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Many people get sick, but few report it… 

• Every year… 
– 1 in 6 Americans get sick 
– 128,000 are hospitalized 
– 3,000 die of foodborne diseases 
– Negative economic impact of foodborne illness in US, 

including medical costs, quality-of-life losses, lost 
productivity, and lost-life expectancy, may be as high as 
$77 billion/year 

 

Only 2.9% of people who get sick report 
their illness 



….but they do complain about it on social 
media 



http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/08/social-networking-usage-2005-2015/ 

Social media use in the US 
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http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/08/social-networking-usage-2005-2015/ 



How can we tap into social media to improve 
surveillance and reporting? 



Identify and reply to tweets… 



Foodborne Chicago first 10 months 

• 2,241 Tweets identified and classified 

•    270 Response tweets 

•    193 Reports submitted 

•    179 Food establishments identified 

•    137 Inspections 
 



FoodborneSTL 

Purpose 
• Improve St. Louis foodborne illness surveillance and reporting  

 
Specific Aims 
• Implement the HealthMap Foodborne Dashboard in the City of St. Louis 

Department of Health to identify and respond to food poisoning tweets 
on Twitter 

• Evaluate the implementation and effectiveness of the Dashboard in a 
practice setting 

 
The Team 
• Washington University in St. Louis  
• Harvard Medical School 
• City of St. Louis Department of Health  
• Chicago Department of Public Health 

 
 
 
 
 
 





Outline 

• Existing Surveillance 
• Food Safety STL  
• Implementation in LHD 



Existing Surveillance 

• Passive Surveillance 
– Reportable diseases, complaints called in 

• Active Surveillance 
– FoodNet (laboratory confirmed cases only) 

• Outbreak Surveillance 
– Foodborne Disease Outbreak Surveillance System 

• Surveys 
– FoodNet Population Survey, FoodNet Laboratory Survey, National 

Ambulatory Medical Care Survey,  National Health and Nutrition 
Survey, etc 

• Vital Statistics 
– Census data, cause-of-death data 

 



Existing Surveillance 

• Burden of illness pyramid*: Steps that must occur 
for a case to reach existing surveillance: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Complaints reported 
*http://www.cdc.gov/foodnet/surveillance.html 



Existing Surveillance 

• Complaints: through Citizen Service Bureau (CSB) 
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Food Safety STL 



Food Safety STL 



Food Safety STL 
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Dashboard for classifying tweets 
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Dashboard for classifying tweets 
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Example of a tweet response 
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Reporting form linked in each response tweet 

Identify 
Tweets 

Validate 
Tweets 

Respond to 
Tweets 

Determine 
Jurisdiction 

Send to CSB, 
respond 

with Case # 

Inspector 
Investigates, 
closes case 

CSB closes 
case 



Determine jurisdiction 
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Complaint is tracked through system 
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Investigation & Complaint Resolution 
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So far… 
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Implementation in LDH 

What should the LHD staff expect? 
• Increase in the number of foodborne illness complaints 
• Increase in the number of foodborne illness complaints 

resulting in finding of violations at establishment 
• Increase in the number of foodborne illness cases being 

reported to surveillance systems 



Implementation in LDH 

• Social Media surveillance prep 
– Website pages, live feed 
– Twitter handle posts 
– Talking points prepared 
– Knowledge, training, troubleshooting 



Contact me at harrisj@wustl.edu  
Follow me @jenineharris 

FoodborneSTL team 

mailto:harrisj@wustl.edu
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