One Family’s Dilemma

Case Study
Kathleen knew that there was quite a bit of controversy regarding stem cell research in

the news, but it didn’t occur to her that it really affected her in any way. Then again, she

had never thought the word ‘infertility’ would apply to her either. Kathleen and Tom were

both raised in conservative religious households. She and Tom both came from large

families; their parents now have 27 grandchildren. It wouldn’t appear that there are any

problems with reproduction. How could there be?

Kathleen and Tom made careful plans before their marriage so that they would be

prepared for a family: researched career choices, accepted positions with growing

software companies in the Seattle area, purchased a house in an area where the

schools were highly recommended. Why couldn’t she get pregnant? Two years passed,

then three before they were able to bring themselves to discuss their apparent infertility

and learn about the mind-boggling possibilities in fertility treatments, none of which they

wanted to discuss with their seemingly problem-free siblings.

After a long journey through tests and research, Kathleen and Tom had two children through

in vitro fertilization. The process was lengthy and expensive. After months of painful injections

to boost her egg production, Kathleen underwent procedures to have 6-8 eggs removed. The

eggs were then fertilized with her husband’s sperm in a Petri dish, and the resulting embryos

were incubated for several days in a carefully controlled environment.

Four blastocysts (embryos with about 150 cells) were implanted back into Kathleen. They

were each smaller than a period at the end of a sentence, had no heartbeat and could

not develop into a person without successfully implanting in a womb. Statistically, one out

of every four implanted embryos results in a full-term pregnancy, but the first time none

of Kathleen’s embryos developed into a fetus. They had to repeat the procedure two

more times. There were six potentially good embryos remaining when Kathleen became

officially pregnant. The excess embryos were frozen and stored in a special tank.

At holiday gatherings no one would ever know that Kathleen and Tom’s children had

been conceived any differently than any other cousin running around the back yard. Yet

the path to parenthood had put them at odds with their faith, which does not approve of

in vitro fertilization (IVF) because of the risk to potential embryos and because of the use

of technology for procreation. However Kathleen and Tom felt sure that they were meant

to have children. Although there is more initial uncertainty with IVF than with a regular

pregnancy (What if the embryo doesn’t implant? What if all four of them do?), once the

pregnancy is advanced it is no different than any other. Occasionally Kathleen and Tom

remembered the excess embryos and were glad: if they decided to have a third child

it would be possible. Then Kathleen learned that she was pregnant, after the years of

fertility treatments she didn’t even know to recognize the signs. Her doctor told her that it

is not uncommon for women with infertility problems to be somewhat “cured” by having

children. Their family is now complete. Their older children are five and three years old

now, and the baby has just been born.

But they still have these excess embryos and the insurance company has notified them

that the $500/year storage is no longer covered. The notification letter came in the same

mail with an invitation to yet another school fundraiser. However, the insurance company

also included a letter from a research institute citing a desperate need for embryos.

That’s when Kathleen learned that the debate over stem cell research involves her family,

and also the family of her best friend.

The letter stated that there are potential medical breakthroughs that can be made

on virtually every disease known if researchers are able to use stem cells in their

research. According to the information (from Harvard’s Stem Cell Center, no less)

there are only about twenty-two stem cell lines available to researchers who use

federal funding for their research. At the same time, an estimated 400,000 unused

embryos are in storage tanks throughout the United States. Most stem cell lines

have been grown on feeder cells derived from mice. The paper cites the need for

more human embryonic stem cell lines. In the letter, one researcher wrote about his

personal stake in creating more stem cell lines for research. His son and daughter

have Type 1 diabetes and his son is insulin-dependent. He believes that scientists will

be able to cure diabetes, perhaps using stem cells to grow insulin. Kathleen’s best

friend Clare has three children, and her oldest was diagnosed with diabetes when she

was just two years old. Clare practically devotes her life to raising money for diabetes

research, in addition to trying to make her daughter’s life seem as normal as possible.

Kathleen knows that if Clare had embryos to donate she would do it in a heartbeat.

Kathleen and Tom find time to sit down together to discuss their options. The

embryos belong to them, but they do not plan to use them. The storage cost is $500

per year, which would pay for a lot of new shoes. They hate the idea of their embryos,

the embryos similar to the ones that became Caitlin and Tom Jr., being discarded as

medical waste. They believe those embryos have the possibility of life, even if they

do not have heartbeats. Their position of their religion is that these stem cells are

sacred and should not be used for research. The Stem Cell Center states that due to

the current government policy, they are not able to use any Federal dollars and must

rely on private funding. The Center also notes that they will make the stem cell lines

available to any scientist in the field. They estimate that from 350 donated embryos

they could double the number of stem cell lines available for research.

Kathleen makes a list of possible actions to take, and then they read over the page

again that gives specifics about research. It says that the embryos have been frozen

for varying amounts of time; they do not always survive thawing. Those that survive

may not develop into a blastocyst. The letter states that cells generated by the

embryos cannot be identified with the donors. Kathleen and Tom talk about their own

children and how they would feel if they were diagnosed with a disease. In the past

they have talked about whether they would donate their organs if anything happened

to them. They believe that life is sacred and that it begins at conception. Tom

suggests that they pay the $500 for another year, while they learn more, but Kathleen

feels strongly that it is time for them to decide how they feel about stem cell research.

Her children are like miracles, exhausting, but miracles. What research led to in vitro

fertilization breakthroughs that allowed them to be born? She thinks to herself, “the

embryos don’t have heartbeats and they could help to save lives. But don’t we have a

duty to protect them? What should we do?”
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