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Newborn baby screening tests

It is not possible to screen your newborn baby for every iliness or disease.
However, in the UK there are certain tests and examinations offered to your
baby to look for some medical conditions.

What is meant by hewborn baby screening
tests?

In the UK, there is a 'screening programme’ for newborn babies to check all
is well. This is one of many 'screening programmes’, and you may well
wonder what that phrase means. Screening refers to tests which are
offered to everybody to rule out certain common conditions. They are
offered to people in the age group where these conditions are most often
picked up.

The idea is to pick up conditions which can be treated early to avoid them
causing problems. Other screening programmes (for adults) in the UK
include the cervical smear test, the breast screening programme and the
aortic aneurysm screening programme. See the separate leaflet called
Screening Tests in the UK for more information.

In newborns, the programme involves check-ups in the first few weeks of
life to rule out certain problems. Specifically, the tests are:

e A physical examination within three days of the baby's birth (the
newborn baby check).

e A physical examination when the baby is 6 weeks old (the six-week
check).

e A blood test done by pricking the baby's heel.

e A hearing test.
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Is it the same everywhere?

No. Each country chooses which checks should be carried out on all
newborn babies. This leaflet refers only to screening in the UK. Even in the
four nations of the UK, there are some small differences in the tests. Broadly
the system is the same, but the heel prick blood test checks for more
conditions in England, Scotland and Wales than it does in Northern Ireland.

As things stand - at the moment anyway - programmes are frequently
reviewed and revised.

When and how?

Physical checks

The physical examination is done soon after your baby is born, usually by a
doctor. This is repeated when your baby is 6-8 weeks old, usually by your
GP. Your baby is checked all over. In particular, the doctor will look at your
baby's eyes, listen to their heart and check their hips. If your baby is a boy,
the doctor will also check their testicles have landed in the right place. In
addition, the doctor will be checking your baby's development, to see
whether they have reached the milestones expected at each age.

Your baby will also be weighed and measured, and you will be advised
when you need to bring them back for regular weighing. How often this is
needed will depend on how their weight is progressing compared to the
rates of weight gain seen for other babies. Our separate leaflet on Newborn
Physical Examinations gives more details of what your team will be
checking for.

Immunisations

Your baby will usually be offered the first of their childhood immunisations
when they are 8 weeks old. This means they may be offered immunisation
at the same time as their 6- to 8-week check (if they are 8 weeks old) or
you may be asked to bring them back to a separate appointment when
they are 8 weeks old for their first immunisations.

Hearing checks
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If you have your baby in hospital, the hearing test is often done before you
leave after your baby is born. If not, your health visitor will arrange it within
the first few weeks. The usual first test takes only a few minutes and involves
a soft probe being placed in your baby's ears. The response is then
measured. A further test can be done if the result is not clear. Neither test is
in any way distressing to your baby, and you get a result straightaway. See
the separate leaflet called Newborn Hearing Test.

Heelprick blood test

The blood test is done by a heel prick. This produces a spot of blood -
hence its name: the ‘bloodspot’ test. This is usually done five days after your
baby is born. Mostly this will be done by a midwife visiting you at home. See
the separate leaflet called Newborn Bloodspot Test (Heel Prick Test).

Why are the tests done?

The whole point is to pick up certain conditions which, if picked up early,
can be remedied to avoid a problem. You can read more about these
conditions in the sections linked to the various tests as above. For example,
if your baby is found to have a condition where their hip joint is not stable
(developmental dysplasia of the hip), the joint can be stabilised by putting
them in a harness or a plaster cast for a while. Although this is a bit of a
pain at the time, it stops them from getting severe wear and tear (arthritis)
and pain in their hip joint at a young age.

Further reading

e Population Screening Programmes (England); GOV.UK
e Newborn screening; NHS Choices

e Newborn screening; NI Direct Government Services

e Postpartum care; NICE Guidance (April 2021)

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.

Page 3 of 4


https://patient.info/pregnancy/newborn-baby-screening-tests/hearing-test
https://patient.info/pregnancy/newborn-baby-screening-tests/hearing-test
https://patient.info/pregnancy/newborn-baby-screening-tests/bloodspot-test
https://patient.info/pregnancy/newborn-baby-screening-tests/bloodspot-test
https://patient.info/bones-joints-muscles/arthritis/osteoarthritis
https://www.gov.uk/topic/population-screening-programmes
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/Screening/Pages/Newbornscreening.aspx
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/newborn-screening
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng194
https://patient.info/terms-and-conditions

Authored by: Peer Reviewed by:
Dr Colin Tidy, MRCGP

Originally Published: Next review date: Document ID:
19/11/2023 02/06/2021 doc_28878

View this article online at: patient.in/pregnancy/newborn-baby-screening-tests

Discuss Newborn baby screening tests and find more trusted resources at Patient.

Q@ Patient Access Follow us

To find out more visit www.patientaccess.com @ ﬁ o @

or download the app

2 Download on the GETITON
@& App Store P® Google Play

Page 4 of 4


https://patient.info//pregnancy/newborn-baby-screening-tests
https://patient.info//pregnancy/newborn-baby-screening-tests

