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movement in brain death
Challenges on clinical examination
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A 49-year-old woman found in cardiac arrest at homewas resuscitated after 30 minutes. Brain CT
revealed diffuse anoxic injury. After 72 hours of targeted temperature management, brainstem
examination, EEG, and apnea testing were consistent with brain death. However, with applied nail
bed pressure on the left hand, finger flexion was observed (video 1). This movement was deemed
a spinal cord–mediated reflex, not inconsistent with brain death.1 No other spinal reflexes were
observed. In a series of brain-dead patients, 13.4% had spinal reflexes elicited.2 Recognizing the
semiology of these reflexes can prevent delay in diagnosis and avoid family and physician
confusion.
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