How to Save on Medicine
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Millions of Americans are still being hit with skyrocketing drug costs. The pain is worse for those without drug coverage, but even many people with insurance are facing rising deductibles and copays, or finding that their plans no longer cover their specific drugs.

If you're facing high drug costs, one of the first things to do is ask your doctor whether a generic drug is available for your condition. That can save you as much as 90 percent. Savvy shoppers can also save in several other ways, especially if you opt to pay the retail, cash price:

Consider Costco, independents, and supermarket pharmacies. In a recent Consumer Reports secret-shopper survey, Costco usually charged the lowest cash prices for prescription drugs, while some independents had prices that were even lower than Costco’s. Some supermarket pharmacies also offered good deals.

Try skipping insurance. In certain cases, you might find that the price you’d pay without insurance is less than your copay. For example, the diabetes medication metformin sells for just $4 for a 30-day supply, or $10 for a 90-day supply, at stores such as Walmart, while a copay for a month’s worth averages around $11. One caution: If you don’t use insurance, money spent on your medication won’t count toward your deductible or copays.

Shop around. If you opt to pay cash for your meds, know that CR secret shoppers have found wildly different prices within the same ZIP codes when pricing a sample market basket of drugs. And in a recent CR nationally representative survey of more than 2,000 Americans, 22 percent of people who had recently experienced price increases in the cost of their prescription drugs said they had started to shop around for better deals.

Ask about discounts. Because pharmacies might automatically process prescriptions through insurance, you probably won’t be offered cash discounts unless you ask about them. Our secret shoppers found that calling to ask can prompt the person on the phone to help find discount programs, cards, or coupons.

Try 90-day prescriptions. Many insurance plans require you to pay only one or two copays instead of three for a 90-day supply, so it’s worth asking your healthcare provider for a three-month prescription for medications you take on a regular, ongoing basis. For those paying cash, most pharmacies will charge you less per pill when you purchase several months’ worth, so be sure to inquire.

Look for discounts online. Sites such as Blink Health, GoodRx, and WeRx are a good place to start. They offer coupons and prepaid vouchers, which, if you’re not using insurance, can help you get the lowest deal possible for drugs you fill at retail pharmacies in your area. Have your drug name, dosage, and quantity in hand, and use their location lookup tools to compare prices at various pharmacies.

Or skip the walk-in store entirely and try a site like HealthWarehouse.com, which we found to have very low prices.

Good to know: Use an online retailer only if it displays the Verified Internet Pharmacy Practice Sites (VIPPS) seal, indicating completion of a voluntary accreditation program through the National Association of Boards of Pharmacy. Also use only pharmacies based in the U.S. Once you've verified that a retailer is legit, read terms carefully. For example, HealthWarehouse.com ships to all 50 states; others might not. And note that this works best for drugs you don’t need right away, because you’ll have to wait for shipping.
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