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Cost of Certain Antihistamines to New York’s Insured Population
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I.
Introduction
As the result of a “citizen petition” in 1998 by Wellpoint Health Networks Inc., the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is currently considering whether to reclassify three prescription antihistamine drugs — Allegra®, Claritin® and Zyrtec® — to over-the-counter (OTC) status.  These three pharmaceuticals generated more than $3 billion in sales nationally in 2000, and each is listed among the top 50 drugs marketed and sold in the United States.  

Heavy promotion has garnered dividends.  According to a Scott-Levin’s Direct-to-Consumer Advertising Audit and Competitive Media Reporting (2000), spending on antihistamines continues to outpace that for other therapeutic classes. The $197.2 million spent by manufacturers to advertise their allergy products to consumers accounted for 10.2% of all industry spending on DTC advertising between January and September 2000.  Today, these three drugs account for nine out of every ten prescriptions written for antihistamines.  

(Chart 1.1)


National Sales & Marketing Data on Allegra®, Claritin® and Zyrtec®

	Drug
	Retail Sales (2000)*
	National

Ranking*
	Total Prescriptions

(2000)*
	National

Ranking*
	Total DTC Spending

(1998)**
	National Ranking**

	Allegra®
	$810 million
	25
	15 million
	22
	$52 million
	6

	Claritin®
	$1.7 billion
	9
	25 million
	7
	150 million
	1

	Zyrtec®
	$740 million
	31
	13 million
	26
	75.2 million
	3


 *Source:
Scott-Levin Source Prescription Audit


  **Source:
Competitive Media Reporting

II.
Methodology

In May 2001, HPA surveyed its members to determine the impact reclassifying Allegra®, Claritin® and Zyrtec® might have on health care expenditures and the possible subsequent impact on premiums in New York State.  The survey asked respondents to provide total plan expenditures in the most recent 12-month cycle for each drug.  To gain a greater understanding of the financial impact such a shift might have on those individuals utilizing these agents, we also requested the average copayment required of purchasers for each drug.  This could then be compared to the cost of these drugs in Canada, where they are available over-the-counter.  

By mid-June, six plans had submitted data.  These plans, ranging in size from 150,000 to more than 700,000 enrollees, represents a total of more than two million covered lives.  This figure accounts for approximately 30% of all health plan membership in New York State.

III.
Findings
Costs

The data suggests that making Allegra®, Claritin® and Zyrtec® available OTC could offset premium increases by more than $11 per member annually.  While significant, this figure is lower than national data provided in the Express Scripts 2000 Survey, which pegs these costs closer to $16 per member annually.

(Chart 3.1)


Health Plan Spending on Antihistamines in Survey

	Total Enrollees in Survey (From 6 Plans)
	Total Annual Expenditures
	Annual Cost per Member

	2,133,000
	$23,673,000
	$11.10

	
	
	


Based on our data, HPA concludes that premium payers (employer based and individual market enrollees) in New York are paying more than $100 million dollars annually for these drugs (see chart 3.2).  

(Chart 3.2)

Cost of Antihistamines to Premium Payers in NYS

	Type of Coverage
	Total Beneficiaries

(Nearest 1,000)*
	Adjusted Total***
	Annual Plan Cost for Drugs**
	Total Cost

(Nearest $1,000)

	Employer
	9,676,000
	8,970,000
	$11.10
	$99,567,000

	Individual
	123,000
	123,000
	$11.10
	$1,365,000

	Total
	9,799,000
	9,093,000
	$11.10
	$100,933,000


*Kaiser Family Foundation

** HPA survey

*** Adjusted total takes into account that 7.3% of enrollees in commercial group markets do not have a pharmacy benefit 

New York taxpayers shoulder additional costs to cover or subsidize these drugs in government programs such as Medicaid, Child Health Plus and EPIC.  If the state’s cost of providing these drugs to Medicaid recipients approximates the cost of providing these drugs in commercial markets, the taxpayers’ tab for Medicaid alone exceeds $20 million (chart 3.3).

(Chart 3.3)


Cost of Providing Antihistamines to NYS Medicaid Recipients

	Total New Yorkers 
with Medicaid

(Nearest 000)*
	Annual Cost for Drugs**
	Total Cost

(Nearest 000)

	2,120,000
	$11.10
	$23,532,000


*NYS Department of Health – August 2001
**Based on data from the HPA survey.  The cost of providing these drugs may differ for the state.

Copayments

According to HPA data, the average copayment for these drugs is nearly $14/month — or more than $160 annually.  The data suggest that plans are at varying levels of development as it relates to pharmacy management and cost sharing arrangements.  Some have moved to multi-tiered programs, while others have instituted fewer cost containment features.  For instance, while one plan averaged a $7.25 copayment for these drugs, other plans averaged more than $20.  Chart 3.4 demonstrates the variability of plan copayments by product.

(Chart 3.4)


Antihistamine Copayments in New York (Based on Survey)

	Drug
	High
	Low
	Average

	Allegra®
	$23.37
	$6.55
	$14.25

	Claritin®
	$20.12
	$6.60
	$13.76

	Zyrtec®
	$19.53
	$8.55
	$13.77


According to available on-line data, the average retail cost for a thirty-day supply of these drugs can vary by more than 20 %.  Additionally, the chart below (chart 3.5) shows the over-the-counter cost for these drugs in Canada representing as much as a 60 % discount on the identical prescription version in the United States.

(Chart 3.5)


Retail Costs for Three Antihistamines Vs. OTC Cost in Canada

	Drug
	High
	Low
	OTC Cost In Canada 
(In US Dollars)

	Allegra®

60mg/30 DAYS
	$66.20

(Costco)
	$53.74

(Drug Emporium)
	$42.84

(The Canadian Drug Store)

	Claritin®

10mg /30 DAYS
	$74.90

(AARP)
	$61.79

(PharMor)
	$31.60

(The Canadian Drug Store)

	Zyrtec®

10mg/30 DAYS
	$56.57

(Costco)
	$50.99

(Drug Emporium)
	$18.65

(Globaldrugstore.com)


The following graphic (chart 3.6) illustrates a comparison of New York’s average copayments (as determined by this survey), the national average third tier (highest) payment, the Canadian OTC cost of these agents and the average wholesale price (as provided by Express Scripts).  As brand drugs, one would expect a tiered pharmacy benefit to include one or more of these antihistamines at the highest copayment level.  Based on these data, one could conclude that if these drugs were sold over the counter in the United States, the difference between buying these antihistamine commercially versus buying them as a third tier agent would be nominal.

(Chart 3.6)
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Today, third tier copayments for these drugs in plans surveyed are approaching or exceeding the over-the-counter price in Canada.  National trends support a continued narrowing of this gap as employers increasingly embrace efforts to share pharmacy costs with employees, including moving to a multi-tiered system that place a higher copayment on non-preferred brand name drugs.  According to the Health Industries Research Companies (HIRC) three-tier drug copays are currently covering 35 % of IPA HMO enrollees.  This proportion is predicted to rise to more than 47 % of all enrollees by the end of 2002.  The result will be acceleration in cost sharing with beneficiaries.  According to HIRC, “average copays will approach $10 (generic)/$25 (preferred)/$40 (non-preferred) within the next 12 months.”  Also on the horizon are pharmacy benefit programs that add as many as two additional tiers (for a total of 5) — one for quality of life drugs and one for preferred generics.

Market Share

According to the HPA survey, nearly 50% of the premiums spent on antihistamines in New York are for purchasing Claritin®.  Allegra® is favored over Zyrtec® two to one.  According to the Express Scripts 2000 Survey, Claritin® retains 43% of the national market while Allegra® and Zyrtec® control 23% respectively.  

(Chart 3.7)
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IV.
Conclusion

Studies of the more than 40 products that have been reclassified from prescription to over-the-counter status indicate this action will spur an overall decline in health care costs.  These savings are found in a reduction of drug prices, a decline in office visits and the elimination of pharmacy dispensing fees.  According to a 1996 study in Medical Economics, “Reclassifying cough and cold products to OTC status, has resulted in an annual consumer health care savings of approximately $1 billion.”  In this case, if these three drugs were moved OTC, Blue Cross of California estimates that U.S. antihistamine prices would be halved.

Additionally, our data suggest that as pharmacy benefit plans in New York embrace national trends toward greater cost sharing, the cost spread between third tier payments and predicted OTC costs for these drugs will shrink dramatically.   

However, when considering these drugs for OTC distribution lowering health care costs should not be the only determinate.  Safety must be a consideration as well.   Manufacturers tout these new antihistamines non-sedating qualities, making them “safer” than older antihistamines.  Older antihistamines have been documented by government agencies as an important cause of fatal auto, bus and airplane crashes.  A recent article in USA Today estimated that more than 48,000 people per year are injured in antihistamine related crashes.  Despite this concern, older antihistamines have remained available OTC.  This begs the question: why are non-sedating antihistamines — seemingly safer drugs — only available by prescription?

Premium payers in New York are straining under the high cost of health insurance.  According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, on average, premiums for family coverage in New York are 20% above the rest of the country and drug costs continue to the leading reason for expected premium increases in 2002 and beyond.  If medically appropriate, HPA supports reclassifying certain drugs to over-the-counter status as a prudent and cost effective way of reducing overall health care expenditures.   
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								NY HEALTH PLAN EXPENDITURES ON THREE ANTIHISTAMINES

				ENROLLMENT		PLAN		ALLEGRA		CLARITIN		ZYRTEC		TOTAL

				714,000		HIP		$   1,358,933		$   3,899,750		$   93,788		$   5,352,471

				372000		INDEPENDENT HEALTH		$   1,442,836		$   3,309,075		$   168,906		$   4,920,817

				251,000		MVP		$   1,677,505		$   621,254		$   1,344,506		$   3,643,265

				296000		UNIVERA		$   1,371,219		$   2,937,359		$   693,486		$   5,002,064

				168000		PREFFERED		$   1,018,688		$   330,480		$   308,368		$   1,657,536

				332000		CDPHP		$   1,268,472		$   524,237		$   1,304,162		$   3,096,871

				2,133,000		TOTALS		$   8,137,653		$   11,622,155		$   3,913,216		$   23,673,024
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										CoPayment

						ENROLLMENT		PLAN		ALLEGRA		CLARITIN		ZYRTEC		TOTAL

						714,000		HIP

						372000		INDEPENDENT HEALTH		$   6.55		$   6.60		$   8.55		$   7.23

						251,000		MVP		$   14.98		$   17.05		$   15.01

						296000		UNIVERA		$   8.67		$   8.50		$   9.65

						168000		PREFFERED		$   23.37		$   20.12		$   19.53

						332000		CDPHP		$   17.66		$   16.55		$   16.12

						2,133,000		TOTALS AVERAGES		$   14.25		$   13.76		$   13.77		$   13.93
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												Average Copayment NYS**		Average Top Tier Copayment USA*		OTC Cost in Canada**		AWP USA  2000*

										Allegra (60mg 30 days)		$14.25		$28.32		$42.84		$57.13

										Claritin (10/mg/30days)		$13.76		$28.32		$31.60		$71.93

										Zyrtec (10mg/30days)		$13.77		$28.32		$29.99		$54.94
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												Average Copayment NYS		Average 3rd Tier Copayment USA*		OTC Cost in Canada		Average Retail Price in USA

										Allegra (60mg 30 days)		$14.25		$28.32		$21.42		$30.70

										Claritin (10/mg/30days)		$13.76		$28.32		$31.60		$64.78

										Zyrtec (10mg/30days)		$13.77		$28.32		$29.99		$53.14
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