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Effect of Switching to a High-Deductible
Health Plan on Use of

Chronic Medications
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Objective. To examine whether high-deductible health plans (HDHPs) that exempt
prescription drugs from full cost sharing preserve medication use for major chronic
illness, compared with traditional HMOs with similar drug cost sharing.

Data Sources/Study Setting. We examined 2001-2008 pharmacy claims data of
3,348 continuously enrolled adults in a Massachusetts health plan for 9 months before
and 24 months after an employer-mandated switch from a traditional HMO plan to a
HDHP, compared with 20,534 contemporaneous matched HMO members. Both study
groups faced similar three-tiered drug copayments. We calculated daily medication
availability for all prescription drugs and four chronic medication classes: hypo-
glycemics, lipid-lowering agents, antihypertensives, and chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (COPD)/asthma controllers.

Study Design. Interrupted time-series with comparison group study design examining
monthly level and trend changes in prescription drug utilization.

Principal Findings. The HDHP and control groups had comparable changes in the
level and trend of all drugs after the index date; we detected similar patterns in the use of
lipid-lowering agents, antihypertensives, and COPD/asthma controllers. Some evi-
dence suggested a small relative decline in hypoglycemic use among diabetic patients in
HDHPs.

Conclusions. Switching to an HDHP that included modest drug copayments did not
change medication availability or reduce use of essential medications for three common
chronic illnesses.

Key Words. High-deductible health plans, pharmaceutical use, chronic disease,
differential cost-sharing

Employers and policy makers are increasingly turning to high-deductible
health plans (HDHP) to control rising health care costs (Hilzenrath 2010).
From 2006 to 2010 the percentage of employees covered by plans with at least
a U.S.$1000 deductible increased from 10 percent to 27 percent (Henry J.
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Kaiser Family Foundation [KFF] 2010). Some analysts expect that the recently
passed health insurance reform legislation will lead to an “explosion” in
HDHP growth (Kerber 2010). However, the growing popularity of HDHPs
hasbeen accompanied by concern that members might underutilize necessary
care due to prohibitive cost sharing (Parente, Feldman, and Christianson
2004; Dixon, Greene, and Hibbard 2008).

HDHPs require full cost sharing for most services until an annual de-
ductible is met. In 2010, average deductibles for commercial health plans (i.e.,
HMO, PPO, POS, and savings option plans) with deductibles ranged from
U.S.$601 to U.S.$1903 for individuals and U.S.$1321 to U.S.$3780 for families
(KFF 2010). HDHPs associated with tax-advantaged Health Reimbursement
Accounts (HRAs) or Health Savings Accounts (HSAs) to pay for qualifying
medical expenses generally have higher deductibles than plans without spend-
ing accounts. Many HDHPs aim to encourage high-value care such as primary
care visits and preventive services by excluding them from the deductible (KFF
2010). Although tax laws require that HSA-associated HDHPs fully subject
drugs to the deductible, the majority of HDHPs utilize tiered drug copayment
structures similar to traditional health plans (KFF 2010).

Previous research provides compelling evidence that increased cost
sharing reduces health care utilization (Newhouse 1993). The landmark
RAND Health Insurance Experiment of 1971-1986 found that patients facing
high-level cost sharing reduced overall utilization by approximately 33 per-
cent (Newhouse et al. 1981) and total spending by about 30 percent (New-
house 1993). Both appropriate and inappropriate utilization decreased,
including hospitalizations, outpatient visits, and preventive services (Lohr
et al. 1986; Newhouse 1993). The 2007/2008 National Health Interview
Survey found that adults in HDHPs had 70 percent more unmet medical or
prescription drug needs than adults in traditional health insurance plans
(Cohen 2010). Studies have also demonstrated that HDHPs with full cost
sharing for prescription drugs alter the use of essential medications for chronic
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illness, including antihypertensives, statins, cardiac medications, asthma con-
trollers, hypoglycemics, epilepsy medications, and antiulcerants (Greene et al.
2008; Nair et al. 2009; Chen, Levin, and Gartner 2010).

However, no studies have examined whether HDHPs that selectively
exclude medications from full cost sharing can mitigate or prevent this
reduced utilization. Such reductions could still occur if HDHP members
(1) reduce contact with physicians due to cost sharing for services such as
laboratory testing and radiology (providing fewer opportunities to receive
prescriptions), (2) decide that overall increased levels of out-of-pocket pay-
ments for services under the deductible exceed their personal health care
budget, causing reduced prescription drug purchasing, (3) are confused by
complex benefit structures (Marquis 1981; Reed et al. 2009), or (4) experience
“sticker shock” and subsequent decreases in generalized utilization because of
a very high cost health care event such as an emergency department visit or
hospitalization (Wharam et al. 2007).

We studied an HDHP that subjected prescription drugs to cost sharing
levels typical of traditional health plans. We examined its impact on drugs that
reduce morbidity or mortality among patients with major chronic illnesses,
including diabetes, hypertension, hyperlipidemia, and chronic pulmonary
disease. This research has major policy relevance because most HDHP mem-
bers nationally face similar drug cost-sharing arrangements (KFF 2010).

METHODS
Study Setting

Harvard Pilgrim Health Care (HPHC) is a nonprofit insurer in New England
that provides health benefits to over 1 million members. On April 1, 2002,
HPHC began offering an HDHP to Massachusetts employers. Although the
provider network, referral policies, and some copayment obligations are sim-
ilar to HPHC’s traditional HMO plans, the HDHP includes lower premiums
(HPHC 2009a) and annual deductibles of U.S.$500-2000 for individuals and
U.S.$1000-4000 for families (HPHC 2009b). Full coverage begins for indi-
viduals after reaching their deductible or for family members after their com-
bined expenses reach the family deductible.

Most institutional services (e.g., emergency department visits and hos-
pitalizations), diagnostic procedures, and treatments that are covered by the
traditional plans are subject to the deductible in the HDHP. However, similar
to the traditional HMO plans, modest copayments apply to most outpatient
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visits, including routine exams, urgent care visits, and specialist consultations
(HPHC 2009b). These copayments must be paid whether or not the deduct-
ible has been met. Preventive services (e.g., immunizations, mammograms,
and certain laboratory tests) have first dollar coverage (HPHC 2009b). The
HDHPs also include an annual out-of-pocket maximum equal to twice the
deductible amount but not <U.S.$2000 for individuals and U.S.$4000 for
families (HPHC 2009b).

Employers that choose an HDHP may also opt to purchase a separate
pharmacy benefit from HPHC comparable to those offered in the traditional
HMO plans. The pharmacy benefits follow a three-tier design, with tier 1, 2,
and 3 copayments generally ranging from U.S.$5.00 to U.S.$15.00,
U.S.$10.00 to U.S.$30.00, and U.S.$25.00 to U.S.$50.00, respectively. The
first tier typically includes generic drugs, the second tier includes preferred
brands, while the third tier comprises the most expensive nonpreferred
brands. A very small number of drugs are not covered at all. Some medica-
tions are eligible for purchase as 90-day mail order prescriptions with a slightly
lower monthly copayment than retail pharmacy prescriptions. Pharmacy
benefits do not include an out-of-pocket maximum (HPHC 2009b).

Study Design and Sample

We used a rigorous interrupted time-series with comparison group study de-
sign to examine level and trend changes in prescription drug utilization. Using
previously established methods (Wharam et al. 2007, 2008), we created a
study sample of HPHC members enrolled through Massachusetts employers
that offered only a single type of HPHC insurance plan, reducing self-selection
bias. We included two cohorts of interest: an HDHP and control group. The
HDHP group included members who were enrolled in traditional HMO plans
during a 1-year baseline period between April 1, 2001 and August 14, 2007
and who then experienced an employer-mandated switch to an HDHP
(n=16,962). We designated the date of this switch as the index date. We
randomly matched each HDHP group member to eight contemporaneous
HMO group members enrolled in traditional HMOs through MA employers
during the same 1-year baseline period (z= 110,128). The cases and controls
were also matched according to adult/child status and whether the plan was
purchased through an independent broker (association plan). We assigned
control members the same index date as their matched HDHP member.
From this pool we selected 3,348 HDHP members and 20,534 matched
controls age 18-63 at baseline who were continuously enrolled for 12 months



1386 HSR: Health Services Research 46:5 (October 2077)

before and at least 24 months after the index date, and for whom we could
detect prescription drug coverage in all years (see Appendix SA2). We limited
our baseline period to 9 months so that we could use the preceding 3 months
to assess prebaseline drug dispensing. We also selected an overlapping
larger cohort of 7,090 HDHP members and 47,745 matched controls having
at least 12 months of follow-up to in order to conduct sensitivity analyses
described below.

For our analyses of chronic drug classes described below, we created
disease-specific cohorts of HDHP members and controls with diabetes
(n=108 and n= 640, respectively), hypertension (z=276 and n= 1672),
hyperlipidemia (n=205 and n=1227), or chronic pulmonary disease
(chronic obstructive pulmonary disease [COPD]/asthma [z=79 and
n=>564]) based on the presence of either two outpatient or one inpatient
International Classification of Diseases, Ninth Revision, Clinical Modification (ICD-
9) diagnoses during the baseline year. This method has been used in multiple
previous studies (Wolff, Starfield, and Anderson 2002; Jha et al. 2003; Kilbo-
urne etal. 2004; Gilmer et al. 2005; Solberg et al. 2006; Lipscombe et al. 2007).
Because we defined our cohorts according to baseline health care utilization,
with new diagnoses accruing during the baseline period but not after the index
date, we expected an apparent increasing trend in medication utilization dur-
ing baseline for both study groups that would not continue after the index date.

To determine whether there were differences in drug cost-sharing ob-
ligations over time between study groups, we calculated a weighted average of
the copayment levels associated with the three drug tiers. This “mean effective
copayment” for each member was slightly higher over the three study years
for the HDHP group at U.S.$15.92, U.S.$18.28, and 18.55 compared with
U.S.$13.42, U.S.$14.57, and U.S.$15.75 for controls, but annual increases
were similar. HDHP group members faced mean outpatient visit copayments
of approximately U.S.$15.35, U.S.$20.00, and U.S.$20.00 in the three study
years, compared with values of U.S.$11.31, U.S.$12.41, and U.S.$13.35
among controls.

Outcome Measure

We measured drug utilization using HPHC pharmacy claims data. For mem-
bers receiving dispensed medications, we calculated the daily average number
of medications on hand in each monthly interval (daily medications available
[DMA]) based on the reported days’ supply dispensed in each pharmacy
claim. For example, a member who received 30 days’ supplies of metformin
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and glyburide on day 0 and then failed to refill both medications until day 45
would have a DMA of 2.0 in month 1 (both drugs available every day of the
month) and 1.0 in month 2 (days 30-60 when only half the needed supply was
available on average each day). We used the monthly DMA measure as a
general indicator of intensity of utilization, because we were interested in
evaluating changes in medication use over time.

We examined utilization patterns for all prescription medications, as
well as four therapeutic drug classes with major morbidity and mortality ben-
efits: hypoglycemics, antihypertensives, lipid-lowering agents, and COPD/
asthma controllers (Psaty et al. 1997; Inzucchi 2002; Cholesterol Treatment
Trialists” Collaborators 2005; Studer et al. 2005; Costa et al. 2006; Ho et al.
2006; Peters et al. 2006; Baguet et al. 2007; Giembycz et al. 2008). The drug
classes were identified by linking the National Drug Code in each pharmacy
claim to its corresponding therapeutic category according to the American
Hospital Formulary Service classification system (First DataBank Inc. 2005).
We focused on orally administered drugs, in addition to inhalation and sub-
cutaneously administered COPD/asthma controllers.

The denominator for the analysis of all drug use was the entire study
population, while the disease-specific cohorts made up the denominators for
the analyses of chronic medication use.

Covariates

We examined the distributions of important baseline characteristics for both
study groups, including age, gender, neighborhood socioeconomic and racial
characteristics, health status, drug cost-sharing level, individual or family plan
status (assessed at index date) (Wharam et al. 2007), association plan status,
employer size (based on number of employees) (Wharam et al. 2007), pro-
portion of medication users, and total health spending.

To derive neighborhood-based measures of socioeconomic status, we
linked members’ residential addresses to their 2000 U.S. Census block group,
a subdivision of census tracts containing an average of 1000 individuals (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1994; Wharam et al. 2007). We created previously
established categorical variables of neighborhood poverty status and educa-
tion levels (Krieger et al. 2003; Wharam et al. 2007) and a composite variable
for socioeconomic status (Wharam et al. 2007). We considered members to
have low socioeconomic status if they lived in a census block with > 10 per-
cent of households below poverty level or 25 percent of adult household
members with less than a high school education. To measure neighborhood
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racial characteristics, we used a dichotomous variable indicating whether a
member lived in a predominately black neighborhood (> 66 percent black
residents) (Wharam et al. 2008).

To assess health status, we used the aforementioned indicators of dia-
betes, hypertension, hyperlipidemia, and chronic pulmonary disease, as well
as the Chronic Disease Score, a validated measure of morbidity constructed
using members’ baseline prescription drug utilization ( Johnson, Hornbrook,
and Nichols 1994; Clark et al. 1995; Fishman and Shay 1999; Wharam et al.
2007). We assumed that employer size, association status, and individual or
family plan status were constant throughout the study (Wharam et al. 2007).

Statistical Analysis

We compared baseline characteristics by study group using #tests and y*-tests.
To examine the changes in the level and trend of medication use for all HPHC
members, we generated time series plots of the unadjusted mean DMA each
month for all prescription drugs and for specific drug classes among members
with diabetes, hypertension, hyperlipidemia, and chronic pulmonary disease.
We also created time series plots of overall pharmaceutical spending for all
prescription drugs. We tested the statistical significance of any level or trend
changes using one-part generalized estimating equations (GEE) specified with
the log link and Poisson variance function. We applied a first-order auto-
regressive working model to adjust for autocorrelation between adjacent indi-
vidual monthly measurements and estimated the variance using the empirical
sandwich estimator. This modeling approach is statistically valid even when a
substantial fraction of members do not use medications (Buntin and Zaslavsky,
2004). Moreover, we focused on changes in the extent of medication use
because we found no significant differential changes between study groups in
the odds of having any medication from the baseline to the first follow-up year
(see Appendix SA2).

The analytic model produced availability rate ratios (ARRs) using the
monthly mean DMA. The primary independent variables in our analysis were
time, indicating the time in months from the start of the baseline period
through the follow-up period, intervention, denoting whether a given month
was before or after the index date, and time after intervention, indicating the time
in months after the index date. Thus, the exponentiated coefficient, exp(), for
timeindicated the baseline trend of DMA of the control group (the ratio of two
adjacent monthly availability rates); exp(f}) for intervention indicated a level
change (an ARR) in DMA immediately after the index date compared with
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the prior month for the control group; exp(f) for time afier intervention indicated
a trend change (an ARR) in DMA after the index date compared with the
baseline trend for the control group. To calculate the differential changes in
the level and trend of drug use between the study groups, we examined in-
teractions between the study groups and primary independent variables,
above, to estimate the ratio of ARRs after controlling for the key covariates
(a differential reduction was indicated by a ratio of ARRs<1.0).

We adjusted for age, gender, individual, or family plan status, association
status, employer size, neighborhood socioeconomic status, whether member
lives in a predominately black neighborhood, and drug cost-sharing changes.
Members could experience small increases in drug cost sharing at the annual
“anniversary” date when employers can change benefit packages. We con-
trolled for the possible impact of these increases by including terms in the
model for secondary level and trend changes at the first month of the second
follow-up year. These secondary effects estimate the impact of increased drug
cost sharing on use after the first year of follow-up; we also used them to
estimate the possible confounding effect of increased drug cost sharing at the
index date that occurred simultaneously with the HDHP switch.

We tested the sensitivity of our results by running identical GEE models
on the larger cohort of members who were continuously enrolled for at least 1
year, thus including in the analysis members who discontinued coverage at
any time during the second follow-up year.

Due to the small sample sizes within the disease-specific cohorts, we used
aggregate segmented time-series analysis as an additional analytic method to
test for differential trend changes in medication use in these cohorts. When
sample sizes are small, time-series models can be more efficient in detecting
intervention effects than regression models that include individual-level cov-
ariates and interaction terms. We calculated the difference in the monthly
mean DMA between the study groups and displayed these unadjusted differ-
enced means on the plot with the unadjusted mean values. This analytic
method provides a visual representation of relative changes in the medication
use trend after the index date while controlling for secular changes. We fitted
time-series models that controlled for baseline trend to estimate the statistical
significance of any trend changes in the differenced means after the index date.
An unchanged trend or slope after the index date would indicate no effect of
the HDHP switch. To achieve greater efficiency we eliminated the level change
predictor, which was very small in magnitude and statistically nonsignificant.

All analyses were conducted using SAS version 9.2 (SAS Institute, Cary,
NC, USA) and we specified an a priori statistical significance level of p<0.05.
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RESULTS
Baseline Characteristics of Cohort Members

We found small differences in baseline demographic and health character-
istics between the two study groups (Table 1). Members in the HDHP and
control groups had similar mean ages (44.9 and 44.2, respectively, p<0.01)
and were evenly divided by gender. Study group members lived in neigh-
borhoods with similar poverty and education levels. HDHP group members
had a slightly lower mean Chronic Disease Score, but the prevalence of di-
abetes, hypertension, hyperlipidemia, and chronic pulmonary disease was
comparable. Fewer members of the HDHP group were in family plans (62.4
percent versus 70.2 percent in the control group, p<0.001) and more were
employed by small firms. The majority of members in the HDHP and control
groups used a prescription drug during baseline (61.2 percent and 63.4 per-
cent, respectively, p=0.02). The proportion of users in the disease-specific
cohorts ranged from 44.5 percent to 87.0 percent (see Appendix SA2). Mean
health spending during the baseline year was lower among HDHP members
compared with controls (U.S.$3672.90 versus U.S.$4420.60, p<0.001).

Time Series of Medication Use and Spending

Figure 1 shows the time series of the actual and differenced mean DMA for all
prescription drugs among all study members. Overall, both groups experi-
enced a gradual increase in mean DMA over the three study years, with the
average level of medication use slightly lower for the HDHP group throughout
the study period. The HDHP group demonstrated a similar trend in mean
DMA after the index date in comparison to the control group. The time series
of overall prescription drug spending showed comparable increasing trends
for both study groups (Figure 2).

The time series for the four therapeutic drug classes among members
with chronic illness are shown in Figure 3. Relative to the controls, the HDHP
group had greater average use of hypoglycemics, lipid-lowering agents, and
COPD/asthma controllers and lower use of antihypertensives throughout the
study period. For all four chronic illness groups, the mean drug class-specific
DMA of the HDHP and control groups increased gradually during the base-
line year as an increasing number of cohort members acquired the target
diagnoses. For each drug class, there were no immediate changes in the mean
DMA level from the month before to immediately after the index date. During
the two follow-up years, the HDHP and control chronic illness subgroups
experienced comparable trends in mean DMA for antihypertensives, lipid
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Table 1: Baseline Characteristics
HDHP Group Control Group
Characteristic (n= 3,348) (n=20,534) p value
Mean age on index date, years (SD) 449 (11.0) 44.2  (10.7) <0.01
Female, 1 (%) 1762 (52.6) 10927  (53.2) 0.529
Plan type, n (%)
In family plan 2088  (62.4) 14421  (70.2) <0.001
In association plan 1074  (32.1) 8570  (41.7) <0.001
Employer size, n (%)
Small (2-50 employees) 2175  (65.0) 11213 (54.6) <0.001
Mid (51-250 employees) 931  (27.8) 1087  (5.3)
Large (251-999 employees) 186 (5.6) 2294 (11.2)
> 1000 56 (1.7) 5040  (28.9)
Neighborhood, 7 (%)
Residents below poverty level
<5% 1865 (55.7) 12533  (61.0) <0.001
5-9.9% 831 (24.8) 4830 (23.5)
10-19.9% 502 (15.0) 2319 (11.3)
> 200 150 (4.5) 852 (4.2)
Residents with less than high school
education
<15% 9565  (76.6) 16194 (789)  <0.01
15-24.9% 541 (16.2) 2859 (13.9)
25-39.9% 181 (5.4) 1172 (5.7)
> 40% 61 (1.8) 309 (L.5)
More than 66% black residents 10  (0.3) 182 (0.9) <0.001
Chronic disease score
Mean (SD) 1250.9 (1295.6) 1360.2 (1668.5 <0.001
25th percentile (healthiest) 520.1 520.1
Median 895.9 895.9
75th percentile 1575.8 1607.4
Health condition, 7 (%)
Diabetes 108 (32) 640 (3.1) 0.737
Hypertension 276 (8.2 1672  (8.1) 0.843
Hyperlipidemia* 205 (6.1 1227  (6.0) 0.739
Chronic pulmonary disease’ 79 (24) 564  (2.7) 0.200
Proportion with prescription drug use, z (%) 2050  (61.2) 13016  (63.4) 0.017
Mean total health care expenditures, 3672.90 (10107.06) 4420.60 (15130.15) <0.001
U.S.$ (SD)
Mean effective copayment for drugs, 15.92 (3.1) 13.42 (3.7) <0.001

US.$ (SD)

*Association plans are sold through independent brokers.

"Hyperlipidemia subgroup comprises members with diagnoses of hyperlipidemia, coronary
artery disease, and peripheral vascular disease.

Chronic pulmonary disease subgroup comprises members with diagnoses of asthma and chronic

obstructive pulmonary disease.
HDHP, high-deductible health plan.
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Figure 1: Times Series Plot Showing the Trends in Actual and Differenced
Mean DMA for All Prescription Drugs. DMA, Daily Medications Available;
HDHP, High-Deductible Health Plans
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lowering agents, and COPD/asthma controllers. HDHP members with dia-

betes appeared to experience somewhat smaller increases in mean DMA for
hypoglycemics than control members.

Adjusted Change in Medication Use with GEE Model

Table 2 shows the results from the adjusted GEE model using the ratio of
ARRs. Compared with baseline, both groups showed statistically equivalent
changes in DMA level and trend for all drug categories after the index date
(ratio of ARRs between study groups ranged from 0.97 to 1.05; p = 0.14-0.94).
A sensitivity analysis of medication use among the 1-year continuously en-
rolled cohorts, in which sample sizes were approximately doubled, revealed
nearly identical results.

In most cases, small drug cost sharing increases after the first follow-up
year were not associated with changes in medication use; the control group
experienced a very small decrease in trend for COPD/asthma controllers
(ARR = 0.99; p = 0.03, data not shown), although this trend reduction was not
statistically different from the constant trend for the HDHP group.

Aggregate Change in Medication Use with Segmented Time-Series Regression Model

Our findings using the alternate segmented time-series regression method
(Table 2) also suggest that the HDHP and control groups experienced similar
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Figure2: Times Series Plot Showing the Trends in Pharmaceutical Spending
for All Prescription Drugs. HDHP, High-Deductible Health Plans
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trend changes for all prescription drugs, antihypertensives, lipid-lowering
agents, and COPD/asthma controllers (p = 0.21-0.98). However, the trend
reduction in hypoglycemic use was slightly greater for the HDHP group
compared with the control group (slope change = — 0.007; p<0.01). To put
this result in context, after 2 years of follow-up, HDHP diabetic patients used
77 percent of hypothesized medications according to their baseline trend (0.92
DMA/1.20 DMA), compared with 90 percent for the controls (0.86 DMA/
0.95 DMA).

DISCUSSION

HDHPs seek to contain escalating health insurance premiums by shifting the
burden of health care costs to employees. These arrangements often exclude
certain services from the deductible to preserve beneficial utilization, and the
majority exempt prescription drugs. Our study is the first to our knowledge to
examine the impact of this design feature on medication use.

In general, we found that this strategy was effective. Members who
experienced an employer-mandated switch to a HDHP had nearly identical
patterns of medication use as members who remained in a traditional HMO.
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Figure3: Times Series Plots Showing the Trends in Actual and Differenced
Mean DMA for (A) Hypoglycemics, (B) Antihypertensives, (C) Lipid-
Lowering Agents, and (D) COPD/Asthma Controllers. COPD, Chronic
Obstructive Pulmonary Disease; DMA, Daily Medications Available; HDHP,
High-Deductible Health Plans
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The trend in overall prescription drug spending was also similar between the
study groups.

We found inconsistent evidence that patients with diabetes who shifted
to HDHPs may have experienced small relative decreases in hypoglycemic
use. This result was statistically significant in the segmented time-series re-
gression model but not in the adjusted GEE model, possibly due to insufficient
statistical power. If true, the small selective effect on hypoglycemic use could
be explained by the relatively more complex and costly nature of diabetes care
or the use of nonpharmacologic methods to control the disease. When faced
with increased cost sharing for tests or treatments for their diabetes and other
health conditions, diabetes patients may be more inclined to reduce medi-
cation use to lower out-of-pocket health care expenses.
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Related studies on the relationship between HDHPs and medication use
have focused primarily on arrangements that require full cost sharing for drugs
up to the annual deductible level. Although results are mixed, these studies
show evidence of reductions in drug use (Dixon, Greene, and Hibbard 2008,
Greene et al. 2008; Parente, Feldman, and Chen 2008; Nair et al. 2009; Chen,
Levin, and Gartner 2010). For example, members in HDHP plans with full
drug cost sharing fill fewer prescriptions overall (Nair et al. 2009) and for
chronic conditions (Parente, Feldman, and Chen 2008) than members in tra-
ditional managed care plans. Such HDHPs are also associated with discon-
tinuation of drugs to treat high cholesterol (Greene et al. 2008; Chen, Levin,
and Gartner 2010), epilepsy (Chen, Levin, and Gartner 2010), and hyperten-
sion (Greene et al. 2008). These plans have also been linked to lower med-
ication adherence for asthma (Nair et al. 2009; Chen, Levin, and Gartner 2010),
heart conditions (Chen, Levin, and Gartner 2010), high cholesterol (Nair et al.
2009; Chen, Levin, and Gartner 2010), diabetes (Nair et al. 2009), gastro-
esophageal reflux (Nair et al. 2009), and hypertension (Nair et al. 2009). These
findings are noteworthy because studies outside the HDHP literature have
found that reduced medication adherence among diabetes patients is associ-
ated with increased hospitalization and all-cause mortality (Ho et al. 2006).

Our findings demonstrate that drug utilization is largely sustained fol-
lowing a switch to HDHP coverage when enrollees receive standard tiered
copayment pharmacy benefit packages. These results address concerns that
generalized cost sharing increases under HDHPs could have indirect effects,
reducing use of medications excluded from the deductible. To this end, our
results add to the current evidence base that suggests that carefully designed
HDHPs can effectively preserve the use of essential health services (Busch et al.
2006; Rowe et al. 2008; Wharam et al. 2008). However, vulnerable populations
may be at greater risk for cost-related underuse of essential medications even
when exempted from an annual deductible. Larger studies among such pop-
ulations are urgently needed. Future studies should also examine whether
“value-based” health plan design features such as excluding outpatient visits
from deductibles contribute to the preservation of prescription drug use.

Our study has several limitations. First, despite our strong study design
and analytic approach, there may be residual confounding in our adjusted or
aggregate analyses due to unobserved changes in study group characteristics at
the index date. This might occur, for example, if there was selective dropout
from insurance coverage among employees whose employers opted for
HDHP coverage versus those whose employers chose to remain in traditio-
nal plans. Because we required continuous enrollment before and after the
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coverage transition, our results reflect utilization only among those who main-
tained insurance coverage. Second, we could not calculate the exact impact of
drug cost-sharing increases at the index date; however, we found a negligible
effect of the small drug copayment increases after the first follow-up year. Thus,
we assume a similar negligible effect at the index date. Third, our method for
detecting members with drug coverage could have led to underestimates, but
not differentially by study group. Fourth, our study was not designed to assess
changes in drug utilization among patients who were newly diagnosed in the
follow-up year; therefore, we may have underestimated the impact of the
HDHP on chronically ill members who were not yet diagnosed at the time of
the plan switch. Fifth, a very small number of members (6 HDHP and 16
control members) turned 65 years of age before the end of the study and were
therefore eligible to receive Medicare benefits. Finally, we studied HDHPs
with somewhat lower deductibles on average compared with typical HRA or
HSA-HDHPs that include medicines under the deductible. Nevertheless, plans
similar to the HDHPs we studied remain more common (KFF 2010).

This research has two important policy implications. HDHPs with modest
drug cost sharing may be a viable policy option for preserving overall use of
medications while more broadly controlling costs. Our study provides an ev-
idence base for policy makers and employers considering this option. Second,
our research shows that carefully designed HDHPs can preserve the use of
several chronic medication classes that are essential in managing diseases caus-
ing a high degree of morbidity and mortality. However, there may be illness-
specific exceptions to this finding, such as diseases that are severe and costly.

In conclusion, switching to an HDHP insurance plan that included
modest, tiered copayments for medications did not change overall prescrip-
tion drug dispensing or reduce the use of essential medications for three
common chronic illnesses. Future studies should examine the impact of
HDHPs on medication use for diabetes patients and other vulnerable pop-
ulations to ensure that essential care is maintained. As HDHP growth accel-
erates, employers and policy makers should strongly consider adopting
standard pharmacy benefit packages outside of the deductible to preserve
essential medication use.
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