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Chapter 4 – Module 3: Preparing Cold Foods Safely 
 

 
 
Ready-to-Eat (RTE) Foods 
 
Cold Ready-to-Eat (RTE) foods such salads, lunch meats, cheeses, and raw vegetables and 
fruits are not cooked before they are served to customers. Therefore, the only way to keep them 
safe is to hold them at the right cold temperature, below 41°F.  
 
During cold food preparation, employees should do the following things: 
 
 Delay removing Time/Temperature Control for Safety Foods from the refrigerator as long as 

possible 
 Work quickly 
 Return food to the refrigerator immediately 
 
 
Cold Food Prep Area 
Cold Ready-to-Eat (RTE) foods must be prepared in a clean and sanitized 
work area and should avoid contact with other foods. It is very important for 
employees to properly wash their hands before beginning food preparation. 
Employees should not use their bare hands when preparing RTE foods. 
Gloves should be worn for all tasks, with the exception of washing produce. 

      
Utensils that are used to prepare the food should be kept either in the food with their handles 
staying above the food or on a clean portion of the counter top during preparation. When 
employees taste the food product, they must use a clean (disposable) spoon every time and not 
lean over the food while tasting it.  
 
Ingredients 
The safety and quality of a menu item begins with properly selecting and inspecting ingredients. 
The restaurant should purchase ingredients from a reliable supplier, verify that they have been 
stored at the correct temperatures during shipment, and store them properly before use. During 
cold food preparation, fresh produce should be washed, and all ingredients should be inspected. 
 
 

PREPARING COLD FOODS SAFELY 
Key Words: 

• Ready-to-Eat (RTE) Foods 
• Cold Holding 
• Date Marking 
• Cold Food Prep Area 
• Standardized Recipes 

 
Main Ideas: 

• Cold Ready-to-Eat (RTE) foods are not cooked before they are served to 
customers 

• Cold foods must be held below 41°F 
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Wash Produce 
Employees should thoroughly wash all produce under cold running 
water in a sink that has been cleaned and sanitized. Do not use hand 
or dish soap or disinfectants to wash produce. Firm produce, such as 
melons and cucumbers, should be scrubbed with a clean produce 
brush. Employees should use a clean cloth towel or paper towel to 
dry the produce. Food items that are sold as pre-washed or Ready-
to-Eat do not need to be washed again. 
 

 
Inspect Ingredients 
 
Employees should inspect all ingredients before using them.  
 
• Bruised or damaged areas on produce should be cut away 
• All pre-packaged food expiration dates should be checked and discarded if past expiration 
• Canned foods should be inspected and thrown away if: 

o A can is dented or heavily rusted 
o They have been stored at a temperature over 100°F 
o They have been frozen and improperly thawed 

• Wipe pre-packaged food containers and the lids of cans to clean before opening them 
• When opening the can, if it hisses loudly or food bursts out of the can, the item should be 

thrown away 
• All foods should be inspected for mold and either thrown away or the mold cut away 

according to the mold guidelines below 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

MOLD GUIDELINES 
 

• Food must be thrown away if mold is found on meat or poultry; cooked 
grains or pastas; soft, crumbled, shredded, or sliced cheeses; yogurts; 
sour creams; jams and jellies; breads; baked goods; nuts and nut 
butters; legumes; and soft fruits and vegetables. 
 

• Mold can be cut off if it is found on hard cheeses or firm fruits and 
vegetables. Cut at least 1 inch around and below the mold. Do NOT cut 
through the mold; this will get mold on the knife. 
 

• Some cheeses are made using molds; some salamis have a thin, white 
mold coating; and dry, cured country hams normally have surface mold. 
These items are exceptions and are safe as long as they do not have 
any additional mold on them. 

 



 

Food Safety Employee Training Manual 

Chapter 4 Module 3: Preparing Cold Foods Safely 77 

 
Unique ingredients 
 
• Raw sprouts and raw eggs should not be used for cold RTE foods. 

Washing sprouts does not remove the bacteria; therefore, they must be 
cooked.  
 

• Pasteurized eggs can be used in place of raw eggs for traditional recipes 
such as Caesar salad, hollandaise sauce, and mayonnaise.  

 
• Sushi, which contains raw fish, requires specific and strict guidelines 

in order to destroy parasites: 
o Freezing and storing the fish at or below -4°F for a minimum of 7 

days  
o Freezing and storing the fish at or below -31°F for a minimum of 

15 hours 
o Freezing the fish at or below -31°F and storing at or below -4°F 

for a minimum of 1 day  
 

 
Customers must be informed that consuming raw animal foods 

increases the risk of foodborne illness. 
 

 
Storage and Date Marking 
Finished cold food products should be placed in the 
refrigerator immediately. Employees should avoid Cross-
Contamination by storing Ready-to-Eat foods above raw 
meat, fish, and poultry in the refrigerator. If a finished food 
product contains high risk ingredients and will be held for 
more than 24 hours, it must be date marked.  
 
 

Date Marking  
Date marking is labeling the food with the date that the food must be eaten by. If the food is not 
eaten by this date it must be thrown away. Prepared food products may not be held for more 
than a total of 7 days from the day of preparation at or below 41°F. 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Scenario 7: Improper Storage Leads to Salmonella Outbreak 
 

A Las Vegas restaurant closed in May 2013 due to a Salmonella outbreak that 
resulted in 200 cases of foodborne illness. A health inspector found improper 
cooling, holding, and storing of high risk foods, including the storing of raw animal 
products above Ready-to-Eat foods. 
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Standardized Recipes 
The following recipe is an example of a cold food standardized recipe. Notice some of the 
ingredients are described as “chilled,” meaning that these ingredients should be stored in the 
refrigerator before use. Items that are shelf stable and typically stored in dry storage, such as 
unopened mayonnaise, should be placed in the refrigerator to chill before being used for cold 
food preparation. Items that are pre-cooked, such as pasta, should be cooled according to hot 
food preparation safety guidelines and stored in the refrigerator before use. Prepared cold foods 
must be cooled to 41°F within 4 hours. 
 
This recipe also uses shallow pans which will decrease the amount of time it takes for the 
finished product to cool to 41°F. Employees should note the Critical Control Point, Critical 
Limit, and Food Allergy Warning stated on the recipe.  
 

Sample Cold Food Recipe 
Chicken or Turkey Salad (50 servings – Portion: 1/2 cup) 

Ingredients Weight Measure Instructions 

Cooked chicken or turkey, 
chilled, chopped 6 lb 6 oz 1 gal 1 qt 

 
1. Combine chicken or turkey, celery, 
onions, pickle relish, pepper, and dry 
mustard. Add salad dressing or 
mayonnaise. Mix lightly until well 
blended. Spread 5 lb 7 oz 
(approximately 3 qt ½ cup) into 2 
shallow pans (12” x 20” x 2 ½”) to a 
product depth of 2” or less. 

Fresh celery, chilled, 
chopped 1 lb 5 oz 1 qt 1 cup 

Fresh onions, chopped 12 oz 2 cups,       
2 Tbsp 

 
Sweet pickle relish, chilled, 
undrained 

15 oz 1 3/4 cups 

Ground black or white 
pepper  2 tsp 

 
Dry mustard  1 Tbsp,    

1 1/2 tsp 
Salad dressing or 
mayonnaise, chilled 1 lb 9 1/2 oz 3 1/4 cups 

   
 
 

2. CCP: Cool to 41°F or lower within 4 
hours. Cover. Refrigerate until service. 

   
 3. Portion with No. 8 scoop (1/2 cup). 

Food Allergy Warning: This recipe contains eggs. 
Recipe 2: Cold Food, Chicken or Turkey Salad 
Recipe obtained from the National Food Service Management Institute 
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View Video linked from Chapter 4 Module 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Quiz…Next Page 
 
 
 
 
 

STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURES: 
PREPARING COLD FOODS SAFELY 

 
• Wash hands before and wear disposable gloves while preparing cold foods 
• Clean and sanitize all equipment and utensils that will touch RTE foods 
• Use a clean and sanitized work area for cold RTE foods, including a sink that is 

used only for washing produce 
• Wash produce under cold flowing water 
• Inspect produce for bruised and damaged areas and mold 
• Chill ingredients before using them to prepare cold RTE foods 
• Delay removing high risk food items from the refrigerator until ready to prepare 
• Inspect containers for expiration dates and damage, and wipe surfaces clean 

before opening them 
• Avoid Cross-Contamination by using separate preparation areas, equipment, 

and utensils in addition to proper storage, handwashing, cleaning, and sanitizing 
• Avoid Cross-Contact by using separate preparation areas, equipment and 

utensils in addition to proper handwashing, cleaning, and sanitizing 
• Use standardized recipes and get manager approval for any necessary changes 
• Note Critical Control Points and Critical Limits on standardized recipes 
• Note Food Allergy Warnings on standardized recipes 
• Food allergen preparation errors cannot be fixed after preparation; therefore, 

that food must not be served to a customer suffering from food allergies 
• If a food product is held more than 24 hours, date mark the product and throw it 

away after a total of 7 days storage at or below 41°F 

https://twu.edu/food-safety
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Preparing Cold Foods Safely 
 

Module Quiz: Please make sure you have read Chapter 4 – Module 3 and watched the 
corresponding video before you take the quiz. If you have any questions about the information 
found in Module 3, please ask your manager before you begin. 
 
1. Wiping down counter tops and rinsing cutting boards is sufficient preparation of the cold 

food prep area.  
a. True 
b. False 

 
2. All equipment and utensils that will touch Ready-to-Eat food must be: 

a. Rinsed thoroughly.  
b. Wiped clean with a paper towel. 
c. Cleaned and sanitized. 
d. No preparation is required. 

 
3. Produce should be washed: 

a. Using a disinfectant soap.  
b. Only if it will not be peeled. 
c. Under cold flowing water in any available sink. 
d. Under cold flowing water in a designated sink. 

 
4. Which of the following foods must be thrown away if mold is found? 

a. Hard cheese 
b. Baked goods 
c. Firm fruits 
d. All of the above 

 
5. Ingredients are inspected during receiving and, therefore, do not need to be inspected 

before use. 
a. True 
b. False 

 
6. To prevent cross-contamination in the refrigerator, store raw vegetables: 

a. In a basket at the bottom of the refrigerator. 
b. Above all raw meat, poultry, eggs, and fish. 
c. Wherever there is room as long as the temperature is correct. 
d. Below raw fish and eggs, but above raw meat and poultry. 

 
7. What is the maximum number of days that a prepared food product may be held? 

a. 3 
b. 5 
c. 7 
d. 9 
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8. If a finished food product contains high risk ingredients and will be held for more than 24 
hours, the following action should be taken. 
a. It must be thrown away. 
b. Nothing as long as it is held in the refrigerator. 
c. It must be labeled with the date that the food must be consumed by or thrown away. 
d. Food should not be held more than 24 hours. 

 


