
Personal Hygiene 
and Food Safety



Personal hygiene–it’s a sometimes sensitive and, well, personal 
subject. But it’s one that restaurant owners and operators need 
to be comfortable addressing.
While everyone’s standards of “cleanliness” may vary on an individual level, one place where they 
can’t differ is in the restaurant. Poor personal hygiene creates contamination risks by allowing 
bacteria to thrive and easily spread to the food your customers eat. 

It also increases employees’ risk of getting sick and passing the illness, whether it’s a virus, 
bacteria, or pathogen, to others when they handle food.

IN THIS GUIDE

We examine the role personal 
hygiene plays in food safety and 

share proper practices to keep your 
teams on the same page. Join us 
as we crack the code on proper 

personal hygiene in kitchens and 
help you protect your guests 

from foodborne illnesses.
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We know that personal hygiene is essential. But what is it, 

exactly? Broadly speaking, personal hygiene encompasses 

practices that maintain the body’s cleanliness, grooming, and 

protection from pathogens like bacteria.1

WHAT IS PERSONAL HYGIENE?

In practice, good personal hygiene involves regular:

Toothbrushing1

Cleaning and 
maintaining nails5
Disposal of waste7

Handwashing2

Covering of coughs 
and sneezes6

Bathing or 
showering3 Washing 

of clothing4

1Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2025, June 3). Hygiene Basics
2Holst, MM, et. al. (2025, March 13). Contributing factors of Foodborne Illness Outbreaks. National Outbreak 
Reporting System, United States, 2014-2022. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

No one likes to visit (or work at) a restaurant that 

seems to be staffed by unhygienic food handlers. 

What’s more, transferring pathogens from the 

body to food is among the leading causes of 

foodborne illness outbreaks. 

Neglecting personal hygiene significantly 
increases the chances of transferring 

pathogens onto food. Prioritizing effective 

personal cleanliness is one of the best ways to 

protect the health of your guests.

WHY IT MATTERS
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CORE ELEMENTS  OF
PERSONAL HYGIENE

COMING INTO WORK CLEAN

One of the primary places for pathogens to be 

found is the skin and hair. There is a far greater 

risk of transferring pathogens onto food and 

equipment if a food handler does not follow 

a personal hygiene program and comes into 

work unclean. Showering or bathing before 

work is the only way this can be effectively 

and reliably accomplished and should be 

considered a requirement for all food handlers.

Make sure your staff’s fingernails are trimmed, 

filed, and free from nail polish or false nails. It’s 

also important for food handlers to keep their 

hands clean throughout their shift by knowing 

when, where, and how to wash their hands 

and wear gloves.

Practicing good personal hygiene 
includes maintaining clean hands 
and nails. 
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CLEAN WORK ATTIRE

Not only does dirty work attire leave a poor impression on guests, 

but it also puts their health at greater risk. Dirty, unwashed 

clothing has an increased risk of carrying pathogens that can be 

transferred onto food and cause foodborne illnesses. 

What makes clean work attire so important is that dirty clothing 

doesn’t even have to come into direct contact with the food, as 

the pathogens can easily be transferred from the clothing to the 

hands, and then onto food.

→	Wear clean clothing daily.

→	Recommend changing 
into work clothes at work.

→	Store personal belongings 
such as street clothing, 
backpacks, electronic 
devices, and keys in 
designated areas that do 
not interact with food.

→	Keep dirty clothing such 
as aprons, chef coats, and 
uniforms in an area that is 
away from food and prep 
areas.

→	Remove rings, bracelets, 
and other jewelry that 
could contaminate or fall 
into food.

→	Wear a clean hat or hair 
covering when prepping 
food, working in prep 
areas, or working in areas 
used to clean utensils or 
equipment. Wear a beard 
covering when necessary.

→	Change soiled uniforms, 
including aprons, as 
necessary.

The most effective way to ensure your staff is always arriving at work with properly cleaned attire is 

by establishing a dress code that includes standards for the cleanliness of work attire.

Examples of guidelines you will find in these dress codes include:

DRESS CODE
GUIDELINES
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HYGIENE ON THE JOB:
WHY HANDWASHING MATTERS

In the foodservice industry, we’re often told when, where, 

and even how to wash our hands. But not many people 
understand the science behind why we wash our hands. 
To illustrate the importance of washing up, let’s look at how 

germs are spread from hands to food.

One type of Salmonella, known as S. Typhi, is most 

commonly associated with unclean drinking water. It 

causes a disease known as typhoidal illness, or typhoid 

fever. 

GERMS CAN BE 
FOUND VIRTUALLY 
EVERYWHERE. 

Most germs are harmless, although 

some germs are pathogenic and 

can cause illness in humans. 

Unless they exist in large enough 

numbers, these pathogens largely 

go undetected.

OUR HANDS TOUCH 
HUNDREDS OF OBJECTS 
AND SURFACES EVERY 
DAY, 

and the germs from these objects 

are easily transferred onto our 

hands. In fact, our hands carry 

on average 3,200 different germs 

belonging to more than 150 species.3

WHEN WE TOUCH FOOD 
OR SURFACES THAT 
COME IN CONTACT WITH 
FOOD,  

we transfer our germs onto that 

food. If someone is sick or has 

pathogens on their hands, the food 

they touch has the potential to 

spread foodborne illnesses.

3Pfizer. (2023). How Clean Are Your Hands?
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→	When we touch our eyes, 
nose, or mouth with 
unwashed hands, we increase 
our chances of getting sick. 
The number one contributor 
to foodborne illness outbreaks 
in restaurants is transmission 
through a sick food handler.

Keeping 
Yourself Healthy

→	We can spread harmful 
germs through direct 
contact, like a handshake, 
or by touching surfaces or 
utensils that will be used by 
someone else. Food service 
workers who display signs of 
illness should be sent home 
to recover. Staff should also 
be encouraged to report 
symptoms like nausea, 
vomiting, or diarrhea to 
management.

Keeping Those
Around You Healthy

→	Germs from unwashed 
hands can transfer to the 
things we touch, including 
food. These germs can 
multiply in certain foods, 
leading to contamination. 
Many foodborne illnesses are 
spread by food handlers who 
don’t wash their hands after 
using the bathroom. 

Preventing Food 
Contamination

HANDWASHING 
HELPS REDUCE 

THE SPREAD OF 
FOODBORNE 

ILLNESS BY:

This is compounded by the fact that out of 
all the ways that foodservice handlers spread 
pathogens from the body to food, touching 
items with bare hands ranks supreme.
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Wet your hands and arms with 
running water.

Why? Placing your hand in 
contaminated still water could 

re-contaminate your hands.

STEP 1

Apply enough soap 
to create a lather, 
and scrub gently.

Why? Lathering 
makes the soap easier 
to spread and creates 

friction, which helps 
loosen grease and dirt.

STEP 2

Vigorously scrub your hands and 
arms for at least 20 seconds.

Why? Studies show that washing hands for about 20 
seconds removes more germs from hands than wash-
ing for shorter periods. Be sure to clean your fingertips, 

under your fingernails, and between your fingers.

STEP 3

Rinse hands and arms thoroughly under 
running water.

Why? The dirt, grease, and microbes 
loosened from scrubbing should be 
washed off the hands.

STEP 4

Dry hands and arms 
with a single-use paper 
towel or hand dryer.

Why? Germs transfer 
more easily onto wet 
hands. Reusable towels 
may harbor bacteria, 
and touching them after 
washing your hands could 
re-contaminate them. Be 
sure to also use a paper 
towel to turn off the faucet 
and, if leaving the re-
stroom, to open the door.

STEP 5

HOW TO  
WASH YOUR  
HANDS,  
AND WHY

foodsafetyfocus.com |  8 



POOR PERSONAL HYGIENE: 
TOP OFFENDERS

Many cases of hygiene and handwashing 

violations can be stopped in their tracks if 

you know what to look for. Keep an eye out 
for these personal hygiene red flags:

→	Employees who don’t wash their 
hands properly or frequently 
enough

→	Lack of or improper maintenance of 
handwashing stations

→	Food handlers who don’t use gloves 
or don’t change gloves in between 
tasks

→	Employees who come to work ill or 
work with open cuts or wounds

→	Improper use of hand sanitizer as a 
substitute for handwashing

foodsafetyfocus.com |  9 



THERE’S NOTHING PERSONAL 
ABOUT PROPER HYGIENE
Setting clear expectations for personal hygiene is the best way to 
ensure that your employees are compliant and confident. Proper 
training helps employees understand the what, why, and how 
behind the way their actions affect food safety risk. 

ServSafe empowers you to promote a culture of cleanliness 
and safety with training and educational resources built for the 
restaurant industry. 

Don’t wait for foodborne illness outbreaks to strike–stop them 
in their tracks by making good personal hygiene a staple of 
your restaurant.

foodsafetyfocus.com |  10 

Visit foodsafetyfocus.com for more information on 
protecting your community from foodborne pathogens. 

©2025 National Restaurant Association Educational Foundation (NRAEF). All rights reserved. ServSafe® and the ServSafe logo are trademarks of NRAEF. 
National Restaurant Association® and arc design are trademarks of the National Restaurant Association
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Legal Notice
© 2025 National Restaurant Association Solutions, LLC. All rights reserved.

The information presented in the materials provided herein (“Materials”) is provided for general informational and educational purposes only and is not intended 

to provide or be a substitute for legal, medical, business or risk management advice to any party, and in no way represents advice with respect to specific practices 

of a party. Parties who develop policies and procedures based upon the Materials are urged to obtain the advice and guidance of legal counsel with respect to 

their practices and local laws. National Restaurant Association Solutions, LLC (“Solutions”), its affiliates (including the National Restaurant Association), subsidiaries, 

and its and their respective members, directors, officers, employees, contractors, agents, authors, and contributors (collectively, the “Solutions Entities”) make no 

representations or warranties as to the accuracy, currency, completeness, timeliness, or reliability of any of the Materials. THE MATERIALS ARE PROVIDED “AS IS” 

WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EITHER EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO THE IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS 

FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE OR NON-INFRINGEMENT.

The Solutions Entities do not endorse, recommend, or make any warranties as to the content, information, materials, opinions, or statements available as part of 

the Materials or through links contained therein. The Materials are not intended to replace pre-existing company guidelines or local, state, or federal regulations or 

procedures.

In consideration of your use of the Materials, you hereby agree to waive to the fullest extent permitted by law any and all claims that you may have now or in the future 

against the Solutions Entities and their employees, affiliates, directors, authors, contributors, distributors, and agents. In no event shall the Solutions Entities or each 

of their employees, affiliates, directors, authors, contributors, distributors, or agents be liable for any direct, indirect, incidental, special, exemplary, or consequential 

damages (including but not limited to procurement or substitute goods or services, loss of use, loss of profits, or business interruption), however caused and under 

any theory of liability, whether in contract, strict liability, or tort (including negligence or otherwise) arising in any way out of the use of the Materials or the information 

contained therein, even if advised of the possibility of such damages. This disclaimer of liability applies to any damage, injury, or loss resulting from any inaccuracies or 

omissions or any actions taken or not taken based on the content of the Materials. 

The Materials contain proprietary materials and information, including but not limited to text, photos, video, audio, graphics, names, trademarks, and service marks. 

Except where noted, Solutions owns all rights, including copyright, title, and interest in and to the content of, and the selection and arrangement of factual information 

in, the Materials, which may not be copied, scanned, reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted, published (in any form or by any means), or otherwise used 

for any reason other than personal use without the prior written permission of Solutions, except as permitted under Sections 107 and 108 of the 1976 United States 

Copyright Act. 



Requests to use or reproduce material from the Materials should be directed to:

Copyright Permissions

National Restaurant Association Solutions, LLC

233 S. Wacker Drive, Suite 3600

Chicago, IL 60606-6383

Email: permissions@restaurant.org

National Restaurant Association and related names and logos are registered trademarks owned by the National Restaurant Association. ServSafe, National Restaurant 

Association Educational Foundation, and related names and logos are registered trademarks owned by the National Restaurant Association Educational Foundation. 

These marks have been licensed to Solutions for use and may not be used without the explicit written permission of the owner of each mark.

In consideration of your use of the Materials, you hereby agree to these terms and conditions and our Privacy Policy found at https://www.servsafe.com/Privacy-Policy, 

Terms of Use found at https://www.servsafe.com/Terms-of-Use, and Terms of Sale found at https://www.servsafe.com/Terms-of-Sale, which are incorporated herein by 

reference, and include a class action waiver. You further agree that these terms and conditions will be governed by and construed in accordance with the laws of the 

State of Illinois, United States of America, without regard to any conflicts of law provisions, and that any cause of action you may have with respect to the Materials must 

be brought in the State of Illinois. Any cause of action brought by you against the Solutions Entities must be instituted within one year after the cause of action arises or 

be deemed forever waived and barred.

You will indemnify and defend the Solutions Entities and their affiliates and agents against any damages, losses, costs, and expenses (including reasonable attorneys’ 

fees, court costs, settlement costs, and awarded amounts) incurred in connection with any claim to the extent that such claim arises from any unauthorized or wrongful 

use of or access to the Materials by you or on your behalf.


