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All About the Moro Reflex

The Moro reflex, also known as the startle reflex, is one of the earliest automatic
movements present at birth. It is an involuntary reaction that helps the newborn respond to
sudden changes in their environment. When triggered (by loud sound, bright light, sudden
touch, or a shift in head position), the baby reacts with a characteristic movement pattern:

e Arms fling outward

» Fingers spread wide

» Legs extend

e Then arms and legs retract back toward the body, often accompanied by crying

This reflex originates in the brainstem and is considered vital in early life to initiate alertness
and response to danger. Over time, it should be replaced by more mature, voluntary postural
and emotional responses.

When Should the Moro Reflex Integrate?

The Moro reflex is typically fully integrated by 4 to 6 months of age. This means it naturally
fades away as higher brain centers take over and the child begins to develop intentional
movement and emotional regulation.

If the reflex remains active beyond this window, it is referred to as a retained Moro reflex
and may interfere with the development of the nervous system.

Why Does the Moro Reflex Exist?

The Moro reflex serves several essential early-life functions:
o Promotes survival by alerting caregivers when the infant is in distress
» Stimulates the first breath at birth
» Activates the sympathetic nervous system (fight-or-flight response)
« Initiates vestibular input, helping the body respond to gravity

As the child grows and begins to process sensory information more effectively, the reflex
should no longer be needed. Its integration is a sign of a maturing nervous system.

Signs of a Retained Moro Reflex

If the Moro reflex is still active after 6 months, children may experience:
o Overreaction to sounds, lights, or unexpected movement

Persistent startle reflex

Sensory hypersensitivities

Poor emotional regulation or frequent tantrums

Anxiety and difficulty adapting to change




Poor balance and coordination

Motion sickness

Sleep disturbances or light sleeping

Poor eye tracking and reading difficulties (in older children)

Parent Education: Why It Matters

A retained Moro reflex can keep a child in a constant state of "high alert." Their nervous
system remains more reactive than adaptive. This means even minor stimuli (a dropped
spoon, a sudden noise) can cause exaggerated responses, leading to:

» Fatigue from constant stress responses

« Difficulty staying calm or focused

e Emotional meltdowns that seem out of proportion

By helping your child gently and consistently engage in calming, rhythmic movement, you
can support the nervous system in letting go of this outdated reflex.

5 Simple Moro Integration Exercises for Home

These activities are designed to be done in a quiet, calm space and repeated several times a
week. Go slowly, follow your child's lead, and use soft music or rhythmic breathing to
enhance the experience.

1. Starfish Stretch

 Child lies on back, arms and legs stretched out wide.

» Slowly bring arms and legs together into a hugging position.
» Hold for 2-3 breaths, then return to start.

e Repeat 5-10 times.

2. LogRolls

« Lie child on a yoga mat or soft surface.

» With arms and legs straight, gently roll side-to-side.
o Keep movements slow and rhythmic.

3. Bunny Hops

e Squat down with arms tucked like a bunny.
e Jump forward in small, controlled hops.

» Repeat 10 hops, resting between sets.

4. Peanut Ball Hugs

e Lie child face-up or face-down over a peanut ball.

e Gently rock them back and forth or side to side.

» Add pressure through your hands or weighted items for calming input.

5. Trust Falls

» Have child stand with back to you or crash mat.

» Encourage slow, backward falling into your arms or soft surface.
o Repeat with supportive words and rhythm.



Engaging in these exercises helps to replicate the original movement pattern of the Moro
reflex and allows the nervous system to safely process and reorganize the reflex response.
The repetition of symmetrical, rhythmic motion provides deep proprioceptive and vestibular
input, which calms the stress response system and supports the transition from automatic
reactions to intentional control. These movements promote body awareness, coordination,
and emotional stability—all of which are essential for integration of the reflex.

5 Playful Ways to Integrate Moro Reflex Support

Children often resist structured movement. Here are five playful, unstructured ways to work
on Moro integration through natural, joyful play:

1. Crash Pad Jumps
Encourage jumping off furniture or low platforms onto a soft mat. Observe arm movement
and body control.

2. Rolling Blanket Games
Roll your child up in a blanket like a "burrito," then gently unroll while singing or using silly
voices.

3. Pretend Snow Angels
Lie on a rug or grass and make snow angels—extend arms and legs out, then curl into a ball.

4. Swing & Drop
Use a blanket swing or regular swing. From a gentle back-and-forth rhythm, allow a slow
backward drop into a soft landing.

5. Animal Rescue Play
Pretend your child is a baby animal being "rescued"—they must curl into a ball and be
carried, rolled, or gently rocked to safety.

Rhythmic Reflex Play for the Moro Reflex (For young or low-attention children)

1. Rocking Blanket Burrito

What to do:

Lay your child in the middle of a soft blanket.

Gently roll them up like a burrito (arms can be tucked or free).
Slowly rock them side to side in your arms or on the floor.
After several rocks, unroll slowly and start again.

Why it helps:
» Mimics the in—out contraction/expansion pattern of the Moro reflex.
e Encourages body awareness and calming repetition.
o Combines deep pressure and vestibular input in a safe, rhythmic way.



2. Trust Swing Cuddle Drops
What to do:
» Place your child in a blanket swing, hammock, or bucket swing.
» Swing gently back and forth.
» After 5-10 swings, pause and slowly tip them backward (supported) as if “falling.
o Catch them with a soft bounce and warm tone (“I've got you!”).

n

Why it helps:
e Gently recreates the falling sensation that triggers the Moro reflex—without fear.
« Builds tolerance and safety through repetition.
» Promotes relaxation of the startle response through safe vestibular play.

3. Star to Seed Game (Moro Pattern Repetition)
What to do:
« Lie the child on their back or hold them while seated.
» Gently guide their arms and legs open wide (“big star!”), then close them inward into a
curled hug (“tiny seed!”).
» Repeat with soft singing or slow counting (e.g., “open... close...”).
» Add gentle rocking or swaying if holding them.

Why it helps:
» Directly mimics the Moro reflex’s extension—flexion pattern in a slow, controlled, and
nurturing way.
» Helps retrain the brain to replace sudden startle with safe, predictable movement.
e Encourages co-regulation and emotional security.

Helping your child integrate the Moro reflex doesn’t require strict routines—it requires
connection, play, and rhythmic movement. Go slowly. Observe what helps them feel safe.
Progress comes through repetition and relationship.
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