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• d • als in the biological and life scienc-ABS TRACT: Peer-reviewe JOUm · 0 ical view 
es literature have published arti~l~s ~at r~th fi tilization view' . As 
that a human's life begins at f ertibzation e er . 
those statements are typically offered without exp ana . c1ta~1on, 
the fertilization view seems to be uncontested by the editors, review-

d or who contribute to scientific journals. However, Amer-
~rs, an 1· '"i:eteHa.er the fertilization view is a "philoso • al 1cans a e sp 1 on --.. . . , 
or reli~bO..r.~~-w~-1'7'--~'"'f'•ief ( 45°/4) or a "biolo • al and sc1ent1 C fact ( 4 0 

:--:r--=:::--r::-:-,~nr-::n--~:-::e;:;:n::-;c~ans view; ertl 1za 10n s e s ar ng 01n of 
a human' 1 e. In ore experts' views on the 
Iriatter, the fertilization view was the most popular perspective held 
by ic health and IVF professionals. Since a recent study suggested 

/ tha 80°/4 of Americans view biologists the group most qualified to 
determme w en a humans e e ns xperts in biology were sur
veyed to provide a new persp~ctive to the literature on experts' views 
on this matter~iologists from 1,058 academic institutions around the 

- world assessefl survey items ou when a human's life beg~d, over- fl • tJI/, . 
~11, 96~/4 ~5337 out of 5577) ~ffirmed the fer~iliz_ation view.l!!e found-~~ 
mg pnnciples of the field Science Commumcation suggest that scien- 1 ~ ~ 
tists have an ethical and professional obligation to inform Americans, fll'1l -
as well as people around the world, about scientific developments so ' 
members of the public can be empowered to make life decisions that 
~re consistent with the best information availab8 Given that perspec .,..,4.,C,,,4.,,1~ 1 
t1ve-and a recent study's finding that a majority of Americans believ ~ -._.+. . . 

they deserve to know when a human's life begins in order to make i ~ 1 ~ 
fo~med reproductive decisions--science communicators should wo~ ) 
to mcrease the level of science awareness on the fertilization view, as itVY15+,~ 

• JD., Nonhwestem University School of Law 2016- Ph D Th u · · f 
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. . I . I erspective on when a human's life 
stands alone as the leadmg b10 ogica P 
begins ' 1·.c b • s· · . r£ b · s· when a humans 11e egin , 

Keywords: fertilization; when 1 e egin : h . h od • scientific 
science communication; abortion; human ng ts, person o , 

consensus 

1. Introduction 

A recent national poll suggested that 38 % of Americans b~lieve a human's life be
gins at fertilization ("the fertilization view"). 1 ~other re~,e~t na~10nal poll ~epo_rted th~t 
46% of Americans recognize the fertilizatio?. VIew as. a , ~1olo~cal and . sc1e~n~c fact , 
and 45% view it as a "philosophical or rehg10us behef. While Amencans VIews on 

2 man's life begins have been assessed in numerous polls in recent years, there(" 15 
i scant • dence of experts' opinions on this matter. ThIS form of mqurry-assessmg a 
fa ual dispute by surveying those with the relevant expertise-has been prominent in 
the debate about anthropogenic climate change,3•4 but it has yet to be used to assess a 
large sample of relevant experts' views on when a humans life begins. 

Two small-scale studies have been conducted to assess experts' views on this mat
ter: in 1967, researchers surveyed public health professionals,5 and in 2008, research-
ers _s~rv~yed professionals working in the in vitro fertilization field. 6 In both studies, ~ tfJ 
fertiliz~tion was the most commo view held by' the experts: 35% of public hea~rv' ~ 
rofess10nals 27 out of 76) and 6% f IVF rofessionals (67 out of 255) affirmed the 

ertilization view However, given t e scientific literature's recognition of the tert1hza~ ~ 
~sing that it has been affirmed by a plurality of Americans and experts 
rather than a majority. ' 

. A re~ent review of the abstracts of peer-reviewed journals in the biological and life 
sciences literature reported th~t. do~ens of journals have published articles containing 
statements that affirm the fertihzat10n view 7 Since J·our 1 bl. h h . . • na s pu is t ese statements 
~thout explanat10n or cita~i?n, it suggests that researchers, reviewers, and journal ed-
itors seem to accept the fertilization view as a well-known and 11 db. . 
observation. As previewed in T; bl 1 b 1 we -accepte 10log1cal 
articles that contain such state~e:ts ~ ow, eff?rts tos compile cit_atio::5 t~ peer-reviewed 
based on how explicitly they r vhe co£nt~~ue~ -thes_e articles can be categorized 

epresent t e ernhzanon view. 

Table 1. Peer-reviewed jour 1 h 
A. Fertilization marks the beginning of a hurnan::fes t at represent the fertilization view. 

1. California Medicine: "(T]he scientific fact . 
tion. n9 , which everyone really knows, that human life begins at concep-

2. Australian and New Zealand journal ,r Ob . 
I oJ stetncs and Gvnaec l . "Th • 

are most vu nerable to survival and gro . J o ogy. e time of our cone ption is whe 
wing as a healthy human being."lll n we 
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