours or more) during Past Five Years

Description of Power Outage

 ■ 25% experienced an extended power outage during the past 
5 years

 ■ Of those who experienced an outage, 54% lived in the South 
and 19% lived in the Midwest

 ■ Most outages were caused by ice/snow storms (31%), 
thunderstorms (27%), and hurricanes (24%)

 ■ Most outages occurred during the summer (42%) and winter 
(35%) months

 ■ 33% had power outages lasting 3 or more days

Before the Power Outage

 ■ Many respondents reported not being very prepared for their 
most recent extended power outage (Figure 1)

 ■ Female respondents were more prepared compared with 
male respondents (79.9% versus 54.4%; P = 0.0385)

Figure 1. Level of Preparedness for Most Recent Power Outage 

 

During the Power Outage

 ■ Nearly all respondents took at least one precaution to keep 
food safe (Table 1)

Table 1. Precautions Respondents Took during Extended 
Power Outage to Ensure Food Safetya

Precaution
Weighted Percentage 

of Respondents (%)

Kept refrigerator and freezer doors closed as much as 
possible throughout power outage

77

Discarded refrigerated, perishable foods 38
Discarded frozen foods that had thawed 37
Cooked and/or ate perishable foods as soon as possible 35
Used generator 23
Moved refrigerated foods to freezer 15
Put food in coolers with ice or gel packs 14
Put dry or block ice in refrigerator or freezer 10
Transported food to a house with electricity (write-in) 9
Stored food outside directly in snow or cold weather 5
Other 3
Did not take any precautions 2

a Respondents could select multiple responses.

 ■ Adults aged 60 years and older are more likely than any other 
age group to experience chronic illness, hospitalization, and 
death caused by foodborne infections. 

 ■ Natural disasters and other events that can lead to an 
extended power outage can jeopardize safety of food and 
cause an increased risk of foodborne illness.

 ■ Older adults and other 
consumers have a role in keeping 
food safe before, during, and 
after extended power outages.

 ■ Limited research, especially 
at the national level, has been 
conducted to measure older 
adults’ knowledge and use 
of recommended food safety 
practices during extended 
power outages.

 ■ To understand older adults’ food safety attitudes, knowledge, 
and practices with regards to food safety and emergency 
preparedness and response.

 ■ Conducted nationally representative Web-enabled survey of 
adult grocery shoppers. 

 ■ Selected sample from KnowledgePanel®, which is designed to 
be representative of the U.S. population. 

 ■ Computed weighted frequencies for all survey questions, and 
for selected questions, performed chi-square test for relationship 
between variables of interest and various demographic variables.

 ■ Number of respondents aged 60 years or older = 290 

A. Respondent Characteristics 
 ■ 73% female

 ■ 82% white, non-Hispanic 

 ■ Age distribution: 36% were 60 to 64 years old; 44% were 65 to 
74 years old; and 20% were 75 years and older

 ■ 42% had some college education 
or college degree

 ■ 48% had annual household 
income of $35,000+

 ■ 45% lived alone 

 ■ 28% had or had a household 
member diagnosed with diabetes, 
kidney disease, or another 
condition that weakens the 
immune system 

In case of an extended power outage, USDA 
recommends that consumers discard refrigerated, 
perishable foods after 4 hours without power.

 ■ 77% ate food from their refrigerator during or after the power 
outage although it is not known whether the consumed food 
was perishable

 ■ Many respondents relied on their senses (look, smell, taste, 
touch) to determine food safety, a potentially unsafe practice 
(Table 2)

 ■ During an extended power outage, 
USDA recommends that consumers 
use an appliance thermometer to 
check whether the inside temperature 
of their refrigerator is cold enough to 
keep foods safe to eat; 31%  followed 
this recommendation

Table 2. How Respondents Determined Whether Food Was 
Safe to Eat during/after Extended Power Outagea 

Method

Weighted Percentage of 
Respondents (%) 

Refrigerated 
Foods Frozen Foods

Considered whether food was still frozen NA 80

Considered type of food (perishable vs. 
nonperishable)

76 NA

Considered whether refrigerator or freezer 
was still cold

74 73

Considered amount of time food was in 
refrigerator or freezer after loss of power

72 61

Smelled the food 60 32

Looked at the food 52 45

Tasted the food 36 21

Touched the food 29 39

Used thermometer to check internal 
temperature of food

6 5

Asked another household member 4 NA

Used generator to power refrigerator or 
freezer (write-in)

4 6

Other 3 6
a Respondents could select multiple responses. NA = not asked

According to USDA, a full freezer will hold its 
temperature for approximately 48 hours (24 hours if it 
is half full) if the door remains closed.

 ■ 66% ate food from their freezer during or after the power 
outage although it is not known whether the consumed food 
was perishable

 ■ After an extended power outage, frozen food may be safely 
refrozen if it still contains ice crystals or is at 40°F or below 
according to USDA. To determine whether food was still 
frozen, respondents looked for any signs of thawing (58%), 
discoloration (40%), mold or slime (10%), or ice crystals (6%)

After the Power Outage

 ■ 76% bought supplies and/or equipment after the power 
outage to ensure food safety during a future power outage

 ● 54% bought a stock of canned or other nonperishable 
foods

 ● 40% bought bottled drinking water
 ● 20% bought ice or gel packs
 ● 13% bought coolers
 ● 9% bought a generator
 ● 5% bought an appliance thermometer for the refrigerator 

or freezer

 ■ Respondents who had experienced a power outage that 
lasted 3 or more days were more likely to buy supplies 
and/or equipment compared with respondents who had 
experienced an extended power outage that lasted less than 
3 days (88.7% versus 70.3%; P = 0.0528)

 C.    Respondents’ Perceived Preparedness for Future 
Extended Power Outages

 ■ Most respondents reported not being prepared for an 
extended power outage (Figure 2)

 ■ The majority of respondents who perceived themselves to 
be very prepared had experienced a previous outage (51%) 
(Table 3)

 ■ Respondents who perceived themselves to not be very 
prepared identified a variety of reasons for their lack of 
preparedness (Table 3)

Table 3. Reasons for Being Prepared/Not Prepared 

Reason
Weighted Percentage of 

Respondents (%)

Why respondents are very prepared

Experienced extended power outage or other 
emergency before

51

Believe it is important to be self-sufficient 33

Live in high risk area 10

Responsible for elderly or disabled person 3

Other 3

No response 1

Why respondents have not done more to be prepareda

Have not thought about it enough 42

Do not think an extended power outage or other 
emergency will happen where I live

27

Do not have enough room to store items in the event 
of an emergency

19

Nothing I could do to prepare would help 11

Do not want to think about it 9

Costs too much money to prepare 8

Do not know how to prepare 8

Takes too much time to prepare 1

Other 3

No response 3
a Respondents who reported being somewhat prepared, not very prepared, or not at all prepared answered 

this question. Respondents could select up to two responses.
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