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The cord blood banking industry is undergoing signifi cant changes as the business of traditional family 

cord blood banking steadily simmers, and the collecting, banking and utility of adult stem cells from 

alternative sources heats up. The result is a changing business landscape in which companies are 

merging, expanding or shutting down, as fast as the science is evolving.

Within this landscape of change comes a need for deeper commitments to research and development 

(R&D), better reimbursement and greater awareness and education among both parents and health care 

providers. Nonetheless, the promise of the future remains as bright as ever and, with it, the hopes and aspira-

tions of all of those who strive to discover what’s possible.
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Combining cord blood businesses
 “The industry has matured a lot. There was a relatively 

strong growth period ten to fi fteen years ago, but during 

the past fi ve years, the market has matured and consol-

idated,” said Cade Hildreth, president and CEO of 

BioInformant, a stem cell market research fi rm. 

“The growth of the North American market has 

really leveled off. It’s not a bad thing though; 

the surviving participants are strong, gener-

ally well capitalized, and storing larger 

quantities of cord blood units under 

more standardized conditions.” 

The consolidation of cord blood 

business activities is largely viewed 

as a positive trend in the industry. 

Large lab storage facilities are 

expensive to operate, but if a facil-

ity can store more units, it lowers 

the cost, which is good for the 

company and for its clients, as 

costs are spread out among 

more people. Other benefi ts 

include leveraging expertise, 

equipment and licensing fees 

across the company. 

“We’re seeing smaller banks 

go out of business or being 

absorbed by bigger banks,” 

said Frances Verter, PhD, presi-

dent and founder of the online 

resource, Parent’s Guide to Cord 

Blood Foundation. “Smaller banks’ 

inability to scale up has hurt them. 

The market has contracted in the 

United States and Western Europe. It’s 

partly the economy, partly not seeing 

outcomes, and a lack of evidence that this 

is really becoming a mainstream medical 

procedure.” 

One example of this is Cook Biotech, which 

let its cord blood business go. Verter explained 

that while the company still provides laboratory 

services on a contract business, it no longer has an 

in-house cord blood bank. Progenitor Cell Therapy (now 

acquired by Caladrius) also discontinued its cord blood 

bank.     

Verter added that the cord blood banks that remain 

have been improving their profi t margins by diversifying 

and expanding into miscellaneous stem cell and tissue 

services, with more than half of cord blood banks now 

storing cord blood tissue. A Taiwanese company, Health-

Banks Biotech Company Ltd., was the fi rst cord blood bank 

to offer cord tissue storage when it launched the service 

in 2008. In the U.S., Cord Blood Registry was the fi rst 

company to offer the service, which it initiated in July 2010.

Expanding business
In addition to tissue services, some cord blood banks 

are now offering banking for adipose-derived cells, 

placenta-derived stem cells and menstrual-derived stem 

cells. “With multiple income sources, the banks can 

distribute the cost per client across multiple services, and 

everyone gets more value for the money,” Hildreth said. 

“The lab equipment and expertise needed to store various 

stem cell types are similar, so there is a trend toward cord 

blood banks evolving into diversifi ed stem cell biobanks.” 

Hildreth also noted that all stem cell types are stored 

for the same purpose—use in regenerative medicine—but 

as biobanks, the businesses become positioned to benefi t 

from progress with one stem cell type, while simultane-

ously protecting themselves against scientifi c or clinical 

issues that could arise with other cell types.”

According to Hildreth, “BioInformant has identifi ed 

the trend of cord tissue storage as a rapid growth area, 

because only nine American cord blood banks offered 

the service in 2013, while the majority of U.S. cord blood 

banks offer it today. Cord tissue is a promising source 

of mesenchymal stem cells [MSCs], which are currently 

being explored in nearly 500 clinical trials worldwide.”

“Cord tissue is all the rage,” Verter confi rmed. “It’s a 

sign of the number of therapies being released. Some 

private banks are even doing cord tissue storage as a 

stand-alone service for allogeneic therapy.”

Many companies have attempted to introduce new 

technologies to augment the services they already offer. 

“The interesting thing is that the cord blood industry has 

been around a long time, but it’s very fragmented,” said 

Bob Hariri, MD, PhD, co-founder and president of Human 
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Longevity Cellular Therapeutics. 

“There is now an opportunity to create 

an entire new range of products and 

services, and it holds a lot of promise for 

the future.” 

One of the companies that Hariri founded, the 

San Diego-based genomics company, Human Longevity, 

recently announced that it is expanding. The company 

has acquired the placental and cord blood banking busi-

ness LifebankUSA, from Celgene Cellular Therapeutics. 

The largest revenue expansion in the industry was in 

August 2015, when AMAG Pharmaceuticals paid $700 

million to acquire Cord Blood Registry (CBR), one of the 

largest cord blood banks, by units banked, in the world. 

Another large acquisition of a cord blood bank by a large 

multinational company was PerkinElmer Inc.’s acquisi-

tion of ViaCell, Inc. for $300 million in 2007. “In my opin-

ion, the earlier acquisition was a model for the latest one, 

because both companies were bought for exactly 5.55 

times revenue,” Hildreth commented.

“The acquisition of CBR by AMAG pharmaceuticals 

was a strategic move to bolster its portfolio of existing 

maternal health products,” said Hildreth. “CBR brought 

with it an established network for communicating with 

expectant and recently pregnant women, as well as a 

trained sales team serving obstetricians, hospitals and 

Cord blood, which contains a 

population of young and pure stem 

cells that have the potential to turn 

into a large number of cell types, 

are stored for future regenerative 

use. While there are currently 

approximately 80 different indications 

treated with cord blood stem cells, 

some experts predict that number 

may eventually be in the hundreds.

“I think the era of immune 

therapies is upon us,” said Bob 

Hariri, co-founder and president of 

Human Longevity, commenting on 

the increasing ability to control and 

modulate the immune system, and 

how that may help in the treatment 

of cancer. 

Morey Kraus, chief scientifi c 

offi cer at ViaCord, noted that one 

of the most signifi cant  additions 

to biotechnology and regenerative 

medicine is the increase in collecting 

cord tissue.

“We’re in the information age, and 

parents want to be able to prepare 

for their child, know about potential 

health conditions, and have more 

options and better care available 

should there be any issues in the 

future,” Kraus said. “The more 

parents understand the potential 

of cord blood stem cells, and 

are informed about the potential 

conditions that they may address, 

it’s very easy to see why [cord blood 

banking] is a good idea.” 

With this growing body of 

evidence, more parents are opting 

to bank their newborn’s cord tissue. 

Cord tissue contains mesenchymal 

stem cells (MSCs), which typically 

turn into connective tissue cells 

(unlike cord blood which contains 

hematopoietic stem cells, which turn 

into cells of the immune system). Key 

opinion leaders are split, however, on 

what cord tissue banking means for 

the industry.  

“While there are currently no 

clinical studies using a child’s own 

cord tissue stem cells to treat a 

disease in the child, the potential for 

this is signifi cant,” Kraus said. “We 

are working on preclinical studies 

that we believe will pave the way for 

such studies.”

Frances Verter, PhD, president 

and founder of the online resource, 

Parent’s Guide to Cord Blood 

Foundation, believes in the clinical 

value of cord tissue, but sees another 

side to the trend as well. “My fear is 

that cord blood will go belly up and 

be replaced by cord tissue,” she said.  

“Why is that a fear? Because cord 

tissue doesn’t require any matching. 

Many banks will collect it. It doesn’t 

have to be privately banked; it 

can just be sold as an off-the-shelf 

product. It will eliminate key players 

and eliminate the profi t incentive for 

private cord blood banking.” 

Placenta cells, meanwhile, are the 

main focus at Human Longevity. “We 

see ourselves in all technologies 

derived from the placenta cells—or 

biomaterials from the organ,” Hariri 

Biotech Products: Beyond Cord Blood
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labor and delivery units across the U.S. These assets 

helped AMAG Pharmaceuticals expand its reach within 

maternal health markets.”  

Outside of the U.S. and its maternal health market, 

the largest network of cord blood banks is the company 

Cordlife in Asia, which owns cord blood banks in Singa-

pore, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia and the Philippines, 

has a controlling interest in another two banks in Malay-

sia and Thailand and, until recently, had a stake in another 

three laboratories in China, according to Verter. 

“PerkinElmer, as a diagnostics company, was simi-

larly motivated when it acquired ViaCord. They 

have a newborn genetic screening test that they sell 

independently or in tandem with cord blood banking,” 

Hildreth said. “The pattern is there with both companies—

overlapping opportunities for value creation exist when 

cord blood banking is paired with other prenatal, neonatal 

and maternal health services.” 

To shed more light on that business development, 

ViaCord’s chief scientifi c offi cer, Morey Kraus, explained to 

AABB News that ViaCord was the right fi t for PerkinElmer, 

which has a strong diagnostics business and overarch-

ing structure. “PerkinElmer was a large multinational 

company acquiring a business that already had the public 

trust and stability in an industry that is maturing,” he said. 

“The acquisition helped to validate the cord blood banking 

said. “We have four independent cell 

therapy products, all derived from 

the placenta. We are using placenta 

cells and biomaterial in patients with 

serious wounds as a result of diabetes, 

degenerative vascular disease, and 

we have two independent pathways 

to treat those disorders.” 

Hariri added that Human 

Longevity bioengineers are 

conducting a clinical trial to examine 

the role of immune cells (natural killer 

cells) derived from the placenta in the 

treatment of some forms of cancer. 

The company is also investigating 

the clinical utility of placenta-derived 

cells in treating burns. 

Both Hariri and Kraus said they 

recommend banking all biomaterials 

present at the birth of a baby.  

“My personal bias is that the 

‘leftovers of birth’ equate to cells 

and biomaterials that are a unique 

resource that can potentially 

transform the way various diseases 

are treated,” Hariri said. “Banking 

autologously derived stem cells 

makes a lot of sense for people who 

are looking for security and gives 

them an advantage over the people 

who forgo the collection opportunity 

at the time of birth.”   

Although the cost of collection 

and banking are a turn off for some 

parents, many experts argue that 

the cost is minimal when the lifetime 

return on investment is considered.  

“The overall cost is relatively 

small, when you consider the 

value. We know now that tissue 

and placenta derived stem cells 

can potentially be used up to 

the lifetime of the donor,” Hariri 

said. “We’ve seen evidence that 

the stem cells can be used when 

individuals are in their 30s, 40s, 

50s or 60s. It’s incredibly valuable, 

but you only get one chance to 

capitalize on these cells. If you’re 

going to take the opportunity, you 

might as well bank everything.” 
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industry. When it comes to physicians, they often feel 

that working with a larger company is advantageous to 

them.” 

Challenges remain
While the business landscape fl exes and expands to 

accommodate the changes in the industry and evolution 

of the science, one element is more stagnant. “There is a 

lack of interest in cord blood banking at this time,” said 

Verter. “Parents in the U.S. and Europe are not as enthu-

siastic anymore; interest is fl agging. The promise of cord 

blood therapies has been sold and sold for too many 

years. Where are those therapies? People need to see 

more units being released into the clinic for patient use.” 

While the general medical community may not be 

consistently discussing cord blood banking, leaders in the 

fi eld certainly are. 

“The decrease in cord blood banking is that the prom-

ises of 20 years ago haven’t been shown because not 

enough money was invested in the research to prove it,” 

said Hariri, adding that the industry could have invested 

more in research.

A shift in parental perspective is also evident. “Parents 

in the early 2000s were more serious about cord blood 

banking and would research the topic, agonize over 

processing systems, and ask for a lot of detail,” Verter 

said. “Now U.S. parents treat cord blood banking more 

like a commodity. It’s not a matter of looking into each 

bank and their differentiators, but more of a simple ques-

tion of ‘should we or shouldn’t we?’” 

Verter said that although parents may now be asking 

fewer questions, they likely ask more than many health 

care providers. “It’s a direct-to-consumer market,” Verter 

said. “Consumers often know more than the physicians. 

Doctors are not as aware or educated on cord blood, or 

cord tissue, and they’re already under so much pressure. 

Health insurance isn’t going to reimburse them for time 

spent having a meaningful talk about cord blood.”

Paving the way forward
The penetration rate for cord blood banking is still 

about 3 percent of all births. Many believe that this 

could increase if changes in the health care system were 

made. “If payors stepped in, it would increase. Payors 

need to be compelled to do that—families who bank 

have an economic benefi t downstream that benefi ts 

the payors. This probably won’t happen until there is 

broader use of these cells, and the therapies are used 

in more mainstream ways for more common illnesses,” 

said Hariri. “We’re not there yet. It’s going to take time 

to compel payors to want to cover it, although some 

cover cord blood banking for a sibling’s treatment 

against cancer, and under those circumstances it saves 

a lot of money in the long run.”

ViaCord, meanwhile, is pursuing preclinical and clinical 

studies, planning to get as many cord blood therapies into 

the clinic as possible for specifi c indications. For other 

indications, Hariri said that cord blood and cord blood 

tissue could potentially be used to correct abnormalities 

of the immune system, to impact a state of infl ammation 

and affect blood fl ow. Looking forward, he believes these 

conditions could be managed with cellular therapies.

One condition, Verter believes, is the key to bringing 

cord blood to the forefront again. “Optimistically, I want 

to see cord blood start being used widely for kids with 

autism,” she said. “There are so many trials about cere-

bral palsy, but that affects 1 in 500 kids. But more than 1 

in every 100 kids have been diagnosed with autism. 

Everyone knows someone who has autism. That is the 

breakthrough application in my opinion. If that becomes 

popular and accepted, cord blood banking will really 

take off.”  

“Consumers often know more [about cord blood banking] 
than the physicians. Doctors are not as aware or 
educated on cord blood, or cord tissue, and they’re 
already under so much pressure.”
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