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ABSTRACT

Restaurant inspection reports are widely accessible to the public who may use them to gauge 
the food safety practices of restaurants. Words used in inspection reports are important, as they 
must accurately and precisely describe the violation, but in addition, word choices may also infl uence 
the perception of food safety risk associated with specifi c violations. This is important not only for 
consumers, whose interpretations might vary, but also for restaurant managers, who consider issues 
of restaurant reputation. This study investigated 25 health inspectors’ perceptions of the words used 
to describe violations. Health inspectors were asked about their perceptions of selected words in fi ve 
categories at a quarterly meeting of a food protection committee from the Indiana Environmental 
Health Association. Results indicate that health inspectors had different perceptions of the words 
and were infl uenced by a number of factors. The use of the word “fi lthy,” for example, was associated 
with the highest perceived risk (between 5.88 and 6.08 on a scale of one to seven) in fi ve types of 
violations and was most often considered inappropriate (between 14 and 18 inspectors considered a 
statement containing the word “fi lthy” inappropriate in fi ve violations).  In contrast, the word “soiled” 
was preferred as being appropriate, correct, and commonly used. A signifi cant difference was found 
in the perceptions of high-risk words between more experienced and less experienced inspectors. 
Inspectors with less experience thought that the word unsanitary was perceived as a higher risk word 
by consumers (M = 5.07, SD = 0.84) than did those with 15 or more years of experience (M = 3.92, 
SD =1.23); t (21) = (2.61), P < 0.05. Five themes emerged there are clear differences in the perception 
of the weight of word choices, inspectors may be infl uenced by other factors when writing violations, 
training can affect how health inspectors describe violations, there are limitations in writing violations, 
and health inspectors are aware of the effect of health reports on consumers.
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INTRODUCTION

Health inspection reports were 
originally designed to communicate be-
tween health inspectors and restaurant 
managers. Because the Freedom of In-
formation Act allows the public to have 
access to health inspection reports, 
however, health inspectors also com-
municate indirectly with consumers. 
Consumers’ interest and use of cleanli-
ness/food safety information is demon-
strated by research reporting that the 
hygiene condition of a food service is 
one of the top three considerations 
when consumers select a place to dine 
out (4).

Today’s health inspector has mul-
tiple roles as inspector, communicator 
with restaurant managers and consum-
ers, and educator. As a communicator, 
it is essential that health inspectors 
provide accurate and reliable inspec-
tion results to restaurant managers 
and to the public. For consumer use 
of information, it is also important to 
consider the impact of the individual’s 
reading ability in understanding restau-
rant health inspection reports. Reading 
ability is likely to vary depending on the 
reader’s personal interest in the subject 
(13) and knowledge (15).

Words used to describe violations 
in health inspections are important in 
that the violations refl ect food safety 
issues at the restaurant. Issues of food 
safety are also critical for restaurant 
managers and owners; perceptions of 
poor sanitation might lead to consum-
ers choosing a different restaurant,  
resulting in loss of revenue. To avoid 
consumers’ misinterpretation of food 
safety practices at the restaurant, the 
choice of accurate, clearly understood, 
and standardized words describing 
inspection results is important. Varia-
tions in inspection results by individual 
inspectors have been suggested to be 
attributable to several factors (10, 14). 

However, a study examining health 
inspectors’ perceptions of word choic-
es in terms of frequency, accuracy, and 
inappropriateness is lacking. Therefore, 
this study was conducted to investigate 
whether health inspectors have differ-
ent perceptions about the words they 
use to describe violations. This study 
provides a starting point for discussion 
of these words and may be helpful in 
exploring issues of standardization of 
violation descriptions. 

Health inspector’s role 
as communicator

Consumers are interested in food 
safety issues at restaurants and use 
food safety information when pur-
chasing food. Research has found that 
70 percent of respondents would no 
longer buy food from a food service 
establishment about which they had 
concerns about hygiene (5). In addi-
tion, a study found that people who 
perceived that a restaurant was “not at 
all” committed to food safety were less 
likely to choose that restaurant when 
eating out (9). In fact, cleanliness was 
the most important determinant for 
consumers’ perceptions of restaurant 
food safety (7).

Restaurant inspection reports 
provide useful information for those 
who are curious about the safety of 
food they consume away from home 
and are often made available from local 
health departments to meet the pub-
lic’s demand for food safety informa-
tion, as well as to provide information 
as stated in the Freedom of Informa-
tion Act (FOIA) (16). The local health 
department’s Web sites that feature 
health inspection reports have clearly 
attracted consumer interest. For ex-
ample, New York City’s health depart-
ment Web site averaged 23,000 hits an 
hour its fi rst day online (11). In England, 
the Bournemouth council Web site had 
20,000 hits in two weeks and Liverpool 
had more than 100,000 hits in the two 
days following the launch of its Web 
site for health inspection reporting (1). 
Because of the great consumer inter-
est in food safety information, the 
health inspector’s role in providing ac-
curate inspection results has received 
renewed attention and is essential in 
helping to avoid misinterpretation of 
inspection results by this expanded au-
dience. 

Although health inspectors visit 
restaurants and write inspection re-
ports using manuals based on the FDA 
Food Code, the food code can be 
greatly impacted by their visual assess-
ments, which might result in selection 
of various words to describe these vio-
lations. Anecdotally, health inspectors 
will say that although certain words 
may appear to have similar meanings, 
some words are more or less appro-

priate (or even inappropriate). Words 
such as dirt, fi lth, soil, and food debris, 
for example, although similar in mean-
ing, are thought to have very different 
connotations.

Variations in health inspection re-
ports have been cited in several studies. 
For example, health inspectors showed 
variation in regard to their opinions of 
cleanliness and the resulting inspection 
reports (10). It was hypothesized that 
the variation in the results of restau-
rant inspections might be caused by 
individual inspectors, timing of inspec-
tions, types of operation, size of the 
establishment, and limited time for 
the inspection (14). Other research-
ers have also suggested that inspectors 
show variations in writing violations 
during an inspection (3, 8, 10).

Health inspector’s role 
as educator

The National Restaurant Associa-
tion (NRA) has been promoting man-
agers’ certifi cation in food safety to 
educate managers regarding the most 
current food safety information and 
practices. In addition, to improve sanitary 
conditions in the restaurant, restaurant 
managers are expected to implement a 
food safety training program for their 
employees. Health inspectors provide 
restaurant managers and food handlers 
with food safety information while they 
are inspecting the restaurants. At least 
one study has reported that health 
inspectors educate restaurant workers 
about food safety during the inspection 
process and that this was one of their 
most important activities (6). It was also 
noted, however, that some inspectors 
did not conduct inspections thoroughly 
and rarely explained violations (6). This 
variation in health inspections might 
lead to inconsistency in restaurants 
implementing food safety practices, 
with subsequent differences in inspec-
tion results. Increased standardization 
of inspection methods might improve 
restaurant managers’ understanding of 
changes that need to be made in their 
restaurants’ food safety practices.

Words used in inspection reports 
are therefore important, since the 
words used to describe violations are 
related to accuracy, precision, and iden-
tifi cation of risk in terms of food safety 
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of the foodservice establishments. 
These are important not only for con-
sumers, whose interpretations might 
vary, but also for restaurant manag-
ers who consider issues of restaurant 
reputation. In addition, they provide 
careful and considered legal documen-
tation of health inspectors’ actions. 
Furthermore, an individual’s ability to 
interpret the restaurant health inspec-
tion reports might vary on the basis of 
the terminology or vocabulary used to 
describe the violations. Vocabulary, for 
example, has been found to play an im-
portant role in predicting reading com-
prehension in young adults (2). 

An exploratory study was there-
fore conducted to open a dialogue re-
garding health inspectors’ perceptions 
of the words used to describe viola-
tions. The objectives of this study were 
to examine health inspectors’ per-
ceptions of the accuracy, correctness, 
common usage, and appropriateness of 
words used to describe violations. The 
study also obtained health inspectors’ 
feedback on the core elements of ideal 
violation descriptions. Finally, this study 
explored health inspectors’ opinions of 
the risk perception of consumers eat-
ing in a restaurant that had violations 
described with specifi c words.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The convenience sample for this 
cross-sectional quantitative and quali-
tative study consisted of members of 
the food protection committee of the 
Indiana Environmental Health Associa-
tion. Members were almost all Indiana 
health inspectors; additional members 
included staff from the Indiana State 
Health Department, one member from 
academia, and an industry representa-
tive who is responsible for the food 
safety program for a large food retail 
operation. The Purdue University In-
stitutional Review Board reviewed 
and approved the protocol before the 
study. Phase 1 utilized a quantitative 
approach using questionnaires. Phase 
2 utilized a qualitative approach facili-
tating discussion among inspectors at 
the meeting. The questionnaire focused 
on the choice of words used to de-
scribe health inspection violations. The 
words were selected from the FDA 
Food Code, Retail Food Establishment 

Sanitation Requirements (Indiana State 
Department of Health) and extensive 
search of health inspection violations 
nationwide on the web pages of local 
health departments. The words select-
ed for the study were commonly used 
words with similar meanings in fi ve 
categories. For example, the fi ve words 
used to describe a violation related to 
lack of cleaning or cleanliness included 
unsanitary, unclean, soiled, dirty, and 
fi lthy; three words that might be used 
to describe a pest control problem in-
cluded mice, rodents, and vermin. Simi-
larly, clusters of words were selected to 
represent bare hand contact of foods, 
employee illness, and unsafe food tem-
peratures. Because of the varied use of 
the words that might be used to de-
scribe lack of cleaning or cleanliness, 
this cluster of words was evaluated 
in fi ve situational contexts: a walk-in 
refrigerator, a restroom, food handler 
appearance, a kitchen sink, and a dish 
machine. The questionnaire therefore 
included 39 violation statements using 
fi ve sets of descriptive words in nine 
situational contexts. 

Questions about these violation 
statements included which was the 
most nearly correct statement, the 
most commonly used, and the most 
accurate to use, as well as whether it 
might be inappropriate to use. Ques-
tions asking for the respondent’s 
perception of the accuracy and their 
opinion of the consumers’ perception 
of risk were measured on a bipolar 
seven- point Likert Scale, from one 
(low) to seven (high): “Please rate the 
following descriptions of violations 
according to your perception of their 
accuracy” and “In your opinion, what 
would be the consumers’ perception 
of risk of contracting foodborne illness 
if they ate in a restaurant with viola-
tions described in the following ways?” 
Items assessing the most correct and 
the most commonly used statement 
to describe the violation were allowed 
only one response. Items asking about 
the inappropriate use of words allowed 
for multiple responses. Demographic 
information of respondents was also 
obtained. Questionnaires were distrib-
uted to health inspectors at a meet-
ing of the food protection committee 
of the Indiana Environmental Health 
Association on November 13, 2009. 

For the statistical analysis, the Statis-
tical Program for the Social Sciences 
(version 16.0, 2008, SPSS Inc, Chicago, 
IL) was used. Descriptive statistics and 
independent sample t-tests were per-
formed to analyze the data. For the 
qualitative approach, the authors of this 
study facilitated discussion among food 
protection committee members and 
recorded the discussion. Participants 
were able to discuss their responses 
freely, and suffi cient time was allowed 
for participants to respond. The discus-
sion lasted 20 to 30 minutes and was 
audio-recorded by using a microcas-
sette tape-recorder (Panasonic VAS 
Recorder; Matsushita Electric Industri-
al Co., Ltd., Osaka, Japan). The record-
ings were transcribed by the research-
ers who had facilitated the discussion 
at the conference. The results of this 
study were presented to the food pro-
tection committee during their meet-
ing on March 12, 2010 for comments 
and discussion.

RESULTS

A total of 25 questionnaires were 
distributed and collected at the Food 
Protection Committee meeting. Of the 
25 collected questionnaires, 24 were 
completed by a respondent. Approxi-
mately 8 of the 24 respondents were 
between 35 and 44 years old. The ma-
jority of the respondents were female 
(n = 19) and had a bachelor’s degree 
or higher (n = 21). Half of the respon-
dents had 15 or more years of health 
inspection experience.

Perceptions of the words used 
to describe violations (as 
assessed by the questionnaire)

Descriptive analyses were run to 
assess perceptions of the words used 
to describe violations. Most of the 
words that health inspectors perceived 
to be high-risk to consumers were 
also the words that health inspectors 
perceived as inappropriate to use. The 
word fi lthy was considered inappropri-
ate, incorrect, and not very commonly 
used by health inspectors. The word 
soiled was considered the most ap-
propriate, correct, and commonly used 
by health inspectors and had a median 
amount of risk associated with it.  All of 
the words perceived to be accurate to 
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use were also the adjectives most com-
monly used and perceived to correctly 
describe violations (Table 1).  

For words used to describe pest 
control violations, mice and rodents 
were perceived to be accurate and 
were commonly used to describe vio-
lations. Vermin was perceived as inap-
propriate to use (Table 2). When asked 
about words used to describe bare 
hand contact violations, the term bare 

hands was considered accurate (M = 
6.30), correct (n = 18) and commonly 
used (n = 12) however, the term without 
wearing gloves was also commonly used 
(n = 11) even though it was considered 
inappropriate to use (n = 10). 

The health inspectors’ perceptions 
of the description of the violations was 
tested by running an independent sam-
ple t-test to see if there was any signifi -
cant difference in responses based on 

characteristics of the health inspectors. 
A signifi cant difference was found in 
the perceptions of high-risk words for 
consumers between more experienced 
and less experienced inspectors (those 
with 15 or more years of experience 
and those with less than 15 years of 
experience as a health inspector). In-
spectors with less experience thought 
that the word unsanitary was perceived 
as a higher-risk word by consumers (M 

TABLE 1. Health  inspectors’ perceptions of the words used to describe violations

        Perceived      Accuracyae     Correct    Commonly   Inappropriate 
             riskad      statementbf             usedbg         to usech

Violation descriptions     mean  ±  standard deviation                     Frequency

The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were 4.04 ± 1.16 3.17 ± 1.61 0 2 7
 unsanitary with food.
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were 3.63 ± 1.28 3.79 ± 1.65 0 0 6
 unclean with food.
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were 4.42 ± 1.21 6.25 ± 1.19* 24* 18* 0
 soiled with food. 
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were 4.96 ± 1.20 3.91 ± 1.56 0 2 7
 dirty with food.
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were 6.04 ± 1.33 3.65 ± 1.58 0 2 18*
 fi lthy with food.
The restroom was unsanitary. 4.83 ± 1.27 3.96 ± 1.71 2 1 9
The restroom was not clean. 4.04 ± 1.12 4.63 ± 1.61 4 10* 3
The restroom was soiled. 4.29 ± 1.37 5.58 ± 1.59 15* 10* 2
The condition of the restroom was dirty. 5.21 ± 1.10 4.57 ± 1.67 1 3 6
The condition of the restroom was fi lthy. 6.08 ± 1.25 3.96 ± 1.92 2 0 16*
The appearance of the food handler was  4.58 ± 1.48 3.67 ± 1.88 0 0 9
 unsanitary. 
The appearance of the food handler was unclean. 4.17 ± 1.35 3.75 ± 1.70 1 0 3
The uniform that the employee was wearing 4.78 ± 1.10 6.13 ± 1.03 18* 18* 0
 was soiled.
The food handler was wearing a dirty apron. 4.96 ± 1.18 5.04 ± 1.66 3 5 7
The uniform the employee was wearing was fi lthy. 6.00 ± 1.57 4.04 ± 2.03 1 0 14*
The sink in the kitchen was unsanitary. 4.22 ± 1.47 3.71 ± 1.69 0 0 7
The sink in the kitchen was unclean. 4.08 ± 1.23 3.96 ± 1.64 0 1 4
The sink in the kitchen was soiled. 4.63 ± 1.06 6.04 ± 1.28 22* 16* 1
The sink in the kitchen was dirty. 4.92 ± 1.17 4.61 ± 1.69 1  6 7
The sink in the kitchen was fi lthy. 5.88 ± 1.20 4.04 ± 1.94 1  1 15*
The dish machine was unsanitary with food debris. 4.58 ± 1.64 3.74 ± 1.66 0  0 7
The dish machine was unclean with food debris.  4.17 ± 1.37 4.36 ± 1.56  2   0  4
The dish machine was soiled with food debris.  4.78 ± 1.13 6.04 ± 1.16  19*  18*  0
The dish machine was dirty with food debris.  4.96 ± 1.20 4.65 ± 1.56  2   5  8
The dish machine was fi lthy with food debris.  6.00 ± 1.25 3.78 ± 1.83  1   0  16*

aItems were asked using a 7-point Likert scale.
bItems were answered with a single response.
cItems were answered with multiple responses.
*Highest mean value.
dPerceived risk: The hazard level a consumer believes to be associated with consuming a food, whether of not that belief 
 is factually correct.
eAccuracy: The degree to which an evaluation based on an inspection represents the true value of the attribute that is being 
 evaluated. 
fCorrect statement: Conforming to fact or truth in accordance with an accepted standard.
gCommonly used words:  Words used by inspectors frequently or habitually.
hInappropriate to use:  Words that would improperly describe the situation or condition.
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= 5.07, SD = 0.84), compared with the 
group with 15 or more years of expe-
rience (M = 3.92, SD =1.23); t (21) = 
(2.61), P < 0.05. Both groups believed 
that the word fi lthy is perceived as high 
risk by consumers (Table 3).

Reasons for perception and 
word choices (focus group 
discussion)

The next part of the study utilized 
a focus group to better understand 
participants’ selection of words and to 
explore qualitatively their perceptions 
of the words used to describe viola-
tions. To ensure appropriate contextual 
exploration in this phase, focus-group 

questions were based on the survey 
that the respondents had completed 
prior to the discussion. For example, 
the survey asked about specifi c words 
the participants might use to describe 
violations and what their perceptions 
of those words were. During the fo-
cus group discussion, the participants 
were asked whether they use any oth-
er words to describe these violations 
and the reasons why they choose to 
use/not use certain words. In addition, 
the discussion investigated factors in-
fl uencing health inspectors when writ-
ing violations. The authors of the study 
facilitated the discussion for food pro-
tection committee members and tape 
recorded it. During the discussion, fi ve 

themes were identifi ed. The fi rst was 
that there were clear differences in 
the perception of the weight of word 
choices among health inspectors and 
that skilled judgment is required when 
decisions on the severity of the viola-
tion are being considered. For exam-
ple, comments included that what is 
“unsanitary to one health inspector 
is not unsanitary to another,” there is 
a “different defi nitive level of what is 
dirty, it is extremely subjective,” and 
“…how much is too much?” These 
comments parallel a previous research 
study that stated that “‘Cleanliness’ 
is a relative concept – what is accept-
able as being ‘clean’ is one situation 
may be unacceptable in another” (12).

TABLE 2. Health inspectors’ perceptions of the words used to describe the violations

  Perceived Accuracyae Correct  Commonly Inappropriate 
          riska                                     statementb           usedb         to usec

Violation descriptions  mean  ±  standard deviation                                Frequency

Shell eggs were registering at 46°F in the 3.79 ± 1.98 6.17 ± 1.46 16* 13* 1
 walk-in refrigerator.

Shell eggs were stored at 5°F above what  4.33 ± 1.79 4.04 ± 1.82 0 0   15*
 they should be stored at. 

Shell eggs were stored at an improper temperature. 4.50 ± 1.56 4.30 ± 2.16 6 11 11

Shell eggs were stored at an unsafe temperature. 5.75 ± 1.57 3.96 ± 1.99 3 0  9

There were droppings from mice in the kitchen. 5.88 ± 1.45 5.67 ± 1.63 7 8* 3

There were droppings from rodents in the kitchen. 5.79 ± 1.32 5.67 ± 1.37 8* 6  3

There were droppings from vermin in the kitchen. 5.04 ± 1.73 4.67 ± 1.61 1 2  8*

There was evidence of mice in the kitchen. 5.42 ± 1.10 4.67 ± 1.63 2 4  6

There was evidence of rodents in the kitchen. 5.63 ± 0.97 4.38 ± 1.53 6* 5* 4

There was evidence of vermin in the kitchen. 4.92 ± 1.53 4.21 ± 1.86 1 0  12*

Employee was observed using bare hands to  5.78 ± 1.70 6.30 ± 1.18 18* 12* 4
 plate lettuce for salads.

Employee was observed handling lettuce for 6.00 ± 1.25 5.48 ± 1.86 5 11 10*
 salads without wearing gloves.

An employee with an infection was handling food.  5.71 ± 1.42 4.21 ± 1.84 5 7  11*

An employee diagnosed with Salmonella  6.75 ± 0.70 6.29 ± 1.68 18* 17* 9
 was handling food.

aItems were asked using a 7-point Likert scale.
bItems were answered with a single response.
cItems were answered with multiple response.
*Highest mean value.
dPerceived risk: The hazard level a consumer believes exists after consuming a food, whether of not that belief is factually correct.
eAccuracy: The degree to which an evaluation based on an inspection, represents the true value of the attribute that is being 
 inspected. 
fCorrect statement: Conforming to fact or truth in accordance with an accepted standard.
gCommonly used words: Words used by inspectors frequently or habitually.
hInappropriate to use: Words that would improperly describe the situation or condition.
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The second theme was that 
health inspectors could be infl uenced 
by other factors when writing viola-
tions. Comments included that there 
were “other factors that are associ-
ated with the entire operation” and a 
“level of differences exist…” Findings 
of previous studies also support this 
theme that inspectors are infl uenced 
by types or sizes of operations (10) 

and that some restaurants, such as fast 
food chain restaurants, usually received 
better grades than full-service restau-
rants (14). It was found that inspectors 
did not write down all violations if too 
many critical violations were identifi ed 
or if the violations were corrected im-
mediately (6).

TABLE 3.  The results of independent sample t-tests of the health inspectors’ perceived risk of the violations

       Perceived riskc 
               Mean 

Violation descriptions EXP1a   EXP2b                         

The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were unsanitary with food. 4.42 3.67
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were unclean with food. 4.08 3.20
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were soiled with food. 4.50 4.30
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were dirty with food. 4.66 5.25
The shelves in the walk-in refrigerator were fi lthy with food. 5.42* 6.67*

The restroom was unsanitary. 5.16 4.50
The restroom was not clean. 4.25 3.83
The restroom was soiled. 4.50 4.08
The condition of the restroom was dirty. 5.08 5.33
The condition of the restroom was fi lthy. 5.75 6.42

The appearance of the food handler was unsanitary. 5.25 3.92
The appearance of the food handler was unclean. 4.67 3.67
The uniform that the employee was wearing was soiled. 4.90 4.67
The food handler was wearing a dirty apron. 5.08 4.83
The uniform the employee was wearing was fi lthy. 5.92 6.08

The sink in the kitchen was unsanitary. 5.00 3.50
The sink in the kitchen was unclean. 4.42 3.75
The sink in the kitchen was soiled. 4.25 5.00
The sink in the kitchen was dirty. 4.58* 5.25*
The sink in the kitchen was fi lthy. 5.30** 6.42**

The dish machine was unsanitary with food debris. 5.08 4.00
The dish machine was unclean with food debris. 4.50 3.75
The dish machine was soiled with food debris. 4.58 4.50
The dish machine was dirty with food debris. 5.25 5.08
The dish machine was fi lthy with food debris. 6.00 6.33

*Signifi cantly different at P < .05 **signifi cantly different at P < .01.

EXPa: experience less than 15 years. EXPb: experience equal to and more than 15 years.
cPerceived risk: The hazard level a consumer believes to be associated with consuming a food, whether of not that belief 
is factually correct.

The third theme was that train-
ing can affect how health inspectors 
describe violations. One respondent 
specifi cally commented that “differ-
ent training affects how violations are 
written up…”  The impact of different 
training methods is not unexpected, 
because training is generally handled at 
the local level. New health inspectors 
may be trained by shadowing experi-
enced health inspectors for a specifi ed 
training period, so that most of their 
skills are shaped by their experiences 
during this on-on-the-job training. 
Since experiences will vary during the 
training period, so will the new health 
inspector’s ability to describe the viola-
tions and the variability found among 

descriptions of violations. One respon-
dent with more than 15 years of expe-
rience commented that “all inspectors 
should be forced to use words from the 
Food Code and write down violations 
as it will be used in court since it is a 
legal documents…state code requires 
you to write what you observe”. 

The fourth theme was that there 
are limitations to being able to write 
down violations. One is a physical 
limitation; if inspection reports are 
hand-written, there may be perceived 
space limitations within the inspect-
ion report form. In addition, more 
detailed descriptions take longer 
to write down, so that some health 
inspectors may focus on essential 
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issues if they are under time pressure 
constraints. 

The fi fth theme that emerged was 
that health inspectors were aware of 
the effect of inspection reports on 
consumers. Since the public can easily 
access inspection reports (on health 
department Web sites, for example), 
the focus group commented that 
some health inspectors may be trying 
to write more generally so that oth-
ers (such as the public) can understand 
the report. One inspector, for example, 
commented that “the general public 
does not understand the temperature 
danger zone”. 

DISCUSSION

The public is more conscious of 
food safety as frequency of eating out 
increases. In addition, the availability 
of health inspection results through 
the Internet or other media supports 
consumers’ demand for food safety in-
formation. Hence, it has become even 
more critical to provide the public with 
accurate and understandable informa-
tion about health inspection results. 
Descriptions of violations in the cur-
rent health inspection reporting sys-
tem provide detailed and useful infor-
mation to the restaurant manager and 
are important to the public; however, 
the words used to describe violations 
vary among health inspectors. 

This study found that individual 
health inspectors have different per-
ceptions of the words used to describe 
violations. Different perceptions of the 
meanings associated with specifi c word 
choices, the infl uence of other factors 
(such as whether the violation is cor-
rected immediately), inspector training, 
time and space constraints in writing 
inspection reports, and an awareness 
of the public’s use of inspection reports 
may affect inspectors’ decisions about 
how to report violations. This study 
provides a starting point for further 
discussion on the use of words and 
perhaps standardization of violation 
descriptions. Although one word or 
one set of words may be not adequate 
to describe the skilled assessment of 
a violation, some standardization of 
terms would be helpful in assisting with 
training of new health inspectors, pro-

viding more consistency among health 
inspectors, or making it easier for res-
taurant managers and perhaps even 
consumers to understand.

Further, it is possible that consum-
ers may benefi t from additional expla-
nations of technical terms so that they 
can better understand the implications 
of the inspection reports with regard 
to restaurant cleanliness. Providing 
food safety information along with 
health inspection reports may have the 
additional benefi t of helping to edu-
cate the public. Finally, routine rotation 
of inspectors’ responsibilities among 
restaurants (commonly done in many 
jurisdictions) would also help reduce 
differences in inspection results among 
health inspectors.

The data were collected from a 
regional quarterly meeting of a food 
protection committee by means of 
self-completed questionnaires, which 
resulted in data that may have been 
skewed to perceptions of a regional 
group of health inspectors. Although 
this study found useful information on 
future research recommendations, the 
study used common word choices re-
lated to only nine areas in the health 
code. Therefore, future studies may 
want to use other areas of the health 
code to investigate ‘health inspectors’ 
perceptions of the words used to de-
scribe violations.

Despite the limitations, results of 
this study clearly suggest that varia-
tions exist among health inspectors 
writing down violations. The results 
also suggest that some words may be 
more appropriate, or accurate, or may 
carry a greater connotation of risk, 
than others. When health inspectors 
write down inspection reports, word 
choices would be expected to vary, as 
health inspectors use their skilled judg-
ment to assess which words best de-
scribe their observations in that food-
service establishment. Health depart-
ments should recognize, however, that 
variations in health inspection reports 
may also occur when standardization or 
adequate training is lacking. Results of 
this research suggest the need for add-
ed discussion regarding words used in 
inspection reports and how these are 
interpreted by an expanding group of 
interested users. 
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