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This special issue of the European Journal of Cancer focuses on
the cancer stem cell and comprises a wide spectrum of excel-
lent articles. Over the past five years, we have seen a steady
rise in publication activity in this subject area (Fig. 1) and it
seems appropriate to take stock of where we are in this rap-
idly emerging field. This is a topic of considerable interest to
both clinical and experimental oncologists and the collection
of review articles covers aspects of cancer stem cells ranging
from clinical issues, such as new therapies, through to cell
signalling and model systems (Fig. 2).

Translating biological information into novel mechanism-
based therapeutics for cancer is a long, expensive and diffi-
cult road. A major barrier to the successful conversion of
this knowledge is the biological complexity of the cancer
process.” Whilst we now have extensive lists of genes and
pathways implicated in the cancer process, our understand-
ing of these events in the context of the cell biology of can-
cer is fragmentary. The discovery of cancer stem cells that
fuel neoplastic growth is providing the cancer community
with a vast spectrum of new diagnostic, prognostic and ther-
apeutic possibilities (Fig. 3). Indeed, the range of tumour
types demonstrating sub-populations of cells with stem-like
properties is increasing (Fig. 4) and, interestingly, transcrip-
tional profiling has recently identified a signature of genes
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predicting therapy failure that also resembles a stem cell
phenotype > ®

We hope the appeal of this issue will go beyond those who
are already informed in cancer stem cells and draw in vital
opinion, technologies and knowledge from neighbouring re-
search niches. In the next few years it will be interesting to
see just how quickly we can translate the biology of cancer
stem cells into something clinically useful.
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Fig. 1 - Publication activity in the subject area of cancer stem
cells over the 5-year-period 2001-2005. As an indication of
activity in the field, the phrase ‘cancer stem cells’ was used
to search PubMed. The graph indicates the number of
publications per year.
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Fig. 2 - Converging themes in cancer stem cell research
covered in this special issue of the European Journal of
Cancer.
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Fig. 3 - Clinical applications of cancer stem cells.
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Fig. 4 - Examples of tumour types and cell lines showing
evidence of cancer stem cells.
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