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Executive Summary
In addition to the reforms to the health insurance system, which will
help address the problems of drug affordability, reforms tailored to the
pharmaceutical sector are necessary. These reforms should eliminate
drug supply chain inefficiencies and include:
® fostering a patient-controlled generics market,
® creating price transparency through reforms that ensure patients
directly benefit from all discounts when purchasing their medicines,
® fixing the drug formularies’ systemic biases against low-cost
medicines, and
® encouraging contracting innovations that could create more
innovative ways for pricing medicines.
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Part 3 of the Coverage Denied series documented
how the flawed health insurance model is a prime
driver of the drug affordability crisis. The reforms
discussed in Part 5, which empower patients in the
health insurance markets, will address many of the
disincentives driving these problems.

competitors that have not incurred the expensive
development costs were allowed to immediately
compete with the innovators, these new entrants
could undercut the innovators’ more expensive
price that must reflect the costs of manufacturing
and innovation.4

Achieving the twin goals of promoting robust
pharmaceutical innovation and widespread drug
affordability requires additional reforms, however.
These reforms should explicitly remove the
disincentives embedded in the current drug supply
chain that are also important drivers of the drug
affordability problem that too many patients face.

In such an environment, innovators would be unable
to recoup their capital costs and the result would
be lost innovation. Our capacity to treat diseases
like Alzheimer’s, cancer, or even the coronavirus
would be compromised, worsening our healthcare
outcomes, and ironically, increasing our systemic
healthcare costs.
Higher healthcare spending would follow because
research has demonstrated that greater pharmaceutical
use is linked to lower overall healthcare spending.
For instance, the Congressional Budget Office
(CBO) estimates that “a 1 percent increase in the
number of prescriptions filled by beneficiaries would
cause Medicare’s spending on medical services [a
much larger expenditure category] to fall by roughly
one-fifth of 1 percent.”5 Spending more money on
innovative drugs can reduce total healthcare spending
because the use of drugs often reduces the need for
other more expensive services like hospital stays
and surgeries.

Drug Policy Should Promote
Innovation and Affordability
Simultaneously promoting innovation and drug
affordability requires a careful balancing act because
these goals can contradict one another. Drug
affordability requires robust competition to drive
down costs, but incenting innovation requires market
exclusivity to provide innovators with an opportunity
to recover their cost of capital.
The capital costs for developing a new medicine are
high because drug development is a long and risky
process. It takes an average of 12 years or longer for
a new drug to gain FDA approval once a biological
target has been identified.1 Years of research does
not guarantee success either. Failure is not just a
possibility; it is the norm. Overall, “the likelihood
that a drug entering clinical testing will eventually
be approved is estimated to be less than 12 percent.”2
Consequently, the capitalized costs to develop a new
therapy are estimated to be $2.6 billion according to
DiMasi et. al. (2016). Including the required postapproval expenditures, the capitalized costs increase
to $2.9 billion.3

An efficient patent process creates a period of
exclusivity, which has been around 12 years in practice.
This exclusivity gives innovators the opportunity to
recoup their capital costs and incentivizes innovation.
To promote affordability, robust competition needs
to be incentivized once the exclusivity period has
expired. For years, the process of a set exclusivity
period to encourage innovation followed by a robustly
competitive drug market to improve affordability has
enabled both goals.
From an innovation perspective, the U.S. is the leader
in developing new medicines. According to Friedman
(2017), “North America (largely the United States)
accounts for more than half of the drug patent
inventorship, European nations account for one-third
of the inventors, and Asian countries account for just
over 7 percent.”6 Further, as the CBO noted,

Incentivizing the development of innovative
medicines requires prices for innovative products
to reflect the capital costs for creating a drug. If
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•

In 2019, the pharmaceutical industry
spent $83 billion dollars on R&D.
Adjusted for inflation, that amount is
about 10 times what the industry spent
per year in the 1980s.

•

Between 2010 and 2019, the number of
new drugs approved for sale increased
by 60 percent compared with the
previous decade, with a peak of 59 new
drugs approved in 2018.7

Enabling a competitive environment to flourish once
an innovative drug’s exclusivity expires has promoted
broad-based affordability as well. Generic and
biosimilar competitors now account for 90 percent of all
prescriptions dispensed.8 The average copay for a generic
drug was $6.61 in 2021 and 93 percent of all generics
had a copay less than $20.9

Affordability Is an InsuranceDesign Issue Impacting a Minority
of Drugs
The widespread availability of affordable drugs indicates
that drug affordability is a problem for specific highcost medicines and elderly patients who require many
medications that must be taken every day. This problem
is created by the failings of the drug supply chain and
the inability of the insurance system to efficiently cover
the risks associated with requiring expensive medicines.
The quest for greater affordability encourages too many
policymakers to advocate for price controls, such as
the misnamed Inflation Reduction Act (the bill will
aggravate – not alleviate – inflation), which was signed
into law by President Biden in August 2022 and gives
Medicare the right to “negotiate drug prices”. Since the
negotiations are backed up by a threat to impose a 95
percent tax on the nonconforming company’s revenues
(not profits), the bill effectively implements price
controls.10 Price controls undermine the purpose of the
current patent system. If it spreads, these policies will
make it nearly impossible for most innovators to cover
their capital costs. They are not the answer.

Unlike price controls, effective policies correctly
diagnose the nature of the drug affordability problems
that afflict patients and establish reforms that address
these causal factors. Starting with what it is not, the drug
affordability problem is not a pricing issue. This reality
is demonstrated by the fact that total drug expenditures
have remained around 10 percent of total national health
expenditures for the last twenty-years, see Figure 1.

FIGURE 1
PRESCRIPTION DRUG EXPENDITURES PERCENTAGE
OF NATIONAL HEALTH EXPENDITURES
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While total drug expenditures are growing in line with
overall healthcare costs, it is a different story for patients.
The patient’s share of the costs depends on their specific
deductibles (the amount a patient pays before insurance
kicks-in), co-pays (a fixed dollar cost), and co-insurance
rates (the patient’s percentage share of the costs). The
share of costs that patients are being required to cover
are growing because their deductibles and co-insurance
costs are rising as a share of total net drug spending.
Therefore, at its core, the drug affordability issue is a
problem of patients being required to cover an excessive
amount of the financial risks from needing expensive
medicines through high out-of-pocket requirements.
The flaws in health insurance coupled with the flaws
in the drug supply chain inequitably shift costs on to
patients, which is the major driver of the affordability
problem.
This inequitable cost shift begins with the problem of
fast-growing list prices, but slow-growing net prices –
a phenomenon designated as the “gross-to-net bubble”

by Drug Channels.11 While the fast-growing list
prices do not create an affordability problem for the
healthcare system, as demonstrated in Figure 1, it
hurts patients with high co-insurance rates, because
co-insurance rates are generally based on list prices.

is common for there to be different tiers
for generic, preferred and non-preferred
drugs, and in recent years, plans have
created additional tiers that may, for
example, be used for specialty drugs or
expensive drugs such as biologics.12

Thus, as list prices have been growing rapidly
(particularly the list prices for expensive medicines),
patients’ costs have been rising. Consequently, patients
who take expensive medicines are experiencing
growing affordability problems even though the net
costs of drugs are not increasing. The combination
of problems created by the gross-to-net-bubble with
the prescription drug escalator – the fact that patients
take more and more medicines as they get older, as
discussed in Part 3 – drives the exceptionally large
affordability problem some patients face. Fixing the
risk from unaffordable out-of-pocket costs for drugs
requires addressing the current third-party payer
insurance system (as discussed in Part 5) and reforms
that eliminate the disincentives that plague the
broader drug supply chain.

The KFF survey demonstrates that most employer
sponsored health insurance contains multiple tiers,
including a tier that covers generic medicines.
However, by incorporating expenditures that are not
a financial risk into the health insurance systems, the
financing system is harming patients. One of those
adverse impacts is higher costs for patients. As a
recent study by the USC Schaefer Center for Health
Policy & Economics demonstrated,
growing evidence indicates U.S.
consumers and employers and the
government often overpay for generics
as pharmacy benefit managers (PBMs)
and their affiliated insurer companies
game opaque and arcane pricing
practices to pad profits. PBMs played
an essential early role in driving U.S.
uptake of generics. However, PBMs’
current practices—coupled with market
distortions within the pharmaceutical
supply chain—have inflated retail
generic prices. Commercial tactics such
as spread pricing, copay clawbacks and
formularies that advantage branded
drugs over less expensive generics have
funneled the savings from low-cost
generics into intermediaries’ pockets,
rather than the pockets of patients.13

Reforms Should Foster a
Patient-Controlled Generics
Market
Just as with broader healthcare expenditures, the
ineffective health insurance system distorts the drug
market to the detriment of patients. One fundamental
flaw that drives these disincentives is the inclusion
of generic medicines under current health insurance
prescription drug plans. As the Kaiser Family
Foundation’s (KFF) annual Employer Health Benefits
Survey noted,

Beyond unnecessarily raising costs for patients,
turning a non-insurable transaction into an insurable
one creates the same problems in the drug market as
it does in the broader healthcare system. Patients are
no longer in control of how their money is spent and
pharmacies must serve the needs of insurers, not just
patients. However, requiring a generic medication is
not a financial risk for the vast majority of patients.

The large majority of covered workers
(92%) are in a plan with tiered cost
sharing for prescription drugs. Costsharing tiers generally refer to a health
plan placing a drug on a formulary or
preferred drug list that classifies drugs
into categories that are subject to
different cost sharing or management. It

Since the need to take generic medications does
not create large financial risks, patients serve as
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more effective consumers when purchasing their
own generic medicines than do insurers. On the
supply-side, the entry of market disruptors such as
Amazon Pharmacy and Wal-Mart illustrate that
pharmacies are well positioned to leverage cuttingedge technologies to directly provide patients access
to cheap and affordable generics.

Transparency also reveals the diverging incentives
between PBMs and patients. Currently, fast rising
gross prices (e.g., wholesale acquisition costs, WAC)
and skyrocketing discounts serve PBMs well because
such a pricing system earns PBMs more income
and helps these organizations justify their services.
Insurers also benefit because the savings they reap
from the large discounts can lower overall premiums.
However, this system penalizes patients because their
out-of-pocket costs are based on the gross prices,
meaning patients who require expensive medicines are
not receiving their expected insurance services – they
are bearing large financial costs from a healthcare risk
(e.g., requiring an expensive medication) that properly
functioning insurance services would cover.

Freeing generics from the complexities of the health
insurance system enables the creation of a more
efficient generic market that, since 90 percent of all
drugs sold are generic, promotes widespread drug
affordability. Freeing generics from the complexities
of the health insurance system also empowers patients
to control the purchases of their generic medications
and enables them to directly benefit from the savings
generated by market disruptors. With patients able to
find the best deals and market disruptors emboldened
to provide those savings, the excessive expenditures
on generics will decline and patients’ out-of-pocket
costs will go down.

Such a distorted insurance system can only thrive
when prices are opaque. With price transparency, the
current warped system where patients experiencing
large financial risks subsidize the costs for everyone
else would not persist. By revealing the consequences
from these disincentives for all to see, a transparent
pricing system fosters a healthier competitive market
and aligns the compensation incentives of PBMs and
payers with the needs of patients.

However, there remains one obstacle to this beneficial
outcome that also afflicts innovative medicines: drug
pricing opacity.

Currently, the opaque pricing environment thrives
because the discounts negotiated by PBMs are
considered proprietary data, and markets do not
efficiently function without transparent prices.
Therefore,
promoting
greater
affordability
requires policies that eliminate the current opaque
pricing environment and establishes a transparent
environment in its stead.

Eliminate Drug Supply Chain
Inefficiencies by Creating Price
Transparency
Whether it is the low-cost generics market or highvalued innovator products, establishing a patientdriven pharmaceutical market requires a transparent
price system that ensures patients understand
medicines’ actual prices inclusive of all discounts
and rebates – the net prices. The benefit from
price transparency is simple: It empowers patients.
Understanding the actual price of the medicine
incentivizes payers to pass all discounts along to the
patients requiring expensive medicines rather than
the current system where those discounts are pocketed
by the intermediaries and then partially passed along
to all patients through lower premiums. For generic
medicines, transparent prices allow patients to find
the low-cost medicines that best serves their needs.

Reforming safe harbor protections for drug rebates,
which was proposed in 2019, would yield immediate
transparency benefits and directly reduce patients’ outof-pocket costs when they purchase their medicines.14
The proposed reforms would have, effectively, ensured
that all discounts paid by manufacturers must directly
benefit patients (e.g., lowers their out-of-pocket
spending) when purchasing their medicines. Patients
directly benefit from this proposal because they would
receive the large discounts and other rebates paid by
manufacturers when purchasing their drugs. These
discounts and rebates currently equal more than one-
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half of the total revenues for branded drugs.15 Thus,
this proposal directly alleviates the untoward outcome
of rising out-of-pocket expenditures but flat overall
drug costs. Patients also benefit indirectly because
the proposal helps to deflate the gross-to-net bubble,
which promotes broad-based price transparency.

detail which drugs are covered and under what terms
– for this very purpose. Drugs are prioritized on the
formulary to encourage the use of certain drugs; the
drugs listed on worse formulary tiers receive inferior
coverage, and patients will generally have no access
to the drugs that are excluded from the formulary
entirely.

Requiring insurers to disclose to patients the current
list prices as well as the current and historical net prices,
known as “transparency in coverage” regulations,
would enhance the benefits from reforming the safe
harbor regulations.16 Just as when consumers purchase
any product outside of the healthcare sector, patients
should be aware of the relevant pricing information
when purchasing their medicines and the prices
should be conveyed in an accurate, relevant, and
understandable format.

Drugs listed on the most favored formulary tier do
not necessarily offer patients the best combination of
price and value, however. Take the coverage of biologic
medicines as an example. Biologics are high value
medicines that have improved outcomes for patients
living with devastating diseases such as cancer and
auto-immune disorders. Developing and producing
these drugs is costly because these medicines are
complex therapies derived from living organisms.
Competitors to originator biologics exist (i.e.,
biosimilars) that are just as clinically efficacious and
40 percent to 60 percent less expensive than the
originators. However, far too many drug formularies
place biosimilars on worse tiers or restrict physician
and patient choice using biosimilar product exclusives
in exchange for large rebates from the manufacturers.
This denies patients the opportunity to use these
medicines. As a result, the formulary restrictions
reduce patient choice and force patients to pay higher
costs.

Fix the Systemic Biases Against
Low-Cost Medicines
The lack of transparency and control over the
formularies by third-party payers rather than patients
has also incented the use of higher-cost medicines (e.g.,
originator biologics) rather than lower-cost alternatives
(e.g., biosimilars) in too many instances. Such benefit
designs leave patients exposed to thousands of dollars
in costs, which could be substantially lower if the
system would encourage the use of the lower cost
medicines.

The situation is even worse when drugs are excluded
from the formulary altogether. According to a 2020
study by healthcare consulting firm Xcenda, this
practice has been exploding, with the 3 PBMs
that account for three-quarters of all prescriptions
processed excluding “nearly a thousand prescription
medicines” from their formularies since 2014.17

The claim that prices are lower, and quality is higher,
when consumers have more choices is typically
uncontroversial. Yet for some reason this basic
economic logic is lost when it comes to purchasing
the medicines that patients need to live long healthy
lives. The drug market is predicated on the theory that
intermediaries (whether they are insurers, government
or employer payers, or PBMs) can ensure better prices
on medicines by restricting patients’ choices.

As Xcenda noted, many adverse consequences can result
when formulary policies force hundreds of thousands
of patients to switch from their current medications
to their PBM’s preferred drug. These costs are more
severe for patients living with chronic diseases who
must take their medicines continuously for a long time
and include “worsening health outcomes and increased
utilization of costly emergency and hospital care.”18
Promoting greater transparency and ensuring that
patients benefit from all manufacturer discounts will

On its face, this logic is absurd. Choice and competition
drive improvements in quality and reductions in prices.
Despite the irrationality, PBMs and insurers use the
drug formulary – the list of approved medicines that
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help address these inefficiencies harming patients.
While more abstract, the policy environment should
encourage contracting innovations that could lead
to more innovative ways for pricing medicines.
For instance, Winegarden (2021) suggested that
alternative contracting arrangements that created
separate prices for innovation and production
would create many benefits that include ensuring
that patients have access to the most efficacious
lowest cost medicine available.19 These contracting
reforms suggested that the prices that reflect a drug’s
innovation services (e.g., the capital costs associated
with drug development) should be negotiated
separately from the prices that reflect a drug’s
production services (e.g., physically producing and
distributing the medicine). Specifically,

Conclusion
The goal of pharmaceutical regulations should
be to improve the quality of healthcare by
simultaneously promoting innovation and fostering
wider affordability. Achieving these goals requires
reforms that eliminate the disincentives that pervade
the current drug market. First, the broader health
insurance reforms outlined in Part 5 should include
pharmaceuticals.
Second, additional reforms that improve the workings
of the pharmaceutical market must be implemented.
These reforms should:

a two-part pricing system is a
contracting reform that can establish
prices that separately reflect the value
for medicines’ innovation services and
the value for medicines’ production
services. Under the two-part pricing
system developed in this paper, the
first price would be an access fee for
innovative medicines, established
via a negotiation between insurers
and manufacturers. Insurers would
pay the access fee on behalf of their
beneficiaries. Once paid, the fee would
ensure that all people covered by the
insurance plan can access the drug and
only need to cover the costs associated
with the profitable production,
transportation, and distribution of
safe and efficacious medicines. These
costs are much lower than the costs of
innovation and are the second price of
the two-part pricing model.20
The two-part pricing model exemplifies the notion
that radically different approaches to pricing drugs
can meaningfully improve the efficiency of the drug
supply chain and eliminate many of the adverse
consequences harming patients.
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•

establish a patient-controlled market
for low-cost generic medicines that, for
most patients, does not involve insurers

•

promote greater pricing transparency

•

eliminate the loopholes that allow
industry intermediaries to divert
drug discounts to other parts of the
healthcare ecosystem

•

foster innovative contracting
arrangements.

Endnotes
1

DiMasi JA, Feldman L, Seckler A, Wilson A “Trends in risks associated with new drug development:
success rates for investigational drugs” Clin Pharmacol Ther. 2010; 87:272–277.

2

“Biopharmaceutical Research & Development: the process behind new medicines” PhRMA, http://phrma-docs.phrma.org/sites/default/files/pdf/rd_brochure_022307.pdf (accessed July 11, 2022).

3

DiMasi JA, Grabowski HG, Hansen RW “Innovation in the pharmaceutical industry: New estimates of
R&D costs” J Health Econ. 2016 May; 47:20-33. doi: 10.1016/j.jhealeco.2016.01.012.

4

For a full discussion of these issues see: Winegarden W “The Economics of Pharmaceutical Pricing” Pacific Research Institute, June 2014, https://medecon.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/PhamaPricingF.
pdf.

5

“Offsetting Effects of Prescription Drug Use on Medicare’s Spending for Medical Services” Congressional Budget Office, November 2012, https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/112th-congress-2011-2012/
reports/MedicalOffsets_One-col.pdf.

6

Friedman Y “Where Are Drugs Invented, and Why Does It Matter?” ACS Med Chem Lett. 2017 May
16;8(6):589-591. doi: 10.1021/acsmedchemlett.7b00185.

7

“Research and Development in the Pharmaceutical Industry” Congressional Budget Office, April 2021,
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57126.

8

“The U.S. Generic & Biosimilar Medicines Savings Report” Association for Accessible Medicines,
October 2021, https://accessiblemeds.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/AAM-2021-US-Generic-Biosimilar-Medicines-Savings-Report-web.pdf.

9

Ibid.

10

Turner T “Democrats Schumer and Manchin strike deal to cut costs for seniors: The deal would allow
Medicare to negotiate drug costs, cap expenses.” ABC News July 6, 2022, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/democrats-schumer-manchin-strike-deal-cut-costs-seniors/story?id=86318474 (accessed July 11,
2022).

11

Fein AJ “Gross-to-Net Bubble Update: 2021 Pricing Realities at 10 Top Drugmakers” Drug Channels,
May 10, 2022, https://www.drugchannels.net/2022/05/gross-to-net-bubble-update-pricing.html#:~:text=The%20gross%2Dto%2Dnet%20bubble%20keeps%20inflating.,sustain%20ever%2Dincreasing%20
rebate%20dollars.

12

“2021 Employer Health Benefits Survey” Kaiser Family Foundation, Nov 10, 2021, https://www.kff.org/
report-section/ehbs-2021-section-9-prescription-drug-benefits/.

13

Trish E, Van Nuys K, and Popovian R “U.S. Consumers Overpay for Generic Drugs” USC Schaefer
Center for Health Policy & Economics, May 31, 2022, https://healthpolicy.usc.edu/research/u-s-consumers-overpay-for-generic-drugs/.

14

Proposed Rule: “Fraud and Abuse; Removal of Safe Harbor Protection for Rebates Involving Prescription Pharmaceuticals and Creation of New Safe Harbor Protection for Certain Point-of-Sale Reductions in Price on Prescription Pharmaceuticals and Certain Pharmacy Benefit Manager Service Fees”
Federal Register / Vol. 84, No. 25 / Wednesday, February 6, 2019, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/
pkg/FR-2019-02-06/pdf/2019-01026.pdf.

8

15

Brownlee A and Watson J “The Pharmaceutical Supply Chain, 2013–2020” Berkeley Research
Group, January 7, 2022, https://www.thinkbrg.com/insights/publications/pharmaceutical-supply-chain-2013-2020/.

16

Feldman WB, Rome BN, Avorn J, and Kesselheim AS, “The Future of Drug-Pricing Transparency”
New England Journal of Medicine, February 11, 2021; 384:489-491, DOI: 10.1056/NEJMp2033734

17

“Skyrocketing Growth in PBM Formulary Exclusions Raises Concerns About Patient Access” Xcenda,
September 2020, https://www.xcenda.com/-/media/assets/xcenda/english/content-assets/white-papersissue-briefs-studies-pdf/xcenda_pbm_exclusion_whitepaper_9-20.pdf?la=en&hash=B59B51A73075D62E561C94D85CC769FAD039D6BA.

18

Ibid.

19

Winegarden W “Establishing a Two-Part Drug Pricing System to Promote Value-Based Pricing and
Innovation” Pacific Research Institute Center for Medical Economics and Innovation, August 2021,
https://www.pacificresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/QuantifyingWrong_Paper2_F.pdf.

20

Ibid.

9

www.pacificresearch.org

Connect with Us

MAILING ADDRESS
PO Box 60485
Pasadena, CA 91116

facebook.com/pacificresearchinstitute

SAN FRANCISCO OFFICE
601 California Street, Suite 620
San Francisco, CA 94108
Tel 415-989-0833

@pacificresearch
youtube.com/pacificresearch1
www.linkedin.com/company/
pacific-research-institute

SACRAMENTO OFFICE
2110 K Street, Suite 28
Sacramento, CA 95816
Tel 916-389-9774
PASADENA OFFICE
680 E. Colorado Blvd., Suite 180
Pasadena, CA 91101
Tel 626-714-7572

Coverage Denied
Part Six
Promoting Transparency and Competition in the Drug Market
Wayne Winegarden and Celine Bookin
September 2022

Download copies of this study at www.pacificresearch.org.
Nothing contained in this report is to be construed as necessarily reflecting the views of the Pacific Research Institute or
as an attempt to thwart or aid the passage of any legislation.
©2022 Pacific Research Institute. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise, without
prior written consent of the publisher.

10

