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If eggnog has eggs in it, why is it safe to
drink?

December 16 2014, by Matt Shipman
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Eggnog is a holiday treat, but it contains — surprise! — eggs. So how come
it's okay for us to drink it? Here are a few questions and answers about
eggnog and food safety.

If eggnog has eggs in it, and eggs can carry
Salmonella, why is it safe to drink eggnog? The eggs
aren't cooked, are they?
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Actually, they are.

"If you're buying eggnog at the store, the beverage has likely been
pasteurized," says Ben Chapman, a food safety expert and researcher at
NC State. "That means the egg-and-milk combination has been heat-
treated to kill most of the harmful microorganisms that could make you
sick, and reduce the ones that cause spoilage as well."

Is it safe for me to make my own eggnog?

"Using regular eggs is risky, but you could use pasteurized eggs or egg
products," Chapman says. "Or you could effectively pasteurize your own
eggs by slowly bringing the eggnog 'base’ to 160 °F. The FDA offers
advice on how to do that safely."

Can I use alcohol to make my eggnog safe to drink, or
to store at room temperature?

Only if you like really strong eggnog.

"Ethanol, the alcohol in beverages, should kill some of the pathogens
that might be there," Chapman says. "But the eggnog would still be
subject to spoiling, as other hearty microorganisms can multiply and
create off flavors."

Chapman says that using alcohol as a protective measure isn't a simple
venture. Although wine and other clear alcoholic beverages haven't been
linked to foodborne illnesses, a 2010 investigation into exactly what
components were protective in wine showed that ethanol on its own
wasn't enough.

Chapman says that in that particular experiment, ethanol provided a 1.5
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log (that's between 90 and 99 percent) reduction in Salmonella in 24
hours. That's not good if you ?re looking to make and serve eggnog,
particularly since no reduction in pathogens was seen within the first 60
minutes after adding alcohol. "The cream also complicates things in
eggnog as it has fat in it — and high fat environments like peanut butter
and chocolate serve to protect Salmonella cells," Chapman says.

What's the deal with 'aged' eggnog?

You may be familiar with stories that have made the rounds about
"aged" eggnog, and how it's safe to drink eggnog containing raw eggs if
you let it hang around for a few weeks. Many of these stories trace back
to an experiment done at Rockefeller University (you can hear Science
Friday's 2008 story on it here). There are (at least) two things worth
noting about the Rockefeller eggnog.

First, based on the recipe that accompanies that story, and some quick
back-of-the-envelope calculations, the eggnog in question was ~14
percent alcohol — which may be high compared to many festive drinks.
Second, the eggnog was refrigerated during the aging process. The cold
temperature helps to limit microorganism growth and the hold time
allows for the ethanol to penetrate and to act on the cells.

Chapman notes one other issue with the Rockefeller University data —
it's anecdotal. "Although it has made the rounds in the media as an
answer to the holiday party drink favorite, the study hasn't been
evaluated by peer review." Chapman goes on to say, "While it appears
this specific recipe might work, we also don't know what the threshold
for alcohol content and egg/milk ratios would lead to similar Salmonella
destruction. For example, whether an eggnog with 9 percent alcohol held
in the fridge for one week would be safe."
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