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What Are the Risks of Food and Grocery
Deliveries?
As the new coronavirus keeps people away from restaurants and grocery stores, more people are turning
to deliveries. What precautions should you take?

Ordering food is generally safer than going to a grocery store or a restaurant,
doctors say, because you come into contact with fewer people.
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As people rely more on deliveries for groceries and food—especially now
that so many restaurants are closing—a new concern is emerging amid the
coronavirus outbreak: How safe is the food delivery?
Experts say the main risk from ordering food and groceries is that you could
catch the virus from an infected delivery person, if he sneezes or coughs on
you. That’s because the virus spreads mostly by person-to-person contact.
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It is less likely, although still possible, to get the virus from touching
contaminated packaging. There may also be a small risk from touching raw
food that has the virus on it and then touching your face. But there appears
to be no risk of contracting the virus by eating it in cooked food, experts say.
Doctors say ordering food is generally safer than going to a grocery store or
a restaurant, because you come into contact with fewer people. “Ordering at
home may be the best way to get food,” says Andrew Janowski, a pediatric
infectious disease physician at Washington University School of Medicine
and St. Louis Children’s Hospital. “Simply because there’s less people.”
He recommends avoiding close contact with the delivery person, throwing
away packaging, and washing your hands before touching the food. “Try not
to be in close proximity to the person delivering the food,” he says.
A study published in NEJM Tuesday found that the virus that causes Covid19 can live on cardboard for up to 24 hours and on hard surfaces such as
stainless steel and plastic for two to three days.
“The virus can remain viable and infectious on a surface like cardboard and
it can do so for quite a large number of hours,” says James Lloyd-Smith, a
professor in the department of ecology and evolutionary biology at the
University of California, Los Angeles, and one of the study’s authors. “So in
principle if a food delivery person or someone in the restaurant sneezes or
coughs on your cardboard container, there could be viable virus on there.”

SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS

How are you getting most of your food now? What precautions are you
taking? Join the conversation below.

One important caveat: Dr. Lloyd-Smith says all the laboratory experiments
were done at room temperature and viruses generally don’t last as long at
higher temperatures. So if hot food is in an enclosed container, then any
viruses may have a shorter lifespan.
Dr. Lloyd-Smith says it’s unclear if the type of plastic they tested is the same
commonly used in plastic bags and containers, but any smooth plastic is
likely “roughly equivalent,” he says. “The big message is if you’re touching
things that are coming from the outside world and someone else has
recently handled them, just be aware they could be contaminated and wash
your hands.”
But experts note the study was done in controlled, artificial conditions with
a lot of the virus and doesn’t necessarily translate to real life where other
factors—such as sunlight and the degradation of the virus—come into play.
They say the potential risks of becoming infected with the virus this way are
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very small. It’s primarily person-to-person interaction that is driving the
Covid-19 outbreak, rather than contact with objects.
“The risk of getting infected from food delivery is pretty low but not zero,”
says Daniel Kuritzkes, chief of the division of infectious diseases at Brigham
and Women’s Hospital in Boston.
Still, consumers like Atticus Francken, a 25-year-old business consultant in
Chicago, say they aren’t going to take the risk. “At this point I’m avoiding
most any kind of food delivery,” says Mr. Francken. “The virus could be on
any surface—packaging, bags, receipts. You have the cooks preparing the
food, the staﬀ handling the food, the delivery drivers’ car who may also be
doing ride-sharing. Then the drivers and delivery persons. There are too
many touchpoints.”
Among the steps that can be taken to minimize exposures, experts say, is
paying ahead of time with a credit card, and including tips, to avoid
exchange of money. If there is an option for “no-contact” deliveries, select
it. Services such as DoorDash and Postmates are beginning to oﬀer
customers such options in highly aﬀected areas. Infected customers, of
course, also pose a risk to the delivery person.
Doordash’s website says delivery employees will text customers a photo of
the bag at the requested drop-oﬀ location, back away to a comfortable
distance (at least 6 feet away), and wait for the customer to get their food.
Drey Dailey, a 32-year-old driver from Los Angeles who delivers mostly for
Grubhub, said by Friday most of his customers wanted their orders left
outside.
Dr. Kuritzkes says customers can wipe packages or boxes with disinfectant
wipes before handling them, or use disposable kitchen gloves. “You’re
unlikely to get infected that way, but I can’t say it’s impossible,” he says.

–– ADVERTISEMENT ––
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Gregory Poland, director of the Mayo Clinic’s Vaccine Research Group in
Rochester, Minn, says cooked food is safer than uncooked food because heat
can kill the virus. But Dr. Poland says no one has specifically studied
whether the new coronavirus can be delivered through oral transmission—
by eating food. He and others suspect that gastric acid in the stomach would
kill it. “My own speculation is that the GI route would be very low likelihood
compared to known and eﬃcient methods of infection,” he says.
The small potential risk with food itself, experts say, is if you touched
uncooked food like a salad or sushi with live virus on it and then touched
your face. “There may be some marginal benefit of having cooked food over
having uncooked food, but I really don’t think food is a major vector here,”
says Dr. Kuritzkes.
Some people still prefer to go to the grocery store—and sometimes you may
need to as delivery windows book up further in advance. Dr. Kuritzkes says
people can minimize the risks by avoiding crowded stores at busy times, and
taking other precautions: “Wash your hands, don’t touch your eyes, nose, or
mouth when out and about, and try to stay away from people who are
coughing and sneezing.”
Mr. Francken, in Chicago, says if he has to go to the store, he makes sure to
wipe down the grocery cart with disinfectant wipes and he wears an N95
respirator mask and disposable gloves. “I can control the touch points and
directly interact with the merchandise I’m buying,” he says.
—Heather Haddon contributed to this article
Write to Sumathi Reddy at sumathi.reddy@wsj.com
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