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Wearable Injectors: A Small Device That Can Make a 
Big Difference for IV Infusion 

By: Alan Shortall, Chairman and CEO of Unilife.  

As part of a campaign to draw attention to the rising costs of healthcare in the U.S., the New York Times 

published an article last week on how “Even Small Medical Advances Can Mean Big Jumps in Bills”. 

In addition to profiling advanced medical technologies such as insulin pumps for the treatment of 
diabetes, the article gave an example of how a single three-hour IV infusion of an auto-immune drug in a 
clinic generated a bill of $133,000. While most of this cost was borne by the insurance company, the 
patient described being so outraged by the total cost that they asked their physician to switch them to a 
different brand of therapy that could be self-injected.

While the cost to administer a single dose of drug via IV infusion in a hospital or specialty care clinic is 
more commonly around $1,000 to $10,000, it is still estimated that a healthcare plan can save between 

30% and 70% if the same therapy was administered by a specialist in an alternative setting such as a 

patient’s home. In addition to reducing healthcare costs, the convenient administration of an IV infusion 

drug in the home environment can also improve patient quality of life.

With infused therapies accounting for $35 billion of the specialty drug market, this shift from 

administration in hospitals or clinics to administration in the home is set to generate billions of dollars in 
annual savings to the U.S. healthcare system.

However, in many ways, this shift from infusion in a clinic to infusion in the home represents only a small 
fraction of what could be achieved if a greater proportion of specialty drugs are converted from IV 
administration to an intuitive, subcutaneous, self-injection by the patient. More than 50% of specialty drug 

expenditures in the U.S. occur within only five therapeutic categories (oncology, hemophilia, auto-

immune, multiple sclerosis and IVIG) where IV infusion is common and subcutaneous injection is 
becoming more desirable.

Today, there are more than 1,500 infusion pharmacy centers across the U.S. serving patients requiring 

IV administration of drugs in the home environment. The industry for home infusion care is estimated to 

generate $9 billion to $11 billion a year. Cost components for the home infusion market include the drug, 

bulky infusion equipment such as pumps, and a trained nurse or educator. Infusion pumps typically cost 

thousands of dollars to purchase, and according to government reports can cost patients between $30 

and $75 per day to rent. Even compared to a hospital or clinic, these additional costs to patients and 
payors to have a drug administered via IV infusion in the home environment can be significant.

Much of these add-on costs for infusion equipment and labor could be eliminated if specialty drugs were 
supplied in a compact, disposable format ready for subcutaneous injection by patients. Savings within the 
healthcare system could also be generated by eliminating rates of therapy non-adherence caused by 
patients missing prescribed doses due to factors such as high treatment costs or the lifestyle 
inconvenience and discomfort often associated with IV infusion.

Until now, one of the major barriers to converting specialty therapies from IV infusion to subcutaneous 
injection was the lack of a disposable device technology suitable for delivering doses greater than 1mL 
and delivery rates longer than 20 seconds.

In response to this unmet need in the market, Unilife has developed a platform technology for the 

wearable injector market (also known as bolus injectors or patch pumps) for the subcutaneous injection of 
biologics and other drugs requiring large dose volumes or extended delivery periods. Unlike insulin 
pumps, wearable injectors are single-use systems that are comfortably worn on the body while the drug is 
subcutaneously administered over a pre-programmed period spanning seconds or hours. Upon full 
injection of the dose, they are removed from the body and conveniently disposed.
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With wearable injectors costing on average between $20 and $35 per unit they have the potential to 
generate a significant reduction in total healthcare costs, compared to the home administration of IV 
infusion drugs, by allowing patients to self-inject a therapy without medical supervision or additional 
equipment. Enabling a patient to self-administer during the course of their normal daily lives, such as at 
home, work or even at a café, also creates significant potential to improve rates of therapy compliance.

The ability for a patient to conveniently wear a compact, disposable device on the body during the 
subcutaneous injection of a large dose volumes may also minimize the need for less-understood 
technologies in development that seek to temporarily change the subcutaneous space to enable rapid 
injections of large dose therapies.

Pharmaceutical companies could leverage the overall savings in the total cost per injection to drive 
preference rates amongst payors, prescribers and patients to redefine therapeutic markets and build 
market share against competitors.

A recent report published by Roots Analysis identified a selection of 250 molecules from 100 

pharmaceutical companies that could require wearable injectors, with the market projected to generate $8 
billion in device sales by 2024. Without a wearable injector technology, it is likely that many of these 
approved and pipeline drugs would be restricted to IV infusion and clinic based therapy, limiting their 

commercial potential and diminishing their competitive differentiation. With an estimated half of all health 

care to be administered outside of healthcare facilities within the decade, the potential commercial and 

healthcare benefits for subcutaneous self-injection technologies, such as wearable injectors, are 
enormous.

In summary, wearable injectors have the potential to generate significant value for stakeholders across 
the healthcare continuum. For pharmaceutical companies, they can help to optimize product lifecycles 
and maximize user preference within competitive therapy areas. For patients, they can significantly 
improve quality of life by eliminating the need to visit a healthcare facility. For physicians, they have the 
potential to improve therapy adherence. And for payors, they can create further efficiencies in the 
healthcare system, potentially saving billions of dollars a year. Given these factors, wearable injectors 
represent a perfect example of how medical technologies can be leveraged to enhance patient care AND 
reduce costs across the healthcare industry.

Unilife is now working with a multitude of pharmaceutical companies that recognize the therapeutic and 

financial opportunities for wearable injectors to enable and enhance the delivery of biologics, as well as 
other drugs currently administered via IV infusion.  

For more information, visit www.unilife.com.
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