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Accidental poisoning due to illicit drug exposure 
in children represents an emerging public 
health concern whose social dimension has 
been insufficiently explored in Latin America. 

In Mexico, more than 70% of  pediatric poisoning cases are 
attributed to medications; however, exposure to illicit drugs 
remains poorly characterized, particularly with regard to 
the associated family and social factors (Olguin et al., 2011).

Nevertheless, the prevalence of  this problem can 
be inferred from a study conducted in the emergency 
department of  a hospital in western Mexico between 2016 
and 2020, in which 328 cases of  poisoning due to various 
substances were documented among patients younger than 
16 years. Of  these, 4.8% involved illicit drugs, although 
the authors did not specify whether all exposures were 
accidental (Robledo-Aceves et al., 2024).

In this context, we considered it important to share our 
clinical experience to provide evidence that contributes to 
a better understanding of  this phenomenon from a social 
perspective. We emphasize that this is an exploratory (pilot) 
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study; nevertheless, the findings highlight the existence of  
this problem and provide a basis for future, larger-scale 
investigations.

We conducted a cross-sectional study including 
patients younger than 15 years who were hospitalized 
with a diagnosis of  accidental poisoning due to illicit drug 
exposure between January 2021 and January 2025. The 
study was approved by the institutional Research Ethics 
Committee, and no information allowing individual patient 
identification was collected.

Demographic variables, the type of  substance involved, 
and characteristics of  the family environment were 
analyzed, including socioeconomic status, maternal 
educational level and age, family structure, and living 
conditions.

Continuous variables were summarized as mean and 
standard deviation (SD), whereas categorical variables 
were described as frequencies and percentages.

A total of  18 patients were included, with a mean age of  
2.5 years (SD = 2.0). Most cases (88.8%) occurred in older 
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Social and family factors associated with accidental exposure to illicit drugs in pediatric patients

Accidental poisoning due to illicit drug exposure 
in children represents an emerging public 
health concern whose social dimension has 
been insufficiently explored in Latin America. 

In Mexico, more than 70% of  pediatric poisoning cases are 
attributed to medications; however, exposure to illicit drugs 
remains poorly characterized, particularly with regard to 
the associated family and social factors (Olguin et al., 2011).

Nevertheless, the prevalence of  this problem can 
be inferred from a study conducted in the emergency 
department of  a hospital in western Mexico between 2016 
and 2020, in which 328 cases of  poisoning due to various 
substances were documented among patients younger than 
16 years. Of  these, 4.8% involved illicit drugs, although 
the authors did not specify whether all exposures were 
accidental (Robledo-Aceves et al., 2024).

In this context, we considered it important to share our 
clinical experience to provide evidence that contributes to 
a better understanding of  this phenomenon from a social 
perspective. We emphasize that this is an exploratory (pilot) 
study; nevertheless, the findings highlight the existence of  

this problem and provide a basis for future, larger-scale 
investigations.

We conducted a cross-sectional study including 
patients younger than 15 years who were hospitalized 
with a diagnosis of  accidental poisoning due to illicit drug 
exposure between January 2021 and January 2025. The 
study was approved by the institutional Research Ethics 
Committee, and no information allowing individual patient 
identification was collected.

Demographic variables, the type of  substance involved, 
and characteristics of  the family environment were 
analyzed, including socioeconomic status, maternal 
educational level and age, family structure, and living 
conditions.

Continuous variables were summarized as mean and 
standard deviation (SD), whereas categorical variables 
were described as frequencies and percentages.

A total of  18 patients were included, with a mean age of  
2.5 years (SD = 2.0). Most cases (88.8%) occurred in older 
infants and preschool-aged children. Amphetamines were 
the most frequently involved substance (72.2%), followed 
by opioids (22.2%) and cannabis (5.6%).

From a social perspective, we identified a consistent 
profile of  vulnerability. Overall, 77.8% of  the patients 
belonged to low socioeconomic households, and 83.3% 
of  mothers had only completed basic education. The 
mean maternal age was 25.3 years (SD = 5.7). In 33.3% 
of  cases, the father was absent from the household. The 
mean number of  household members was 5.3 (SD = 2.5), 
suggesting overcrowded living conditions. Of  particular 
concern, illicit drug use within the household was 
documented in 72.2% of  cases (Table 1).

Our findings depict an environment characterized by 
poverty, low maternal educational attainment, vulnerable 
family structures, and direct exposure to illicit drugs within 
the home.

Unlike international case series, in which cannabis 
and opioids are the substances most frequently involved, 
amphetamines predominated in our sample, possibly 
reflecting local patterns of  drug availability and use 
(Azkunaga et al., 2017; Oral et al., 2011). This finding 
highlights the importance of  understanding the 
phenomenon from a regional perspective rather than 
automatically extrapolating data from other settings.

The age distribution, with a predominance of  preschool-
aged children and older infants, is consistent with the 
developmental stage associated with increased exploratory 
behaviour, greater vulnerability, and a limited ability to 
recognize potential hazards (Schmertmann et al., 2013; 
Wood et al., 2018).

The mean maternal age of  25.3 years reflects a profile of  
young, socially vulnerable mothers, similar to that reported 
in Spain and the United States (Azkunaga et al., 2017). 
Lower maternal educational attainment has been inversely 

Table 1 
Characteristics of patients hospitalized for accidental poisoning 
due to illicit drug exposure

Characteristics

Age (years), mean (SD) 2.5 (2.0)

Age group

1 month to 1 year, n (%) 1 (5.6)

1–2 years, n (%) 6 (33.3)

3–5 years, n (%) 10 (55.6)

6–12 years, n (%) 1 (5.6)

13–15 years, n (%) 0 (0)

Female, n (%) 9 (50)

Type of illicit drug involved

Amphetamines, n (%) 13 (72.2)

Opioids, n (%) 4 (22.2)

Cannabis, n (%) 1 (5.6)

Socioeconomic status

Low, n (%) 14 (77.8)

Middle, n (%) 4 (22.2)

High, n (%) 0 (0)

Maternal age (years), mean (SD) 25.3 (5.7)

Maternal educational level

Basic education, n (%) 15 (83.3)

Upper secondary education, n (%) 3 (16.7)

Father absent from the household, n (%) 6 (33.3)

Household size, mean (SD) 5.3 (2.5)

Illicit drug use within the household, n (%) 13 (72.2)

Note. N=18. SD: Standard deviation.
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associated with poisoning risk, likely owing to reduced 
preventive knowledge and a more limited understanding of  
the hazards posed by these substances (Olguin et al., 2011).

Paternal absence may be indicative of  single-parent 
family structures, which have been associated with greater 
social vulnerability and reduced supervision. Likewise, 
household overcrowding represents a critical risk factor 
because it limits safe storage spaces and makes continuous 
supervision of  multiple children more difficult (Gallagher 
et al., 2025).

The high prevalence of  illicit drug use within the 
household is particularly concerning, as it reflects not only 
the physical availability of  these substances but also the 
normalization of  drug use in the presence of  children.

From this perspective, accidental poisoning may 
represent the most visible manifestation of  a broader high-
risk social environment.

To the best of  our knowledge, this is one of  the first 
studies conducted in Mexico to systematically integrate 
family and social variables in cases of  pediatric poisoning 
due to illicit drug exposure beyond the acute clinical event. 
Our findings suggest that these poisonings may represent 
a sentinel marker of  social vulnerability and intrafamilial 
risk.

Although our study has limitations—primarily its small 
sample size and cross-sectional design—we believe it 
provides relevant information for both clinical practice and 
public health.

Conducting studies of  this nature is particularly important 
given the substantial underreporting of  these accidental 
exposures. Such research contributes to documenting their 
epidemiology, highlighting an important yet preventable 
cause of  morbidity, and providing evidence to support the 
development of  detection and prevention protocols.

Non-stigmatizing screening for parental drug use during 
pediatric consultations, education on the safe storage 
of  illicit substances, and interventions targeting socially 
vulnerable families may constitute key preventive strategies.

Accidental poisoning due to illicit drug exposure in 
children should not be viewed merely as an isolated 
domestic accident but rather as a phenomenon reflecting 
social inequalities, adverse housing conditions, and complex 
family dynamics. Recognizing these events as indicators of  
social risk may facilitate early, multisectoral interventions 
aimed at protecting children.

We believe that bringing greater visibility to this issue is 
essential for the development of  context-specific, evidence-
based prevention policies.
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