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 Toxicovigilance 

  
  

Keep magnetic balls out of the reach of children! 

Serious risks from accidental ingestion 

In the summer of 2021, a hospital department notified the 
French health authorities of two serious cases of accidental 
ingestion of 3 to 5 mm diameter magnetic balls. They con-
cerned young children (aged three years or younger), and the 
magnetic balls in question came from "stress-relief" objects 
intended for adults. Other cases of ingestion of magnetic balls, 
involving children's toys this time, have also been reported to 
the French health authorities by hospital departments.  

Ingestion of magnets, especially if they have a strong mag-
netic induction (force of attraction), can lead to very serious 
complications. Several magnets swallowed at the same time 
or with ferromagnetic objects can clump together, obstructing 
the digestive tract and tearing the intestinal walls, causing 
intestinal blockage or perforation. The most serious cases re-
quire major surgery and can be life-threatening.  

Magnetic balls in toys... 

Some toys contain magnets that can become accidentally de-
tached. A child can then swallow or choke on one of them. 

These toys, like all others, must comply with European Di-
rective 2009/48/EC and the NF EN 71-1 standard on toy safety 
[1,2]. According to this regulation, a toy is an item intended 
for children up to the age of 14. The European directive re-
quires manufacturers to carry out several tests, defined by the 
NF EN 71-1 standard, to ensure that accessible magnets can-
not be swallowed by children over the age of three1 
(resistance tests after toys have been dropped or twisted, for 

example). In addition, the regulation stipulate that magnetic 
experiment kits should only be used by children over the age 
of eight (a warning message must be clearly displayed on the 
packaging). Tests on the magnetic induction flux2 must also be 
carried out to ensure that the force of attraction is low and 
that the magnet cannot become detached through the attrac-
tion of a stronger magnet. 

...but also in objects for adults 

So-called "stress-relief" objects, building blocks or decorative 
objects containing magnets are also available on the market. 
They consist of magnetic bars or balls, sometimes small and 
with a high magnetic flux (neodymium-iron-boron magnets, 
for example, are stronger). 

These items are not intended for children under 14 years of 
age and are subject to the General Safety Requirement de-
fined in Article L. 421-3 of the French Consumer Code. In this 
case, manufacturers must inform consumers that these mag-
netic products are not intended for children and should be 
kept out of their reach. 

 

1. Directive 2009/48/EC specifies that toys intended for children under three years of age may only contain components of such dimensions 
as to prevent their being swallowed or inhaled. 
2. The magnetic induction flux is calculated from the density of the flux passing through a given surface, and is used to assess a magnet's 
strength.  

Cases of young children accidentally swallowing magnetic 
balls have recently been reported. These balls, from stress-
relief objects intended for adults, have a strong magnetic 
force and can lead to very serious digestive complications. 
These items are not intended for children and should be 
kept out of their reach. In June 2021, the French health au-
thorities issued a press release to warn parents and carers 
of young children about these risks. 
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A warning issued by the French authorities 

In June 2021, ANSES, Santé Publique France, the Ministry of 
Health and the Directorate General for Competition, Con-
sumer Affairs and Fraud Control (DGCCRF) issued a joint 
press release to warn parents and carers of young children 
about the risks of swallowing magnetic balls from objects 
intended for adults [3], and remind them to keep any object 
containing magnetic balls out of the reach of children, who 
could mistake them for sweets and swallow them. 

The DGCCRF takes action to recall/withdraw any magnetic 
items declared dangerous under either the general safety 
requirement or the Toy Safety Directive. Elsewhere in Europe 
and across the Atlantic, magnetic items for adults are also 
regularly withdrawn from the market [4, 5, 6]. 

Cécilia SOLAL (ANSES) 
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