
Navigating the Challenges of 
Pharmaceutical Costs
Good Health is Good Business Conference Series

01.18.2024 Good Health is Good Business

Topics:
• Cost saving strategies for employers to consider
• Benefits design
• Navigating new drugs on the market
• What should consumers know
• Weight loss medications
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Legal Disclosure: 
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The information presented in this session is provided for educational purposes only and is not 
meant to substitute professional or medical judgment.
 
Northern Light Health does not know the particulars of your situation, so the information 
presented today is intended to be general in nature and may not apply to every individual 
situation.  

Northern Light Health and the presenters make no guarantees or warrantees regarding any 
information provided.
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Ask us questions – give us feedback – this hour is for you

• Please use the Q and A 
function to ask your 
questions at anytime.
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Plan Design as it Relates to Pharmaceuticals
Conner Kennedy
Account Executive, Acadia Benefits
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Plan Design as it Relates to Pharmaceuticals

Small Employers (50 EEs & Under):

• Highly controlled by the state medical carriers. Carriers in the small group market control the drug benefits for their 

Medical products and change plan design every year.

• A 5-tier pharmacy structure allows carriers to chose how they will share the cost with members for different drugs.

• Under the Affordable Care Act certain preventive drugs are covered at 100%. 

• First 3 tiers are most commonly subject to a Copayment. 

➢ Preferred Generic, Non-Preferred Generic, and Preferred Brand

• Tiers 4 & 5 are most commonly subject to additional member cost sharing. For example, Copay after deductible,  

coinsurance after deductible, or coinsurance up to a script max. 

➢ Non-Preferred Brand and Preferred Specialty
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Plan Design as it Relates to Pharmaceuticals (continued)

Large Employers (Over 50 EE’s): 

• Employers have more flexibility in choosing a prescription drug benefit. Many more plan designs are available, a 

specific copayment for each tier, specific prescription (RX) deductibles, coinsurance after deductible, etc... 

• Medical carriers will offer 3-tier, 4-tier, and 5-tier pharmacy benefit options. 

• Medical carriers will offer alternate drug formularies to choose from. Drug coverage will differ between each 

formulary offered resulting in higher or lower premiums. 

High Deductible Health Plan (large & small employers)

• Members must meet their deductible before the medical plan starts sharing cost through coinsurance or and/or 

copays. One exception are drugs included on the Preventive Drug list. The Deductible is waived for Preventive 

Drugs. 
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Pros and Cons of High Co-Pay Plans

Pros:

• Helps reduce plan premium by shifting out-of-pocket cost to the member. 

• Increases drug cost transparency for members.

• Engages members to consider lower cost plan options. 

Cons:

• Could pose as a barrier to employees receiving care. 

• Pharmaceutical copay reimbursement programs can offset the value of a “high copay plan”.
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Employer Strategies

Small Employers (50 EEs & Under):

• In the regulated small employer market, employers must accept medical carriers plan design and drug 

formularies. There are plan design options, but no cost control strategies available to the employer. 

Large Employers (Over 50 EE’s): 

• Large insured employers can select a medical carrier based on capabilities. Every major medical carrier 

has a Pharmacy Benefit Manager (PBM) partner to help manage drug cost.

• Employers with high drug utilization can add in a specific RX deductible to help control cost. 

• Large self-funded employers have a lot of options available. 

➢ Carve-out PBM, Custom prior authorization and/or prior authorization, Gene therapy risk pool, etc... 
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Employer Strategies (continued)

Individual Coverage Health Reimbursement Arrangement (ICHRA) (large & small employers)

• The Individual Coverage HRA program has saved employer dollars by moving their claim risk into the 
individual marketplace.

• Businesses can choose eligibility requirements based on the employee classes.

➢ Full-time, Part-time, Salaried, Hourly, Seasonal, Temporary employees, Foreign employees, 
Employees in different locations, etc.
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RX Savings Mini-Masterclass: 
Tips for Navigating Prescription Drug Costs
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Presentation Objectives

EMPOWERMENT:

 EQUIP ATTENDEES WITH THE 
KNOWLEDGE AND TOOLS TO HELP TAKE 

CONTROL OF RX MEDICATION COSTS 

COST-SAVING STRATEGIES: 

PROVIDE PRACTICAL AND ACTIONABLE 
STRATEGIES FOR SAVING MONEY ON RX 

MEDICATIONS AND LEVERAGING PATIENT 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS AND DISCOUNTS

HEALTHCARE CONSUMER ADVOCACY:

 FOSTER A SENSE OF ADVOCACY AMONG 
ATTENDEES, ENCOURAGING ACTIVE 
ENGAGEMENT WITH HEALTHCARE 

PROVIDERS, INSURANCE PLANS, AND 
AVAILABLE RESOURCES
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Introduction

• In the United States, RX medication prices have been steadily rising

• January 2022-January 2023: more than 4,200 medications had average price increase of 15.2%

• High RX medication prices mean affordability challenges for:

• Patients

• Health care payers

• Employers

• Managing prescription costs is especially important to facilitate patient medication 
adherence to necessary medications
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Arielle Bosworth. Changes in the list prices of prescription drugs, 2017-2023. ASPE. Accessed January 14, 2024. https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/changes-list-prices-prescription-
drugs#:~:text=Over%20the%20period%20from%20January,to%20%24590%20per%20drug%20product. 
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Understanding Prescription Medication Costs
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Some factors contributing to 
high costs include: 

• Research and 
Development

• Marketing

• Regulatory expenses

Insurance co-pays and 
deductibles can mean high 
out-of-pocket medication 

costs

• Deductibles can be high

• Co-pays may be 
unaffordable
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Generic Medications and Formulary
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Generic medications are bioequivalent to brand-name but are often much 
more affordable due to lower development costs

• Can save as much as 85% compared to brand-name 

Formulary lists will outline which medications are covered and at what 
cost tier 

Encourage patients to discuss with their healthcare provider the 
possibility of utilizing generic alternatives whenever applicable

Tier 1 and 2 medications typically less expensive than tier 3, 4, and 5 
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Insurance Tiers Explained
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Prescription Assistance, Coupons, and Discount Services
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Ask your pharmacy about discount medication lists!

• Many pharmacies offer discount medication lists for common generics 

• “$4 lists” exist at many big chain pharmacies

• Smaller pharmacies often have their own discount programs

• Some pharmacies offer price matching policies 
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NeedyMeds

• www.needymeds.org 

• Helps individuals find assistance with costs 
of medications

• Provides direct links to:

• Patient Assistance Programs

• Coupons (through NeedyMeds)

• Support services

• Drugs.com information
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http://www.needymeds.org/
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GoodRx Coupons
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Free coupons which can be downloaded at www.goodrx.com 

Patient brings the coupon to the pharmacy to be applied to their 
prescription – save up to 80% 

GoodRx website allows users to search for drug prices and discounts 
by pharmacy, as prices vary between different companies

GoodRx is not insurance, and is used in place of insurance, to help 
individuals pay less than the cash price for their prescription

Good Health is Good Business

http://www.goodrx.com/
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Mark Cuban Cost Plus Drug Company

• Medications are priced at what it costs 
to buy them from manufacturers, plus 
a 15% markup

• Small pharmacy labor and shipping 
fees (charged per order, not per 
medication)

• Requires a prescription sent directly to 
CostPlus
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Manufacturer Savings Programs

• Many manufacturers have 
medication specific savings 
cards/coupons available on 
their website for free access

• Must have commercial 
insurance

• Savings card helps with the 
out-of-pocket cost
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Free Trial Offers
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Key Takeaways for Navigating High Medication Costs

✓ Inquire about generic alternatives for prescription medications, which are often more 
affordable

✓ Explore pharmaceutical company and other assistance programs that may provide 
discounts or free medications based on financial need

✓ Compare prices with different pharmacies 

✓ Look for free sample/trial offers for temporary cost offset and to ensure the 
medication is going to work for you

✓ Understand your insurance coverage, including copays and deductibles, and discuss 
alternative covered medications with your provider
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Advancements in Medication 
Assisted Weight Loss
Matthew Marston, PharmD, MBA, BCPS, BCOP
Vice President, Chief Pharmacy Officer, Northern Light Health
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Obesity Now Considered a Pandemic

• More than 2 in 5 adults (42.4%) in the 
United States currently classify as obese

• Globally 39% of the population is obese

• WHO predicts 51% of the global population 
will be obese by 2035 at current growth 
rates

• Estimated cost of illness related to obesity 
expected to rise to $4 trillion per year

• More than the total healthcare cost of COVID-19 in 
2020
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World Obesity Atlas. World_Obesity_Atlas_2023_Report.pdf. Accessed 
1/8/2024.
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https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/wof-files/World_Obesity_Atlas_2023_Report.pdf


History of Weight Loss Medications
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An Historical Review of Steps and Missteps in the Discovery of Anti-Obesity Drugs - Endotext - 
NCBI Bookshelf (nih.gov). Accessed 1/16/2024.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK581942/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK581942/


GLP-1 Medications: Dawn of a New Weight Loss Era?
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How Does Wegovy (Semaglutide) Work? (prescriptiondoctor.com). Accessed 1/16/2024.

How GLP-1 Medications Work

Comparing Ozempic, Wegovy and Other GLP-1 Drugs – GoodRx.  Accessed 1/16/2024.

https://www.prescriptiondoctor.com/weight-loss/wegovy/how-does-wegovy-work
https://www.goodrx.com/classes/glp-1-agonists/glp-1-drugs-comparison


GLP-1 Safety and Effectiveness

Side Effects

Common:

• Nausea

• Vomiting

• Diarrhea

Rare but Serious:

• Pancreatitis

• Medullary thyroid 
cancer

• Kidney injury
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Global List Prices of GLP-1 Weight Loss Medications

01.18.2024Good Health is Good Business 34



Cost-Benefit Determination of GLP-1 Use
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How GLP-1 agonist drugs could change healthcare demand - Gist Healthcare. Accessed 1/16/2024.

https://gisthealthcare.com/how-glp-1-agonist-drugs-could-change-healthcare-demand/


Unintended Challenges
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Tools you can use: 

https://wellness.northernlighthealth.org/Good-Health-is-Good-Business
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Register and Save the Date – Thursday, February 15th  
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Resources
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Preventative Drug List: No Cost Preventative Drugs & Services

Or go to: https://www.caremark.com/welcome-center/no-cost-list.html

https://www.caremark.com/welcome-center/no-cost-list.html
https://www.caremark.com/welcome-center/no-cost-list.html
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