
Capturing ‘nuance’: Studying single cells—rather than millions—is changing our
understanding of biology

There are roughly 37 trillion cells in the human body, and each keeps us alive in some small way. There
are cells that ward off disease, cells that absorb nutrients from our lunch, and cells that keep our hearts
pumping and brains humming.

No two cells in a body are exactly alike — even though they’re by and large genetically identical, and even
when we’re talking about two cells of the same type. They differ in precisely which genes within them are
active and how efficiently those genetic instructions are used to make RNA and protein.

Yet in studying cells, scientists generally take thousands to millions of cells and mash them up. That’s a
great way to study average cell behavior. But it stands to miss a lot.

Today, new technologies allow scientists to capture the nuance that’s lost in bulk populations. Using
single-cell DNA sequencing, studying gene activation in individual cells or simply peering through the
microscope, they are making startling new observations about what cells are doing.
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