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HEALTH BASICS

Reducing medication costs

Ways to lower prescription costs without making unsafe changes to your medicines.

WHATITIS
Practical ways to spend less on prescribed medicines

WHERE IT COMES UP
Prescriptions, pharmacy bills, insurance changes, and long-term treatment

WHY IT MATTERS
Supporting safe, consistent access to needed medicines

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK
Pharmacist, prescriber, insurer, or clinic financial counselor

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Medication list, insurance formulary, and pharmacy price quotes

Overview

Reducing medication costs means finding safe ways to pay less for the medicines you have
been prescribed. It is not a disease or a medical treatment.

The best option depends on the medicine, your insurance, where you live, and whether
lower-cost versions are available. A change that saves one person money may cost another
person more.

Do not stop a medicine, take less than prescribed, or stretch the time between doses without
checking with a pharmacist or prescriber. Some medicines can cause serious problems if they
are stopped suddenly. Cost concerns are common and are a valid reason to ask about
alternatives.

Useful options may include generic medicines, a different pharmacy, insurance formulary
choices, assistance programs, or a different medicine that treats the same condition. The goal
is not simply to find the lowest advertised price. It is to find an affordable option that remains
appropriate and safe for you.

How it works
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A medicine's price can reflect more than its manufacturing cost. Your final bill may be affected
by insurance deductibles, copayments, pharmacy networks, supply length, and whether the
medicine is on your plan's formulary. A formulary is the list of medicines an insurance plan
covers.

Formularies often place medicines into cost tiers. A preferred generic may have a lower
copayment than a brand-name or nonpreferred medicine. Plans can also require prior
authorization, meaning the prescriber must provide information before the plan will cover the
medicine.

Generic medicines are often less expensive than brand-name products. An approved generic
has the same active ingredient, strength, dosage form, and route of administration as the
brand-name medicine. It must provide the same clinical benefit. Its color, shape, packaging, or
inactive ingredients may differ.

Not every medicine has a generic version. In some cases, another medicine in the same drug
group may cost less. This is called a therapeutic alternative. It is not an exact copy, so a
prescriber must decide whether it is suitable for your condition and other medicines.

Prices can differ between pharmacies. Insurance-preferred pharmacies may charge less under
your plan, while another pharmacy may offer a lower cash price. Mail-order or longer fills may
reduce the cost per dose for some long-term medicines, but not for every prescription.

Discount cards and manufacturer programs can also change the price. Their rules differ. A
discount price may not be used together with insurance, and the amount paid may not count
toward your deductible or annual out-of-pocket limit.

Why it matters for your health

High costs can lead people to delay a refill, skip doses, or stop treatment. This is sometimes
called cost-related medication nonadherence. It can make a health condition harder to manage
and may lead to additional appointments or hospital care.

Cost-saving changes can also affect how a medicine is used. A new tablet may look different,
come in a different strength, or have new instructions. Clear labeling and an up-to-date
medication list help prevent mix-ups.

Finding a sustainable price matters for long-term treatment. A free sample or short-term
coupon may help temporarily, but it may not solve the cost of future refills. Before starting a
new medicine, you can ask what it is likely to cost over time and whether a lower-cost option is
expected to work as well for you.
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What can go wrong

Several problems can arise when medication costs are not addressed safely.

Medication interruption occurs when treatment stops because a refill is unaffordable or
unavailable. Some medicines should not be stopped suddenly, including certain seizure
medicines, corticosteroids like prednisone or hydrocortisone, blood thinners like warfarin or
apixaban, and medicines used for some mental health conditions. The risk depends on the
medicine and your health.

Dose stretching means taking less medicine or taking it less often to make it last. This can
reduce how well treatment works. Cutting a tablet can also produce the wrong dose if the
tablet is not designed to be split.

Medication errors may happen after switching products or pharmacies. Different-looking
tablets can contain the same medicine, while similar-looking tablets may contain different
medicines. Check the medicine name, strength, and directions each time.

Unexpected insurance costs can occur when a cash price or discount card replaces an
insurance claim. The payment may not count toward your deductible. A low introductory
coupon may also end before treatment ends.

Counterfeit or unsafe products may be sold by unlicensed online pharmacies. Warning signs
include selling prescription medicines without a prescription, hiding their physical location, or
offering prices that seem far below other pharmacies.

Most cost questions are routine and can be discussed before the next refill. Contact a
pharmacist or prescriber promptly if you are about to run out of a medicine that may be unsafe
tointerrupt, or if you have already missed doses and do not know what to do.

Call emergency services for severe trouble breathing, loss of consciousness, a seizure, or other
severe symptoms after taking a medicine. For a possible overdose, duplicate dose, or wrong
medicine, contact your local poison service promptly; call emergency services if the personis
unconscious or seriously unwell.

What you cando

Start with a complete list of your medicines. Include prescription drugs, nonprescription
products, vitamins, and supplements. Record the medicine name, strength, directions,
pharmacy, current price, and refill date. Bring the list when discussing costs.

Then review one medicine at a time. Useful questions include:
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Ask the pharmacist to confirm the full price before filling the prescription. Compare the same
medicine, strength, quantity, and dosage form. A quoted price for 30 tablets cannot be
compared directly with a price for 90 tablets.

If insurance denies coverage, ask why. The medicine may need prior authorization, step
therapy, or a formulary exception. Step therapy means trying a plan-preferred medicine first.
The prescriber can decide whether the preferred option is medically reasonable and whether
an exception request is appropriate.

People with Medicare may qualify for the Extra Help program, which helps with Medicare drug
plan costs. State programs, nonprofit organizations, community health centers, and medicine
manufacturers may also offer assistance. Eligibility and covered medicines differ, so use
official program information and protect personal or financial details.

Do not split, crush, or open a tablet or capsule simply to save money. Some extended-release
and coated products can become unsafe or ineffective when altered. A pharmacist can check
the product's labeling and tell you whether it is designed to be split.

There is no medical test for reducing medication costs. The practical check is a written
comparison of your current cost, available alternatives, insurance rules, and expected refill
costs.

- Isthere an approved generic version?

- Isalower-cost therapeutic alternative appropriate for me?

- Isthis medicine on my insurance formulary?

- Would a preferred pharmacy or mail-order service cost less?
- Would a different supply length lower the total cost?

- Does the cash price beat my insurance price?

- Willa cash purchase count toward my deductible?

- Isthere alegitimate assistance program for this medicine?

Common questions

Are generic medicines lower quality?

FDA-approved generics must meet the same quality standards as brand-name medicines and
provide the same clinical benefit. They may contain different inactive ingredients, such as
coloring or fillers. Tell the pharmacist or prescriber if you have a known allergy or previous
reaction to aninactive ingredient.
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Can | pay cash instead of using insurance?

You may be able to, and the cash price can sometimes be lower. Ask whether the payment will
count toward your deductible or out-of-pocket limit. It may not be reported to your insurer
automatically.

Should | ask for a 90-day supply?

A longer supply may lower costs for a stable, long-term medicine, but it is not always
appropriate. It may require a larger payment upfront, and unused medicine could be wasted if
treatment changes. Ask for prices for both supply lengths.

Can | buy medicine from an online pharmacy?

Use a pharmacy that requires a valid prescription, provides access to a licensed pharmacist,
and is licensed where it operates. Avoid websites that offer prescription medicines without a
prescription or do not provide verifiable contact details.

What if | cannot afford a refill due today?

Tell the pharmacist rather than leaving without the medicine. Ask about a generic, alower cash
price, an authorized partial fill where permitted, or an assistance program. Contact the
prescriber promptly if the medicine cannot be interrupted safely. Partial fills may cost more
overall, so confirm the price first.

Sources
- Generic Drug Facts, U.S. Food and Drug Administration
- Best Practices for Tablet Splitting , U.S. Food and Drug Administration

- BeSafeRx: Your Source for Online Pharmacy Information, U.S. Food and Drug
Administration

- Help With Drug Costs, Medicare
- What Medicare Part D Drug Plans Cover, Medicare

- Understanding the Extra Help With Your Medicare Prescription Drug Plan, U.S. Social
Security Administration
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