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Primitive reflexes are involuntary motor responses 

originating in the brainstem present after birth in 

early child development that facilitate survival. 

Several reflexes are important in the assessment of 

newborns and young infants.  

. 

These central nervous system motor responses are 

eventually inhibited by 4 to 6 months of age as the 

brain matures and replaces them with voluntary 

motor activities but may return with the presence of 

neurological disease 



 reflexes “initiate” during the 
appropriate stage of the child’s 

development 

“integrate” themselves as a fully 
functioning reflex 

 and then “inhibit” or fall away when 
it’s time to move on to the next 

developmental stage. 



A reflex arc is a neural 
pathway that controls a 

reflex. In vertebrates, most 
sensory neurons do not pass 
directly into the brain, but 
synapse in the spinal cord.  

This allows for faster reflex 
actions to occur by activating 
spinal motor neurons without 

the delay of routing signals 
through the brain. 



Primitive reflexes are necessary for newborn 
survival, and abnormal reflexes can be a sign of 
central nervous system dysfunction. 

it is important to understand how to correctly elicit 
these responses for early diagnosis of possible lifelong 
complications.  

The adult reemergence of primitive reflexes indicates 
the potential for several brain pathologies. These may 
be seen in the normal adult but require further 
exploration if pathology is suspected.  



There are reflexes that help the infant with feeding. 

Most of these reflexes “integrate” or “disappear” 

within the first year of life or shortly thereafter.   

. 

Two of these reflexes, the swallowing reflex and the 

gag reflex, continue throughout the life.  





Primitive reflexes are important in the newborn 
neurological examination.  

An absent or abnormal sucking reflex is an 
indirect indicator of neurological maturity in 
newborn infants.  

When an abnormal sucking reflex is associated 
with other signs of CNS involvement, it 
suggests basal ganglia or brainstem dysfunction 



Oral primitive reflexes are necessary for newborn feeding. Lactation 
specialists and neonatal nurses should understand these reflexes to help 
identify early problems with infant feeding 

The nursing staff needs to be aware of the reappearance of primitive 
reflexes in the elderly population.  

The sucking and snout reflexes were associated with an increased risk of 
malnutrition in nursing home residents and put them at greater risk of 
aspiration pneumonia 



Turning the head toward the 
stimulus and start sucking 

When corner of the mouth is touched 
lower lip is lowered and the tongue 

move toward the stimulus 

When the finger slide away ,head 
turns to follow it 



 The rooting reflex assists in the act of 

breastfeeding.  

Retention of the rooting reflex beyond four months 

may result in difficulty with solid foods, poor 

articulation, and thumb sucking. 







acts as a baby’s primitive fight/flight 
reaction and is typically replaced by the 
adult startle reflex by four months The 

Moro reflex is a protective response to the 
abrupt disruption of body balance and is 
elicited by pulling up on the arms with an 

infant in the supine position 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abduction_(anatomy)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adduction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crying


.  

These include a birth injury, problems with the brain, or 
general muscular weakness.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Startle_reflex
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Affect_(psychology)


If a child experiences a retained Moro reflex beyond 4 

months, he may become 

over sensitive and over-reactive to sensory 
stimulus resulting in poor impulse control 

sensory overload, anxiety and emotions 

social immaturity 

motion sickness 

poor balance, poor coordination, easily 
distracted 

unable to adapt well to change, and mood 
swings. 





Palmar grasp reflex 
When an object, such as an adult finger, is placed in an infant's 

palm, the infant's fingers reflexively grasp the object. Placement 

of the object triggers a spinal reflex 





The Babinski reflex is a sign of neurological abnormality (e.g., upper motor neuron 
lesion) in adults.[20]  







The tonic labyrinthine reflex (TLR) If retained, the TLR can lead to poor 

muscle tone, a tendency to walk on toes, motion sickness, and poor balance. 

 



As abnormal 
reflexes, both the 
tonic labyrinthine 

reflex and the 
asymmetrical tonic 

neck reflex can 
cause problems for 
the growing child.  

The TLR and 
ATNR both hinder 
functional activities 

such as rolling, 
bringing the hands 
together, or even 

bringing the hands 
to the mouth.  

cause serious 
damage to the 

growing child's 
joints and bones, 

causing 
(subluxation) or 

(dislocation) 



Reflexes that are not suppressed in infancy are referred to as 
unintegrated or persistent reflexes. When they persist, they are 
related to academic struggles.  

For example, children with learning difficulties have been 
found to exhibit persistent primitive reflexes. 

In addition, a persistent ATNR has been found to be associated 
with lower reading and spelling scores and children with 
reading problems tend to display the tonic labyrinthine reflex 
more than children without reading problems. 

Lastly, a relationship has been found between ADHD 
symptoms and ATNR persistence and another between ADHD 
diagnosis and Moro reflex persistence 

Persistence of primitive reflexes past 4 to 6 months or absence 
before this time when they should have been present is 
predictive of cerebral palsy 









Infant Reflexes that do not Integrate Successfully can Lead to 

Developmental Delays 

Primitive Reflexes are the first part of the brain to develop and 

should only remain active for the first few months of life 

In typical development, these reflexes naturally inhibit in sequential order 

during the first year, and replacement reflexes, called postural reflexes, 

emerge.  



Postural reflexes are more mature patterns of response that 

control balance, coordination, and sensory-motor development. 



ADHD 
sensory 

processing 
disorder 

autism 
and learning 
disabilities. 



coordination 

 balance 

sensory perceptions 

 fine motor skills 

 sleep 

immunity 

 energy levels 

 impulse control 

concentration 

 and all levels of social, emotional 

academic learning. 
 



Stress of the mother and/or baby during pregnancy 

Lack of movement in utero 

Restricted body movements, such as the infant spending 
extended time in car seats, carriers, walkers or jumpers 

Illness, injury, chronic stress 

Other developmental delays 



Falls traumas 

lack of tummy time 

delayed or skipped creeping or crawling 

chronic ear infections 

head trauma 

and vertebral subluxations. 



The birth process is a key factor in the integration of these reflexes 

Therefore a traumatic birth experience or birth by c-section may 

lead to retained reflexes 



Primitive reflexes are involuntary motor responses originating in the 

brainstem present before and after birth in early child development that 

facilitate survival. primitive reflexes are necessary for newborn survival, 

and abnormal reflexes can be a sign of central nervous system dysfunction. 

These central nervous system motor responses are eventually inhibited by 

4 to 6 months of age as the brain matures and replaces them with 

voluntary motor activities but may return with the presence of 

neurological disease.  




