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20th Anniversary of PulseNet: the National 
Molecular Subtyping Network for Foodborne 
Disease Surveillance — United States, 2016

PulseNet is celebrating 20 years of public health achieve-
ments in transforming the way foodborne disease outbreaks are 
detected and investigated. PulseNet is a national surveillance 
network of federal, state, and local public health laboratories 
that work together to detect foodborne disease outbreaks by 
connecting DNA fingerprints of bacteria that cause illness (1). 
The network facilitates the early identification of common 
sources of foodborne outbreaks and helps regulatory agencies 
identify areas where implementation of new measures are likely 
to improve the safety of the food supply.

A recent economic evaluation of PulseNet activities suggests 
that the network prevents at least 270,000 illnesses from infec-
tion with Salmonella, E. coli, and Listeria and saves an estimated 
$500 million each year (2). In 2013, PulseNet began using 
whole genome sequencing (WGS) to detect outbreaks caused 
by Listeria, the most deadly foodborne pathogen (3). PulseNet 
is quickly expanding the use of WGS in state laboratories and 
has begun using WGS in investigations of other foodborne 
pathogens such as Campylobacter, E. coli, and Salmonella. With 

incorporation of WGS and other advanced molecular detection 
methods, PulseNet will continue to improve foodborne disease 
detection and identify outbreaks faster and with more accuracy.

Additional information regarding CDC’s Advanced 
Molecular Detection initiative is available at http://www.
cdc.gov/amd/. Additional materials on the 20th anniversary 
of PulseNet, including success stories from state public 
health laboratories and fact sheets are available at the CDC 
PulseNet website.*
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* http://www.cdc.gov/pulsenet/anniversary/index.html.
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