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About 100,000 babies were born
through in vitro fertilization in 2024,
according to the most recent U.S. data.
But IVF commonly involves trying to
create multiple embryos, because suc-
cess is never guaranteed. If unused,
those embryos can be frozen, discard-
ed, donated to research or donated to
another fertility patient.

In the eyes of some anti-abortion ac-
tivists, those frozen IVF embryos are al-
ready children – children who need to
be “adopted” into families. And that
idea now appears in a federal docu-
ment: grant guidelines announced by
the Department of Health and Human
Services in June.

The department’s Embryo Adoption
Awareness and Services program has
existed since 2002. But this year’s
funding notice describes IVF embryos
as “children who already exist and are
in need of a family.” Rather than pre-

senting “embryo adoption” as one op-
tion among many for patients with re-
maining embryos, the document de-
scribes the practice as centered on em-
bryos’ “rights” and “best interests.”

This language draws from a decades-
long movement to give personhood sta-
tus to fetuses and embryos, including

those made in fertility clinics. The
personhood movement is rooted in a
belief embraced by many conserva-
tive Christians: that human life begins
at fertilization and should receive le-
gal protection from that moment.

Activists have intensified efforts to extend legal rights to embryos and fetuses. Personhood arguments now surface in
not only abortion restrictions but also disputes involving pregnancy loss, child support and taxes.
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Embryo personhood
debate gains notice
HHS guidelines
add to movement’s
momentum after
Dobbs decision
Risa Cromer
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THE CONVERSATION

An embryologist pulls out vials of human embryos from a liquid nitrogen
storage container at a California IVF clinic in 2007. Grant guidelines announced
by the Department of Health and Human Services in June describe IVF embryos
as “children who already exist and are in need of a family.”
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WASHINGTON – With the Iran war
now at a costly standoff and crises
from Ukraine to Gaza still unresolved,
President Donald Trump’s ambitious
foreign policy agenda appears stuck
as he heads into November’s midterm
elections.

The setbacks are striking for a
president who returned to office last
year promising to be a “peacemaker”
andmade resolving international con-
flicts a centerpiece of his second-term
agenda.

Trump has grown impatient with
reporters’ questions and even U.S. al-
lies. Last week, he lashed out at re-
porters pressing him on foreign policy
issues and renewed his threat to bomb
Oman, a U.S. ally negotiating with
Iran to reopen the Strait of Hormuz.

Labor Day, on Sept. 7 this year, is
traditionally when election cam-
paigns kick into high gear, and Repub-
licans face the prospect that unre-
solved conflicts abroad and their eco-
nomic fallout at home could cost the
party its hold on Congress.

Trump has called off talks with
Tehran after pushing for weeks for a
diplomatic solution and announced
on Aug. 19 a new campaign of “eco-
nomic warfare” against the Islamic
Republic in an apparent acknowledg-
ment that months of military attacks
have not forced the concessions the
United States wants to see.

As inflation persists and the Iran
war drives up gasoline prices,
Trump’s approval rating has fallen to
another low point with just 33% of
Americans in the latest Reuters/Ipsos
poll approving of his performance.
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President Donald Trump has grown
impatient with reporters’ questions,
and even U.S. allies, amid
foreign policy setbacks.
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