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Doctors, patients upset as insurers push them to use cheaper drugs
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Health insurers have long promoted switching from brand-name medicines to cheaper generics, but now more of them are going farther: urging people to take different drugs altogether.

A half-dozen insurers recently sent letters to tens of thousands of South Florida patients taking brand names, saying coverage will halt or co-payments will increase Jan. 1. The companies suggest people ask their doctors about changing to cheaper drugs to save up to 80 percent. 

But some doctors and pharmacists say switching drugs to save money — in some cases several times a year — could expose patients to health complications and drugs that don't work well for them. 

"It's not a matter of getting you, the patient, the best medication. It's a matter of [insurers'] not having to pay as much for it," said Miami neurologist Bruce S. Rubin, who heads a Florida group opposing such substitutions. "I choose one drug that I think will be best, and I don't want [an insurer] second-guessing me."

Low-cost generics, which are chemically identical to brand names they copy, account for two-thirds of the 3.9 billion prescriptions written yearly in the United States. Studies show they work equally well. 

But brand names still account for 84 percent of total drug spending. So, health plans are asking consumers and doctors to try different drugs that have gone generic, such as cholesterol drug simvastatin (generic Zocor) at less than $1 per pill in place of Lipitor, which has no generic, at $3 per pill.

Insurance officials say their intent is to educate people to ask their doctors about lower-cost choices that may workwell and save money. It's still up to doctors what drugs patients should take, said Conchita Ruiz-Topinka, an AvMed spokeswoman.

"All the plans are doing the same type of thing," Ruiz-Topinka said. "Drugs that have been effective are being brought to market as generics. There are opportunities to save. We wouldn't do it if there weren't a safe and effective alternative out there."

Blue Cross Blue Shield, for example, is urging patients with acid reflux to consider omeprazole (generic Prilosec) instead of brand-name drugs Nexium, Prevacid or Aciphex, none of which has generic versions. Medco, a pharmacy manager for insurers covering 60 million people, is promoting generic sleep drugs in place of Lunesta and Rozerem. 

Some insurers use a practice called "step therapy," in which patients cannot get a costly brand name unless cheaper drugs don't work. 

Pompano Beach medical clerk Ann Moslowitz was among thousands to get a Nov. 17 letter from AvMed Health. Co-pays for her two longtime drugs, Lipitor and Avapro, for blood pressure, will jump from a total of $40 a month to about $200 next year. She can avoid the increase by switching to a different cholesterol drug, simvastatin, and other blood pressure pills.

But Moslowitz, 61, said only Lipitor lowers her cholesterol to healthy levels. Of the blood pressure pills, eight work differently from her drug, and one didn't help.

"I've been scooted around so much [among drugs], and finally found drugs that work for me. I don't want to be anyone's guinea pig anymore," she said. "It scares me when the doctor and pharmacist say these are not the same drugs as I'm taking. You're playing with my health."

Some insurers are approaching doctors about substituting drugs, thinking doctors may not be able to keep up with cheaper options to familiar brand names that drug makers promote with billions of dollars in advertising, Medco spokeswoman Ann Smith said.

"These drugs might be the newest innovation and advance, but clinically, do you really need it?" she said. 

Doctors who want to keep patients on brand names can ask insurers for exceptions, but the time-consuming process discourages the fight, neurologist Rubin said.

With big drugs, such as Lipitor and Prevacid, losing patent protection and going generic in the next few years, expect more letters from insurers.

"This practice will only continue and increase," said Nancy Cotter, a pharmacy manager at Blue Cross Blue Shield of Florida.
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