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HEALTH | PHARMA

Mail-Order Drugs Were Supposed to
Keep Costs Down. It’s Doing the
Opposite.

One employer was paying about $100 for a prescription for a generic
antidepressant, though it could be bought elsewhere for about $12

By Jared S. Hopkins

June 25,2024 5:30 am ET

Drugs delivered by mail are costing employers more than those picked up at a store counter. PHOTO:
JULIO CORTEZ/ASSOCIATED PRESS

A key tool that businesses have counted on to keep a lid on employees’ drug

spending—filling workers’ prescriptions by mail—is now driving up their costs.

https://www.wsj.com/health/pharma/higher-drug-costs-mail-order-prescription-bf378 86

9/6/2024, 3:58 PM
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Unity Care predicts its cost of medical and drug benefits for employees will increase 25% this year.
PHOTO: UNITY CARE NW

One employee’s three-month supply of a prescription for a generic
antidepressant, fluoxetine, cost Unity Care about $100, more than twice the
average price that retail pharmacies paid for the drug. The same fluoxetine
prescription could be purchased from the Mark Cuban Cost Plus Drug pharmacy

for about $12.

“You’ve got to ask yourself, why would a PBM push mail order as hard as they
are? And it’s revenue,” said Matt Lund, chief executive of Fortune Management,
which helps companies, including Unity Care, set up health plans. “It’s another
source of revenue where they’re not having to pay or negotiate with a local

pharmacy.”

Generic prescriptions dispensed by mail pharmacies were marked up on average
more than three times higher than prescriptions filled by bricks-and-mortar
pharmacies, according to a recent analysis by 3 Axis Advisors, a healthcare

research firm.

Branded drugs filled by mail were marked up on average three to six times higher

https://www.wsj.com/health/pharma/higher-drug-costs-mail-order-prescription-bf37886f
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Epclusa*

4006100 mg, Hepatitis C 4 ®
Budesonide ) .
3 mg, Crohn’s disease
Imatinib Mesylate
] y ) .

100 mg, Cancer

*Branded, dual dosages reflect two drug ingredients. Note: Based on a recent analysis of employer claims from

2020 t0 2023.
Source: 3 Axis Advisors

The Pharmaceutical Care Management Association, a pharmacy-benefit industry
trade group, said companies’ home-delivery programs save employers on
prescription drugs and their convenience helps ensure patients take their
medicines.

PBMs also criticized the 3 Axis Advisors analysis, which PCMA said was “cherry-
picked and therefore gives an incomplete and inaccurate picture of
reimbursement across different pharmacy types.”

Spending on prescription drugs is a large and growing expense for employers,
who are on the hook for many Americans’ healthcare costs because workers
often get health insurance and drug benefits through their jobs.

For years, businesses and their health plans enlisted the help of PBMs to control
drug spending because they play central roles in the drug-supply and payment
system. The largest PBMs—UnitedHealth’s Optum Rx, CVS Health’s CVS
Caremark and Cigna’s Express Scripts—process 80% of prescription claims,
according to the Drug Channels Institute.

PBMs also set how much a health plan pays for a medicine, and how much they
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RxBenefits encouraged Unity Care to use Express Scripts’ mail-order operations,
saying it would lead to savings, Nelson said.

During the first three months of this year, even though only roughly 10% of
prescriptions for Unity Care’s workers were dispensed through the mail, they
consumed more than 80% of the clinic’s prescription-drug spending.

Markups of drugs delivered by mail are contributing to the clinic’s higher
spending, a review by 3 Axis Advisors found. In addition to the more expensive
generic antidepressant, a three-month supply of the ulcerative-colitis pill
mesalamine cost about $1,503, 2% times as much as the average price that retail
pharmacies paid for the drug. At the Cuban pharmacy, three months of
mesalamine costs $468, according to 3 Axis Advisors.

A Cigna spokeswoman deferred questions about Unity Care to RxBenefits. She
also said in general Cigna’s pharmacy networks for employers include options
besides home delivery as well as access to low-cost and convenient medications.

An RxBenefits spokeswoman declined to comment on Unity Care’s drug benefits
specifically. Typically, she said, higher-priced drugs for complicated conditions
such as cancer or medications that require special storage take up the bulk of
employers’ spending. She also said that in trying to drive down the cost of drugs
for a health plan, it is important to consider the plan’s overall drug mix and not
focus on an individual drug cost.

After the Journal asked RxBenefits and Express Scripts for comment, RxBenefits
requested a meeting with Unity Care’s benefits broker, and Unity Care expressed
concern to the Journal about its legal liability for discussing its drug benefits.
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