
Living vs. Nonliving
Characteristics of Living Creatures: Living things have certain criteria or characteristics (biological processes) in common that classify them as living.  If those biological processes are no longer functioning or are not present the object is classified as nonliving (inanimate).
1. Organic Compounds: 

Living organisms are composed of similar carbon based compounds. Four are typically found within all living things currently known on Earth. 

A. Carbohydrates are composed of carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen elements and 

    
are used to provide energy or structure. 


B. Lipids are composed of carbon, hydrogen, and less oxygen and are 

                 
often used for energy storage, structure, or signaling molecules. 


C. Proteins are composed of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen. They are 

 often used to provide structure or aid in chemical reactions. 


D. Nucleic Acids are composed of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, and 

                 
phosphorus. They create genetic information which directs the 

                 
formation and function of a cell. 

2. Energy Use:
Living things undergo metabolism which breaks down organic matter for two purposes: gaining energy and building cellular structures.
3. Cellular Organization:

All known living creatures on Earth are composed of one (unicellular) or more cells (multicellular).  These cells are made from organic compounds and require energy to survive. 

4. Growth & Development:

Change can be viewed in living things as either they grow by becoming larger in size through organic compounds or develop by becoming more complex/mature. 
5. Response to Stimuli:

Organisms demonstrate an awareness of their surroundings by visible external reactions as in a rabbit running away from a coyote. It could also be a slight adaptation to its environment as in a plant gradually positioning its leaves towards sunlight.  Another change but harder to view are internal adjustments to maintain homeostasis as in a person’s heart beating faster to keep up with the blood flow demand.

6. Reproduction:


Living things have the capacity to create a new organism from an original cell or parent.

More Complex Organisms: The characteristics above are the minimum requirements.  More complex organisms can communicate, build social hierarchies, as well as modify or change their environment rather than just adapt to the current environment.   
 Note: To be classified as living, all the characteristics listed above must be exhibited, even if something like a virus has some of the characteristics it is considered to be non-living. The statements above are from our current understanding.  It may be possible for life to exist somewhere in the universe that does not follow all the descriptions above.  If so the list above will have to be modified.
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