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Prescription abandonment, when the patient does not fill or 
pick up a prescription, is a serious problem, posing a heavy 
financial and human toll on all constituents, most notably 
patients, the healthcare system and the pharmaceutical 
industry. According to Annals of Internal Medicine, nonadherence 
causes approximately 125,000 deaths and at least 10 percent 
of hospitalizations in the U.S. It also costs the healthcare system 
between $100 billion to $289 billion a year.2 On the revenue 
side, the U.S. pharmaceutical industry loses an estimated 
$250 billion annually and the global market an estimated 
$637 billion annually due to medication non-adherence.3

Research has shown that prescription abandonment rises 
with patient out-of-pocket costs, so branded specialty drugs 
are especially vulnerable. These drugs treat chronic, complex 
or rare diseases and have a list price of more than $6,000  
per year. Smaller patient populations make each lost script 
that much more significant. And they are sold by specialty 
pharmacies, which have their own set of challenges.

Interventions to improve specialty medication adherence are  
a top priority for the biopharmaceutical industry and will prove 
beneficial to all stakeholders. But without a fuller understanding 
of what drives Rx abandonment, it is difficult to intervene in a 
meaningful way. 

In March 2020, Syneos Health’s Value and Access Group 
surveyed specialty pharmaceutical patients about their 
experiences in filling—or not filling—their recent prescriptions.

The research team canvassed 73 U.S. patients aged 20 to 92 
who, within the last 12 months, were prescribed a specialty 
pharmaceutical to fill at a specialty pharmacy. The patients’ 
medications, including injectables, orals, inhalers and other 
treatments, were prescribed for psoriasis, rheumatic arthritis, 
cancer, Crohn’s disease and other chronic illnesses. Syneos 
Health also conducted in-depth interviews with specialty 
pharmacy patients to gain a deeper understanding of their 
experiences. Some stories are highlighted here.
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Introduction 
Inconceivable as it may seem, we live a world where medicine is readily 
available but not taken by the very patients who need it. Forty-one percent  
of heart attack patients don’t take their blood pressure medications.  
Half of children with asthma either don’t use their inhalers or use them 
inconsistently. This trend also holds true for patients with life-threatening, 
rare conditions. For example, a third of kidney transplant patients don’t  
take their anti-rejection medications.1

According to Annals of Internal 
Medicine, nonadherence causes 
approximately 125,000 deaths and 
at least 10 percent of hospitalizations 
in the U.S. It also costs the healthcare 
system between $100 billion to  
$289 billion a year.2
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Sticker Shock

PATIENT PERSPECTIVE: MACLOVIA

For years, Maclovia suffered from psoriasis and received little to no relief from prescribed 
medications. Her doctor suggested an injectable that could be taken monthly or even 
yearly. The doctor cautioned that it could be “costly” and advised her to see what 
insurance would pay. The specialty pharmacy offered little more than, “Do you want to fill 
this prescription?” Even with insurance, there was just no way Maclovia could afford the 
remaining out-of-pocket cost. She wished her doctor had told her exactly how expensive 
it could be. She resorted to antihistamines, moisturizers and other medications, but they 
were less than effective. Today, Maclovia makes the best of her circumstances, even 
though her condition affects her quality of life “pretty significantly.” She avoids 
swimming. And during flare-ups, she gets tired.

Out of the 73 patients surveyed, 23—nearly a third—did not 
fill their new prescriptions. Forty-five percent of non-fillers 
cited sticker shock as the reason, even if they were insured. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC), high-deductible plans increased from 25.5 percent  
in 2011 to 43.2 percent in 2017, resulting in patients being 
required to pay more for their medication on the way to 
meeting the deductible for themselves or their family.4

Nearly a third of survey participants who said cost was  
to blame for non-filling also indicated it was the specialty 
pharmacy—not their healthcare provider—that first 
informed them of the cost. Most in-depth interview patients 
felt the doctor should be responsible for informing them  
of the price. Taken together, these findings suggest that  
the surprise element and not just the price is a factor  
in deciding not to fill.

Research has shown that prescription abandonment rises with patient  
out-of-pocket costs, so branded specialty drugs are especially vulnerable. 
These drugs treat chronic, complex or rare diseases and have a list price  
of more than $6,000 per year.
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Limited Support, Unexpected 
Side Effects Add to Frustration
Bryon needed two different injections—testosterone and Neupogen®—to help him tolerate 
multiple rounds of powerful chemotherapy. Armed with little more than drug samples and 
prescriptions from his doctor, he relied on the specialty pharmacy for instructions on how to 
administer them. When his HMO coverage left prohibitive out-of-pocket costs for both drugs, 
Bryon opted out of the testosterone. Eventually, Neupogen was replaced with a “second best” 
drug because of its cost, but also because of the “incredible bone pain” it caused. Bryon still 
struggles to this day to get the medications he needs. And he has little faith that his doctor 
and insurance company will go above and beyond to help him get access.

Prescription-to-Fulfillment 
Time Lapse and “Dr. Google”
Bailey, whose neurologist prescribed an oral specialty medication, was told the specialty 
pharmacy would be calling, but she was not given their contact information. It took about  
a week to get the required paperwork approved, and then the pharmacy called her.  
But Bailey was not confident about taking the medication because she felt her doctor 
didn’t tell her much about it. Most of her information was from Google. She later joined 
Facebook patient groups and got some peace of mind.

Those interviewed reported receiving minimal or no guidance 
from their healthcare practitioners and/or specialty pharmacy. 
Twenty-one percent of those surveyed were not expecting the 
side effects they encountered. Many turned to the internet or 
family members in the healthcare field for help. 

While the majority of those surveyed—75 percent—felt 
confident that the prescribed specialty drug could help them 
manage or treat their condition, three-fourths of this group 
still asked their HCP to prescribe an alternate medication.

According to the in-depth interviews, specialty pharmacies 
vary in the method and speed with which they reach out  
to patients about their new prescriptions. It can take days  
or weeks, and contact can occur via phone or email.  

More than half of non-fillers (64 percent) reported less 
optimism that the medication would help. Fifty percent 
expected that the side effects would be fairly mild.



BRIDGING THE GAPS— 
TURNING THE TIDE
How can specialty biopharmaceutical companies affect patient behavior, leading to 
increased Rx fulfillment? It’s important to realize they cannot do it alone. The survey not only 
identified reasons for non-filling that extended beyond price; it underscored the role of key 
stakeholders whose actions—or inactions—have an impact on patients’ decisions, 
namely: prescribers and related staff; specialty pharmacies; and caregivers/families/
friends.
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Let’s take a look at strategies to address the key problems identified in the survey: 

Pre-empt sticker shock
Discussions about drug price, patient 
affordability and reimbursement 
challenges should begin at the doctor’s 
office, if not with doctors themselves, 
then with their support staff, such  
as nurses, nurse practitioners, office 
managers or other qualified practice 
team members. 

Clarity begins at the 
doctor’s off ice
Likewise, before the patient leaves 
the doctor’s office with a new script, 
the doctor or support staff should 
ideally pre-empt questions and set 
expectations about the medication 
and the specialty pharmacy fulfillment 
process. For example: related to the 
medication—how it works, its benefits, 
and guidance on side effects, dosing 
and administration; and related to  
the specialty pharmacy—pharmacy 
contact information, process, including 
for redemption of manufacturer 
coupons, and timing. Doctors should 
also establish a contact in their office 
who can help troubleshoot if issues 
pop up, e.g., the patient doesn’t hear 
from the pharmacy.

Bringing out the “special” 
in specialty pharmacies
A key link in the Rx supply chain, 
specialty pharmacies can be a 
lifesaver for patients navigating 
complex, chronic and rare conditions. 
According to the Academy of Managed 
Care Pharmacy (AMCP), in addition to 
coordinating many aspects of patient 
care and disease management, 
specialty pharmacies are designed  
to: efficiently deliver medications  
with special handling, storage, and 
distribution requirements; work closely 
with and coordinate information 
sharing among clinicians to improve 
clinical and economic outcomes; 
provide patient education; help 
ensure appropriate medication use 
and adherence; help patients obtain 
financial assistance with out-of-
pocket expenditures; and avoid 
unnecessary costs.

Specialty pharmacies could benefit from time management and patient engagement 
strategies. And better collaboration and communication are needed between prescribers 
and specialty pharmacies to help patients derive the most benefit.
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Picking Up the Pieces: Where 
Biopharma Comes In
The specialty biopharmaceutical industry not only has a role in helping improve Rx 
fulfillment—it has an obligation. No other group in the specialty Rx ecosystem has not  
only the motivation but also the resources to provide value-added services and education  
for the benefit of all involved, most notably the patient.

These can include:

Customized learning for overstretched doctors and 
pharmacists that helps them: clarify product relevance; 
drive compliance and adherence; navigate reimbursement 
challenges; drive value; and deliver patient and caregiver 
support programs

Patient/caregiver educational programs, often done in 
partnership with patient advocacy, with companion elements 
for healthcare providers/prescribers, pharmacies, payers  
and other key constituents. These can be scaled up or down 
to fit objectives, geographies and budgets. And there are 
many newer tools that enable the right message to the  
right patient at the right time. For example: 

• Customized patient journeys, with educational assets 
that healthcare staff can deliver when patients need it, 
such as: information on the drug’s MOA, side effects, 
pricing/access; “what to expect”; and where to find 
support groups

• Mobile apps that chart patient progress, remind them 
to take their medications, provide helpful hints and  
even coaching

• Wearable devices that prompt compliance and 
measure heart rate, blood pressure, blood sugar, etc.

• Targeted social media advertising, with compliance 
strategies, such as simple ways to make pill-taking a 
habit, e.g., putting medication next to the morning 
coffee mug

Specialty pharmacy toolkit to mitigate logistical 
dispensing issues, improve likelihood of medication coverage 
and reimbursement, and ensure a positive patient experience. 
Items can include:

• Specialty pharmacy checklist, designed to  
remind the pharmacists of important topics to  
discuss with patients

• Patient education materials that can be  
distributed to help patients understand their  
therapy and its administration

• Side effects awareness flashcard to help set  
patient expectations and offer mitigation strategies

• Medication adherence flashcard to underscore  
the benefits of treatment adherence

Interventions to improve specialty 
medication adherence are a top 
priority for the biopharmaceutical 
industry and will prove beneficial  
to all stakeholders. 
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Conclusion
There is no doubt that price looms large as the reason 
for Rx abandonment in specialty pharmacy. But as the 
research showed, it is not the only reason.

The patient experience—what happens from the 

time the prescription is dispensed to the time that 

it is filled—or not filled—plays an important if 

supporting role. What’s more, there are things 

that doctors, specialty pharmacists and their 

associated staffs can do about it, with a little help 

from the specialty biopharmaceutical industry. 

The hope is that providing the knowledge,  

support and guiding hand that patients and 

caregivers so sorely need will lead to an increase 

in prescription fulfillment and a decrease in the 

societal, economic and very human toll of 

prescription abandonment.
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