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Have you ever wondered about 
the crazy things doctors do 
during a newborn exam? The 
strength of this baby’s 
grasping reflex is startling! 
Being aware of your baby’s 
natural reflexes is a fun way 
for you to get to know your 
baby better! Try them! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NewbornReflexTesting 
Reflexes are instinctive responses to specific stimulation. We can learn many things about the 
health, strength, and maturity of a baby by carefully observing the vigor of a baby’s responses to 
reflex-prompting stimulation. Babies are fairly predictable in their responses to these 
stimulations. Some of the following are reflex responses you can learn to do with your baby. 
Practicing these simple stimulation activities gives you another way to connect with your new 
baby and become more acquainted. Of course, you would only practice the stimulation/response 
activities if your baby seemed to enjoy them. 
 
Along with the reflexes discussed below, grasping with hands and toes, blinking, yawning, 
coughing, gagging, and sneezing are natural reflexes your newborn will exhibit. 
 
Moro Reflex (Startle Reflex):    
When a baby is startled by a loud noise or is raised above the crib and then lowered suddenly, 
she will show the Moro Reflex by straightening her arms outward, fanning her fingers, and 
throwing her head back. Slowly she will return her arms to her chest, fingers curles loosely in, 
and knees flexed. She might cry. The movements of her arms and legs should be symmetrical, or 
in other words, similar on both sides. Babies don’t like this exercise, and it should only be done 
by your pediatrician or midwife. The reflex is usually present at birth, depending on the baby’s 
maturity. The reflex peaks during the first month. The Moro Reflex persists until the baby is 
somewhere between two and five months old. The absence of a Moro Reflex might be due to 
immaturity of the baby’s nervous system. Rarely, its absence may indicate neurological 
problems. If the response isn’t symmetrical in a newborn, the most common concern is damage 
to the baby’s clavicle or the nerves to one of the baby’s arms during birth. We also watch for the 



disappearance of this reflex by arount six months as a sign that the baby’s nervous system is 
developing normally. 
 
Tonic Neck Reflex (Fencer’s Position):   
When the baby is lying on his back and his head is turned to one side, the arm and leg on the side 
to which he is looking will be straight with the fist closed, and the arm and leg on the opposite 
side will be flexed. If you turn the baby’s head the other way, he will reverse the positions of his 
arms and legs. The Tonic Neck Reflex appears in the early newborn period, within the first 
month, and is most pronounced during the first month. It disappears around three to seven 
months after birth. 
 
Rooting Reflex (Search Reflex):  
If you brush the side of an infant’s cheek, he will turn his head toward the cheek being touched 
and will often open his mouth. This reflex helps prepare the baby for feeding. Sometimes the 
reflex is present at birth, sometimes it appears a day or two later. The reflex gets stronger as the 
baby becomes more adept at nursing. The Rooting reflex usually disappears around four months 
when turning to the breast to nurse becomes voluntary. 
 
Sucking Reflex: 
When an object is placed in the newborn’s mouth or touches her lips, she will begin sucking 
motions. The sucking reflex helps insure the baby will feed vigorously, and it is also is a self-
comforting activity. Often babies will make sucking motions even when they are asleep. The 
sucking reflex should be present at birth. It disappears at about four months of age when sucking 
becomes more voluntary. 
 
Galant Reflex (Swimmer’s Reflex): 
The Galant Reflex is prompted by holding the baby’s abdomen in your hand with the baby facing 
down. Lift the infant four or five inches above a soft surface so her arms and legs are dangling 
down. Run your finger gently down one side of the baby’s spine, then the other. The baby will 
curve her body toward the side your are stimulating. In other words, if you run you finger down 
the right side of the baby’s spine, she will curve her head and buttocks toward the right side. The 
Galant Reflex is present at birth. It fades between four and six months, and it should not presist 
past the age of six months. When your baby is born, this reflex will be used to help your 
healthcare professional determine the well being of your baby. If the response is absent, more 
testing to see if the baby has been hurt during birth would be recommended. 
 
Palmar Grasp: 
If you place your finger in your baby’s open palm, your baby will grasp your finger. Often when 
you pull your finger away, the baby will grasp more firmly. To encourage the baby to open her 
palm, stroke the pinky side of her hand. It is true that a baby’s grasp seems almost strong enough 
to lift the baby’s weight, but this would be hard on your baby’s shoulder joint and nerves, and is 
not be recommended…as is evidenced by the picture above! This reflex is present at birth, but it  
disappears five to seven months after birth. 
 



Plantar Grasp: 
If you apply gentle pressure with your finger against the balls of the baby’s feet, she will curl her 
toes, as if trying to grasp your finger with her toes. The Plantar Grasp is present at birth. It will 
disappear after about six months to one year. 
 
Crawling: 
When the newborn is placed on his abdomen, he flexes his legs under him and starts to crawl, 
picking his head up to turn it and to free it from the bedclothes. 
 
Stepping: 
When you stand your newborn upright on one foot, she will put one foot in front of the other in a 
walking motion. This reflex is very pronounced at birth, lasts for three to four months, then 
reappears at 12 go 24 months when the baby is ready to begin walking.  
 
Babinski Response: 
If you stroke your baby’s foot from the heel up the “little toe” side of his foot, his toes will fan 
out and his big toe will flex backward toward his leg. The Babinski Response is usually present 
at birth. Interestingly, the Babinski Response should disappear before the baby is two years old. 
If it persists, it indicates an abnormality in the nerves that run along the baby’s spinal column. 
 
Deep tendon: 
Deep tendon reflexes need to be done by a healthcare professional, because they are tested using 
a reflex hammer. Tendons in knees, ankles, and elbows are tapped with the hammer to elicit a 
jerking motion of the limb being tested. Deep tendon reflexes are present at birth, and they are 
retained throughout life. An absence of these reflexes might indicate neurological problems. 
 
Protective: 
When a soft cloth is placed over the baby’s eyes and nose, the baby will arch his back and turn 
his head to the side. He might bring both hands to his face and swipe the cloth away. It doesn’t 
seem that baby would enjoy this reflex, so there’s no reason to try this at home with your baby. 
This response is present in the newborn. 
 
Magnet: 
If pressure is applied with your thumb to the soles of the baby’s feet, when the baby is lying on 
her back, she will push back against the pressure. The magnet response appears within the first 
few days of life. It disappears by two to four months of age. Absense of this reflex may indicate 
spinal cord damage. 
 
If any of these reflexes don’t exist or persist for too long, your health care provider might suspect 
neurological damage. When you are playing with your baby and practicing these reflexes, if you 
can’t elicit the response from the baby, don’t spend time worrying, just make an appointment 
with your pediatrician. He or she will be qualified to determine if more testing needs to be done. 
 



So try out a few of the pleasant reflex exercises with your baby. Remember, however that babies 
can become overstimulated and cranky. Play gently with your baby, practicing these reflexes as 
if they were loving games. If your baby turns away, starts fussing, or just seems like she isn’t 
enjoying the activity, stop playing and save the game for another time.  
  
Places where you can find information about this topic are: 
 
http://newborns.stanford.edu/PhotoGallery/Neuro.html  
http://www.healcentral.org/healapp/searchResults?searchtype=simple&display=25&keywo 
 rds=reflexes+newborn&page= 
http://library.med.utah.edu/pedineurologicexam/html/newborn_n.html#20 
http://www.thedoctorsvideos.com/video/759/Magnet-reflex 
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