Stem Cells: Talking Points
What's all the fuss over stem cells?
By Carrie Gordon Earll for Focus on the Family

What are stem cells? 

Stem cells develop into the cells that provide the basic building blocks of the human body. In embryos, these master cells become the 200 or so distinct cell types in the body. In adults, stem cells replenish existing cells when they wear out or are destroyed. 

Where do stem cells come from? 

All of our bodies contain stem cells. For human research, there are primarily two categories of stem cells: embryonic and adult. Embryonic stem cells come from embryos. In order to collect these cells, the living, human embryo must be destroyed. Adult stem cells come from a variety of sources, including skin cells, bone marrow, placenta, umbilical cord blood, and body fat. No lives are destroyed in harvesting adult cells. 

What is so important about using stem cells for scientific research? 

Scientists believe that stem cells hold great promise for healing the human body—from possible cures for diabetes and heart disease to treatments for burns and spinal-cord injuries. However, research results are inconclusive. 

That sounds great! So, what’s the problem with continuing research? 

There isn’t a problem with adult stem cells. In fact, adult stem cells already have a proven track record in helping heal patients. So far, the same cannot be said about embryonic stem cells. 

Wait a minute! I heard that embryonic stem cells are the most promising for curing disease. 

It’s true that embryonic stem cells are less developed and more flexible than adult stem cells. However, it’s only speculation that embryo cells are better than adult cells. A June 2001 National Institutes of Health report states that, “it is impossible to predict which stem cells...will best meet the needs of basic research and clinical applications.” 

What’s wrong with the federal government funding stem cell research? 

Again, nothing is wrong with funding adult stem cell research. The problem lies in embryonic research, which requires scientists to destroy a human being in order to extract the stem cells. It’s never morally or ethically acceptable to kill one human in order to possibly save another. 

Come on! Embryos are just tiny dots and using them in research might help real people who are sick or injured. 

Embryos may be small but they are completely human, just like you and me. Every human life starts out as an embryo and hopefully grows from there into other life stages: fetus, infant, toddler, and so on. Size and location does not determine humanity. Human is human. Besides, scientists are finding great results with adult stem cell sources, which do not require the destruction of a living, human being. That’s the type of research the government should fund. 

Carrie Gordon Earll is Focus on the Family's bioethics analyst. 
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