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Newborn Appearance 
A Comprehensive Guide  

 
Topics Covered 

1. Breast Questions 
2. Ear, Nose, and Breathing Questions 
3. Eye Questions 
4. Genital Questions (Female) 
5. Genital Questions (Male) 

6. Hair Questions 
7. Head Questions 
8. Leg and Feet Questions 
9. Mouth Questions 
10. Teeth Questions 

 
Breast Questions: Swollen Breasts 

• Swollen breasts are present during the first week of life in many babies. 
• Breasts can be swollen in both girl and boy babies. The nipple area is always firm. 
• Cause: The passage of the mother's estrogen across the placenta. 
• Newborn Milk: Sometimes, the nipples leak a few drops of milk-ish discharge. This is normal and can 

last a few weeks. 
• Normal Course: Swollen breasts often last for 2 to 4 weeks. In breastfed babies, some breast swelling 

can persist for 6 months. 
• Caution: NEVER squeeze or massage the breast or nipple. (Reason: Can cause infection) 
• Call if: Swollen breast develops any redness, streaking, or seems very tender 

 
Ear, Nose, and Breathing Questions 

• Ear Folded Over: The ears of newborns are commonly soft and floppy. Sometimes one of the edges is 
folded over. The cartilage will slowly harden over the first few weeks, causing the outer ear to assume a 
normal shape. 

• Flattened Nose: The nose can become misshapen during the birth process. It may be flattened or 
pushed to one side. It will look normal by 1 week of age. 

• Breathing (periodic):  It’s normal for newborns to have periodic breathing—brief pauses followed by 
faster breaths—because their breathing control centers are still maturing. 

• Sneezing:  It’s normal for newborns to sneeze often because it helps clear their tiny nasal passages of 
dust, milk, or mucus as their breathing system adjusts to life outside the womb. 

 
Eye Questions 

• Bleeding in Eye: A flame-shaped red streak on the white of the eye is common. It's harmless and due 
to a birth canal injury. The blood will go away in 2 to 3 weeks. 

• Swollen Eyelids: Eyes may be puffy due to delivery pressure or eyedrops, improving in 3 days. 
• Tear Duct blocked: A constantly watery eye may be due to a blocked tear duct. Ask your provider about 

this during your well check visits. 
• Eyes moving in different directions: It’s normal for a newborn’s eyes to move around or occasionally 

cross because their eye muscles and coordination are still developing during the first few months. 
 
Genital Questions (Female) 

• Vaginal Tags: The hymen can be swollen due to maternal estrogen. Small projections of pink tissue 
(normal vaginal tags) occur in 10% of newborn girls. They shrink over 2 to 4 weeks. 

• Vaginal Discharge: As maternal estrogen declines, a clear, white, or pink (blood-tinged) discharge may 
occur. This is normal and should not last more than 3–4 days. 
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Genital Questions (Male) 

• Swollen Scrotum (Hydrocele): The scrotum can be filled with clear fluid, which slowly goes away over 
6 to 12 months. 

• No Testicle (Undescended): Happens in 4% of full-term newborns. Most descend over time. By 1 year, 
less than 1% are still undescended.  We will monitor this every well-child appointment.  

• Tight Foreskin: It is normal in uncircumcised babies. The foreskin should not be pulled back. 
• Circumcision: See foreskin care handout or ask your provider at the next well-check. 

 
Hair Questions 

• Scalp Hair: Most babies have dark hair at birth that begins to shed by 1 month. New hair comes in by 6 
months and may be a different color. 

• Body Hair (Lanugo): Fine, downy hair on the back and shoulders is more common in premature babies. 
It rubs off within 2 to 4 weeks. 

 
Head Questions 

• Caput: Swelling on top of the head or throughout the scalp due to birth. Clears in a few days. 
• Cephalohematoma: Blood collection on the skull from birth friction. Appears on day 2, may grow for 5 

days, and resolves by 2–3 months. 
• Molding: Long, cone-shaped head from birth. Normal shape returns in a few days. 
• Soft Spot (Anterior Fontanel): Diamond-shaped soft area on the head. Safe to touch and pulsates 

with the heartbeat. Closes between 12 and 18 months. The back soft spot closes by 2 to 3 months. 
 
Leg and Feet Questions 

• Bowed Legs: Normal from womb positioning. Straightens after walking for 6 to 12 months. 
• Feet Turned In, Out, or Up: Common due to tight womb space. Feet should be flexible and will 

straighten by 6 to 12 months. 
• "Ingrown" Toenails: Nails are soft and may appear bent, but they are not truly ingrown if they don’t cut 

the skin. 
 
Mouth Questions 

• Tongue-Tie: A tight band under the tongue. It usually stretches with time and rarely causes problems.  
We will monitor at every well-child visit.  

• Epithelial Pearls: Small white cysts on the gums or roof of the mouth. Caused by friction and go away 
by 1–2 months. 

 
Teeth Questions 

• A tooth present at birth is rare.  When present, they are evaluated because: 
o 10% are extra teeth without roots and should be removed. 
o 90% are early normal teeth and may be removed if loose due to choking risk or if causing sores. 

• Typical teething is expected between 6-24 months of age 
 
Call If: 

• Your baby starts looking or acting sick (see our handout called “signs of newborn illness”) 
• Your baby starts looking or acting abnormally in any way 


