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Why is it important to cool properly?
Improper cooling of potentially hazardous food is known to be the leading cause of 
foodborne illness. Food that’s cooled too slowly remains in the Temperature Danger Zone 
for an unsafe amount of time. When this happens any bacteria that survive the cooking 
process can now multiply quickly and potentially produce toxins. It’s very important to 
cool foods correctly by taking the food through the Temperature Danger Zone as fast 
as possible. This should help control the growth of bacteria that are known to cause 
foodborne illness.

What Should You Do?

Food should be cooled quickly. The proper cooling 
method follows a 2 hour/4 hour rule and happens in 
two stages:

1. �Food is to be cooled from 60°C (140°F) to 20°C (68°F) 
within a maximum of 2 hours.

2. �Then, food is to be cooled from 20°C (68°F) to  
4°C (40°F) or colder in no longer than 4 hours.

Methods for Cooling Food

Cooling time and method used depends on the food. 
More dense foods and larger amounts will take longer 
to cool than smaller amounts. Also, certain methods for 
cooling may work better with liquid or solid food.

You can cool food by using one or more of the following methods:

•	 Portion food into smaller amounts and refrigerate. 
- Cut big pieces of meat into small slices or pieces. 
- Transfer liquids into shallows pans.

•	 Pans of food shouldn’t be fully covered; leaving a portion of the pan exposed will 
allow heat to escape and cool air to contact the food.

•	Do not stack pans; air must be able to circulate around the food.
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•	Use metal pans instead of plastic. Metal lets heat leave and plastic insulates, 
keeping the heat trapped in the food.

•	 Place a pan of food in an ice-water bath and stir. Stirring allows warm food in 
the centre to move to the cooler air on the outside of the pan to contact and 
moves the cooled food to the centre.

•	Add ice to the food as an ingredient. An example of this would be reducing the 
amount of water called for in the recipe and instead, adding ice once food is  
cooked to help chill the food and make up the remaining amount of water required.

•	Use chilling equipment if available, such as an ice wand or blast chiller.

NOTE:

It’s important to monitor the internal temperature of food using a probe 
thermometer. Monitoring the temperature will help ensure you’re following 
the 2 hour/4 hour rule and taking the food through the Temperature Danger 
Zone quickly.
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