Taking the Temperature of Poultry
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How do I know when poultry is done?

The doneness of poultry is determined by taking its temperature in the thickest part of the breast and/or thigh. (The nick-and-peek method we use for other types of meat and seafood doesn’t really work with poultry, which really requires an accurate assessment of temperature for safety’s sake—the risk of any salmonella surviving in a cooked chicken is negated when the internal temperature is past 160 degrees.) Just where is the "thickest part," you ask? So did we. To find out, we took whole cooked chickens and bone-in breasts and legs and cut them into thin cross-sections so that we could examine the thickness of the meat.

On a breast, the thickest part is—no surprise—the area that appeared to be the thickest, basically, the widest and plumpest area. But the question remained as to how and where the thermometer should be inserted.

The tendency when inserting a thermometer straight down into the meat (which is not even 2 inches thick) is to push it down too far or not far enough. For this reason, we prefer to insert the thermometer horizontally from the top (neck) end down the length of the breast. The idea is to insert the thermometer well into the meat, then slowly withdraw it, looking for the lowest temperature that registers.

If you're taking the temperature of the breast on a whole chicken, aim for the meat just above the bone by inserting the thermometer low into the thickness of the breast. Because the cavity slows the cooking, the coolest spot sits just above the bone (which is a poor conductor of heat). If you're taking the temperature of a single breast (bone in or boneless), aim for the dead center of the meat by inserting the thermometer at the midpoint of the thickness.

On a single thigh or leg quarter, the meat is relatively thin and of even thickness, which simplifies the task of taking the temperature. When the leg is part of a whole chicken, however, taking the temperature is more complicated because its musculature is not as apparent. We found that the best way to take the temperature of the thigh on a whole bird is to insert the probe down into the space between the tip of the breast and the thigh. Angle the probe outward ever so slightly so that it pierces the meat in the lower part of the thigh. To get some idea of how deeply it's inserted—and to be certain that it isn't inserted too far—push the probe until it pokes through the bottom side of the chicken, then slowly withdraw it, looking for the lowest registered temperature.

The technique of over-inserting the thermometer accommodates both digital and dial thermometers. The former have sensors located at the tip of the probe; the latter have sensors located about an inch up from the tip.

Yet even if you follow the above guidelines to the letter, the process of testing for doneness remains by and large one of trial and error. It's best to poke the bird a couple times to find the lowest temperature. Moving the probe just a few millimeters to the left or right or up or down can reveal a different temperature.
