
Reflexes in Infants
!
Although newborns have little control over their muscles, they are not completely 
helpless. All babies are born with a set of reflexes—instinctive, automatic responses—
that make it possible for them to survive. There are two basic types of reflexes: primitive 
reflexes and protective reflexes. Most people are familiar with the protective reflexes, 
because these reflexes continue through- out a person’s life and get stronger as the 
person gets older. These include blinking, coughing, gagging, yawning, and even 
breathing.!

Primitive reflexes are unique to infants and gradually disappear during the first year of 
life. These reflexes are described in the chart below. Primitive reflexes are significant 
because they pro- vide clues about an infant’s development. These reflexes normally 
appear and disappear by certain ages. If they fail to follow this schedule, it may indicate 
that there is a developmental problem. As a result, babies are usually tested for these 
reflexes soon after they are born and again during check- ups.!

Primitive Reflexes
Reflex Description Duration
Rooting When a newborn’s 

cheek is stroked, the 
head turns and 
mouth opens to 
search for the 
object.

Disappears at about fourth month.

Sucking When a nipple or 
finger is inserted into 
the infant’s mouth, 
rhythmic sucking 
occurs.

Changes into voluntary sucking by second 
month.

Palmar grasp When pressure is 
applied to an infant’s 
palms, the fingers 
curl in a strong 
enough grasp to 
support the infant’s 
own weight.

Weakens after third month and disappears 
by one year.

Moro A loud noise or jolt 
causes infants to 
extend their arms 
and then bring them 
back toward the 
body in a grasping 
action. Also called 
the “startle reflex.”

Disappears at about fifth month.
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Taking Action!

Some of the primitive reflexes serve obvious purposes. For example, newborns need to 
suck when an object is placed in their mouths in order to survive. Other primitive 
reflexes seem less useful. However, many of these reflexes prepare newborns for the 
voluntary movements and motor skills that they will need to develop later. Choose four 
of the primitive reflexes and describe how those reflexes help a newborn survive or how 
they might prepare the newborn for skill development. Write your answers in complete 
sentences. Research these reflexes, if necessary.!

!
!
!
!
!
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Babinski When the side of an 
infant’s foot is 
stroked from the 
heel toward the 
toes, the toes fan 
out and the foot 
twists inward.

Disappears at about ninth month.

Stepping Infants who are held 
above a surface will 
make stepping 
movements like 
walking.

Disappears at about third month.

Righting Newborns who are 
held upright try to 
keep their head up 
and eyes open. Also 
called the “china doll 
reflex.”

Disappears at about third month.

Swimming Newborns who are 
placed in water 
make swimming 
motions.

Disappears within first few months.
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