
Introduction
From Olympians to weekend marathoners, many athletes chose 
to try unproven treatments in an effort to heal injuries non-
surgically and/or to accelerate recovery times after surgery. 
Among the elite athletes opting for these therapies are high-
profile U.S. National Football League (NFL) players. Furthermore, 
several NFL players publicly advocate for these types of therapies 
and cite them as major reasons they are able to continue their 
careers. Some treatments, such as the use of anabolic steroids 
and human growth hormone (HGH), have been banned after 
being thoroughly studied by the league. Conversely, stem cell 
treatments are relatively new and have not been reviewed in a 
similar manner. Consequently, as long as stem cell treatments do 
not use a banned substance, they are not perceived as “doping.” 
However, whether or not the NFL’s open policy should or will 
remain is unclear. If negative consequences arise, changes will 
likely follow.

This presentation specifically focuses on NFL players who 
received unproven stem cell treatments over the past five years. 
Our findings suggest that NFL players are increasingly seeking out 
these new and untested stem cell therapies to help accelerate 
recovery from injuries. While most seem to receive treatment 
within the United States, several have traveled abroad for 
therapies not currently permitted here. 
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Figure 1. NFL Players Receiving Stem Cell Therapies 
Since 2009, 12 NFL players, including several high-profile players—Peyton Manning, Ray Lewis and Terrell Owens—have publicly acknowledged seeking unproven stem cell interventions for injuries 
sustained on the football field. The players, who came from teams across the country, sought remedies for pain or injuries. Only a few players identified where they obtained the treatments.
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Figure 2. Years NFL Players Obtained Stem Cell Treatments 
The number of NFL players publicly known for receiving stem 
cell treatments peaked in 2012—the year that Indianapolis Colts’ 
Peyton Manning (currently on the Denver Broncos) traveled to 
Germany to obtain stem cells for a football-related neck injury.
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Figure 3. Stem Cell Advertisements to Athletes 
Several US-based clinics now actively target athletes in advertisements. Their marketing often includes patient 
testimonials  describing improvements and a list of articles or references to validate their claims. However, the 
information fails to include treatment risks and outcome data for efficacy aside from the anecdotal evidence, and the 
majority of references are press releases, reviews and news articles. The few peer-reviewed articles merely show the 
safety of these procedures, even though none of the procedures are approved by the FDA, or its foreign equivalent. The 
US-based clinics cite a FDA exemption clause for same-day surgical procedures. 

Conclusions 
With the rise of new and unproven stem cell treatments, the NFL 
faces a daunting task of trying to better understand and oversee the 
use of these therapies in order to protect the health of its players. 
Online data on NFL players and the clinics where they obtained 
treatment suggest that players may be unaware of the risks they 
are taking. None of the US clinics surveyed have FDA approval for 
their stem cell procedures. Rather, same-day surgical procedures 
are exempt from FDA regulation, while the more controversial, long-
term treatments are pushed to offshore locations. Without regulatory 
oversight and clinical data, potential patients do not have adequate 
information to understand the risks associated with the treatments 
and thus make uninformed decisions. 

The use of NFL players to endorse these activities may also give the 
impression that the procedures as safe and effective, even with a 
lack of scientific data to adequately defend them. NFL players have 
outsized authority as celebrities, and can have a significant impact 
on the public’s health-related knowledge, attitudes, and behavioral 
intentions. This relationship, as well as other forms stem cell research 
aggrandizement, contributes to the growing and unregulated market 
of unproven stem cell clinics around the world.

The NFL and other professional sport leagues should review the 
procedures for stem cell treatments to determine how best to 
support, evaluate, and possibly regulate them to ensure the safety 
of their players and the people they influence. By staying abreast of 
the development of these therapies, the NFL will protect itself and 
its players by enabling new and beneficial treatments while curbing 
illegitimate usage.

Further Information
Please contact Kirstin Matthews at krwm@rice.edu. More 
information on this or related projects can be obtained at the 
Baker Institute Science and Technology Policy Program website: 
science.bakerinstitute.org. A PDF version of the poster is also 
available at www.bakerinstitute.org/isscr2014.

Clockwise from left: Ray Lewis, 
Peyton Manning, and Terrell Owens. 
Three high profile players who were 
reported to have received unproven 
stem cell treatments.

a) Stem Cell Arts, a Virginia-based 
clinic using the “Regenexx” 
technique, advertises stem cell 
treatments for athletes via its 
website and YouTube page. The 
website explains treatments, but 
does not include side effects, risk or 
any links to peer-reviewed data on 
efficacy.

b) NFL player Tom McManus endorses 
a stem cell clinic, Smartchoice 
Stem Cell Institute, in Jacksonville, 
FL. Even though he advocates the 
procedure, McManus does not 
admit to having used it.

c) Orthopedic Stem Cell Institute, 
advertises to “elite athletes.” 
The clinic website focuses on 
testimonials from patients, 
including names of several NFL 
players, and news media on stem 
cell treatments.

a)

b)

c)

NFL Player Team Position Year Purpose

Bradshaw, Ahmad New York Giants Running Back 2012 foot issues

Curry, Aaron Oakland Raiders Linebacker 2012 knee injuries

Green, Jarvis Denver Broncos Defensive Lineman 2009 knee injuries

Landry, LaRon Washington Redskins Safety 2012 injured Achilles’ tendon

Lewis, Ray Baltimore Ravens Linebacker 2012 triceps injury

Manning, Peyton Indianapolis Colts Quarterback 2012 neck injury

Maze, Marquis Pittsburgh Steelers Receiver 2012 damaged joints & muscles

McClain, Rolando Oakland Raiders Linebacker 2012 knee pain and ankle injury

Moreno, Knowshon Denver Broncos Running Back 2012 knee injuries

Nwaneri, Uche Jacksonville Jaguars Offensive Guard 2013 regrow cartilage

Owens, Terrell Cincinnati Bengals Wide Receiver 2011 torn ACL

Rice, Sidney Seattle Seahawks Wide Receiver 2013 pain in his knee
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