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Abstract

Stem cell therapy holds great promises in medical treatment by, e.g., replacing lost cells, re-constitute healthy cell populations and
also in the use of stem cells as vehicles for factor and gene delivery. Embryonic stem cells have rightfully attracted a large interest
due to their proven capacity of differentiating into any cell type in the embryo in vivo. Tissue-specific stem cells are however
already in use in medical practice, and recently the first systematic medical trials involving human neural stem cell (NSC) therapy
have been launched. There are yet many obstacles to overcome and procedures to improve. To ensure progress in the medical use
of stem cells increased basic knowledge of the molecular mechanisms that govern stem cell characteristics is necessary. Here we
provide a review of the literature on NSCs in various aspects of cell therapy, with the main focus on the potential of using
biomaterials to control NSC characteristics, differentiation, and delivery. We summarize results from studies on the
characteristics of endogenous and transplanted NSCs in rodent models of neurological and cancer diseases, and highlight recent
advancements in polymer compatibility and applicability in regulating NSC state and fate. We suggest that the development of
specially designed polymers, such as hydrogels, is a crucial issue to improve the outcome of stem cell therapy in the central
nervous system.
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