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t's hard to keep up with the speed of technology, especially
with how fast its progressing in the 21st century, but with
advancements comes new ideas and better ways to ex-
pound upon old methods. This thought extends to medi-
cine and how quickly our ideas of treatment have grown. The

newest trend is regenerative medicine which involves the use of
new products such as stem cells. Like technology, this field of

regenerative medicine is also growing rapidly. At its core, regen-
erative medicine is the delivery of a specific product to a dam-
aged or degenerative tissue with the hopes of restoring tissue
and organ function (1). If current treatment options have been
tried and proven to be inadequate, regenerative medicine can
now be considered as another option to improve functionality.
Despite it being considered a relatively new field of medicine,
regenerative medicine has been around for several decades. It
began as “tissue engineering” in 1933 with the transfer of mice
tumor cells into the abdominal cavity of a chick to study pan-
creatic P cells. In 1988 and 1990, A UCLA symposium coined
the term tissue engineering to designate an emerging technol-
ogy (2). Under the umbrella of regenerative medicine are sev-
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eral forms of treatment; and though many feel that regenerative
medicine is synonymous with stem cells, there are various cell
products that are used for this purpose.

The defining characteristics of a stem cells is its ability to create
more cells, that resemble the cells around it based on its envi-
ronment. Think of a stem cell as a blank canvas that can take
on the shape and function of the other cells it is close to. For
example, a stem cell can be placed around cardiac (heart) cells
and become an actual functioning cardiac cell.

There are two types of stem cells, embryonic and non-embryonic.
Embryonic stem cells (ESC) are obtained from embryos, whereas
non-embryonic stem cells (NESC) are derived from essentially
any adult tissue such as placenta, blood, the umbilical cord, and
adipose tissue just to name a few. When we think about stem cell
treatment in the United States, most of the treatments discussed
are related to non-embryonic stem cell treatment.

Platelet Rich Plasma treatment, or PRP is very popular giv-
en its association with professional athletes. PRP is a patient’s
own blood that is spun down in a machine which will allow for
the blood to separate into its various parts. The plasma, which
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contains growth factors and platelets, is drawn from the
solution and injected into tendons, ligaments, muscles and
joints due to its healing property. There have been several
studies publishing the benefits of PRP treatment, and its
presence helps increase treatment options for specific mus-
culoskeletal ailments.

Stem cells are also obtained from adipose tissue. Adipose
tissue stem cells are obtained via needle biopsy or liposuc-
tion. The sample must be minced, profusely washed and
chemically treated and then incubated for 30 minute and
neutralized. This process is similar for both bone marrow
and placental stem cells which also have to be aspirated and
harvested appropriately prior to usage.

Each option for stem cells has their own risk and ben-
efits, for example, adipose and bone marrow obtained
stem cells have more available stem cells when compared
to PRP, but the latter is easier to obtain and utilize. The
benefits of amniotic tissue has been used for wound heal-
ing, and adipose stem cells have been utilized in surgeries
to speed up tissue repair.

As progressive as stem cell treatment is, it unfortunately is
not covered by most commercial insurance policies. There
is an out of pocket cost that can be anywhere from a few
hundred to several thousand dollars. The procedure begins
with the isolation of stem cells which can be laborious, but
the price for an injection of stem cells into a major joint may
be significantly less when compared to a joint replacement.
If a patient has exhausted all forms of conservative treat-
ment, then stem cell treatment can be discussed as a poten-
tial alternative to surgery. It is very important, however, to
understand that regenerative medicine is in its infancy and
a great deal of research still needs to be done before the use
of these products become accepted as the standard of care.

OrthoAtlanta physiatrist, Yolanda Scott, MD, is a medical
doctor specializing in Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation
(PM&R). Dr. Scott sees patients at the OrthoAtlanta office
in Douglasville, providing non-surgical orthopedic care, in-
cluding non-surgical spine, musculoskeletal medicine, and
functional medicine. Her areas of interest include neck,
low back pain, joint injection, regenerative medicine and
chronic pelvic pain. Appointments with Dr. Scott may be re-
quested by contacting the OrthoAtlanta Douglasville office
at 770-949-8558, or online at OrthoAtlanta.com. g
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