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COOLING FOOD SAFELY DURING THE HOLIDAYS 
 

For many of us, this Thanksgiving and Christmas will be less 
complicated, when we limit gatherings. However, we may be 
interested in cooking the same size turkey, ham, and other food 
we normally would, and have more leftovers. After cooking all 
our food to the right temperatures, cooling that food is the next 
most important thing we can do to keep food safe. The Oneida 
County Health Department provides the following tips for safe 
cooling of leftovers.    
 
LEFTOVER COOLING TIPS 
 

 After cooking our food to 165 F, and we start the cooling process for leftovers, the safest way to cool food is to 
cool rapidly 

 Keep food out of the danger zone of 40°F to 140°F, where bacteria can grow rapidly 
 Refrigerate all leftovers within 1 hour of cooking 
 Place food into shallow containers or pans for quick cooling 
 After a turkey or ham, or mashed potatoes and gravy sits at room temperature for ~20 minutes, to firm up 

prior to slicing or portioning, remaining portions should be small in order to cool quickly 
 These small portions should then be placed into a refrigerator, with lids not sealed, and plastic wrap loosely 

fitted 
 In addition, before placing food into the refrigerator, use a digital, metal stem thermometer to make sure your 

refrigerator is holding colder than it normally would be. Adjust the refrigerator to ~36 F a couple hours prior to 
cooling food. This will reduce the amount of energy it will take to cool the food when it’s placed into the 
refrigerator 

 Make space immediately around the cooling food to allow for good circulation. Too much food packed around 
cooling food will drastically increase the amount of time food cools 

 Freezing food with open lids or loosely-fitted plastic wrap is the best way to cool food rapidly  
 

For more information on all food safety issues, visit: http://www.foodsafety.gov 
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