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The pharmaceutical industry has increasingly raised the costs of prescription drugs and, as a result, has seen 
record profits year after year. Americans are paying the price – millions of people, including many in North 
Carolina, struggle to afford their medications. 

The industry has claimed that efforts to manage the growing divide between what drugs cost and what 
Americans can afford would destroy innovation, but drug corporations routinely rely on taxpayers to fund 
research and spend the bulk of their money elsewhere – including on marketing and sales. 

Pharmaceutical companies are given free rein to price their drugs as high as they want, and there is little to 
nothing the American people can currently do about it. 

Paying the Price: North Carolinians Struggle to 
Afford Increasingly High Prescription Drug Costs
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AMERICANS STRUGGLE TO AFFORD PRESCRIPTIONS
The average annual cost of brand-name medications has more than tripled in the last 10 years.

From 2018 to 2019, 30 percent of Americans reported an increase in their out-of-pocket cost for 
prescription drugs they regularly take.

24 percent of adults taking prescription drugs said it was “difficult” to afford their medications. One in ten 
patients said it was “very difficult.” 

12 percent of people said their drug costs went up by $100 or more. 

Individuals who saw a spike in their out-of-pocket costs were almost twice as likely to “not fill a 
prescription, forgo other medical treatments or tests, cut back on groceries, or get a second job.”

29 percent of Americans reported that they haven’t taken their medicines as prescribed due to their costs.

79 percent of Americans believe the prices of prescription drugs are unreasonable.

74 percent of Americans do not trust pharmaceutical companies to price their drugs fairly.

When polled, Americans showed that they are aware of what is causing drug prices to explode: 80 percent 
of respondents said that pharmaceutical industry profits are a major factor in the rise of prescription drug 
prices.

https://www.consumer-action.org/news/articles/prescription-drug-cost-crisis-fall-2019
https://www.consumerreports.org/drug-prices/the-shocking-rise-of-prescription-drug-prices/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/kff-health-tracking-poll-february-2019-prescription-drugs/
https://www.consumerreports.org/drug-prices/the-shocking-rise-of-prescription-drug-prices/
https://www.consumerreports.org/drug-prices/the-shocking-rise-of-prescription-drug-prices/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/kff-health-tracking-poll-february-2019-prescription-drugs/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/kff-health-tracking-poll-february-2019-prescription-drugs/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/kff-health-tracking-poll-february-2019-prescription-drugs/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/kff-health-tracking-poll-february-2019-prescription-drugs/
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THE PROBLEM CONTINUES DURING 
THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC
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The first case of coronavirus in the United States was on January 20. In the five months since the 
first case was detected, drug companies raised prices on nearly 250 drugs. According to Patients for 
Affordable Drugs, 75 percent of prescription drug cost increases at the beginning of 2020 “directly pertain to 
COVID-19.” 

Prescription drug companies have taken advantage of the ongoing mental health crisis connected to the 
pandemic by increasing the price of 22 drugs used to treat mental illness.

At the beginning of 2020, the drug with the largest price hike was Marplan, which is used to treat depression, 
at 14 percent.

On average, the price of prescription drugs increased 5.8 percent at the beginning of 2020.

The prices of nearly 500 drugs increased in the first two weeks of 2020.

According to the American Medical Association, prescription drug price negotiations “often happen behind 
closed doors, leaving patients and physicians out of the negotiating room despite the impact drug pricing has 
on the health and treatments of patients.”

In July 2018, Raleigh had the 6th highest prescription drug costs of any city in the country despite 
having a relatively low cost of living. “For instance, prices for drugs in Washington, D.C.—where the cost of 
living is relatively high—are 9.60% lower than the national average. Alternatively, Raleigh, which has a lower 
cost of living, has higher prescription drug costs, around 4.30% higher than the national average.” 

In North Carolina, the average annual cost of prescription drug treatment increased 57.8 percent over a 
five year period.

https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://04acb8ce-8717-494a-8b55-56f4a82a107c.usrfiles.com/ugd/04acb8_52ef1251eb27478eabad80eaaba25d6e.pdf
https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/prescription-drug-prices-have-gone-up-this-year
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/drug-prices-rise-58-on-average-in-2020-2020-01-02#:~:text=The%20average%20increase%20was%205.8,doses%20for%20the%20same%20drug.&text=The%20average%20is%20just%20below,%25%2C%20according%20to%20the%20analysis.
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/prescription-drug-prices-have-gone-up-this-year
https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/public-health/how-are-prescription-drug-prices-determined
https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/public-health/how-are-prescription-drug-prices-determined
https://www.goodrx.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Most-and-Least-Expensive-Cities-for-Prescription-Medications-Q2-2018.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/politics/advocacy/2019/07/north-carolina-rx-state-factsheet-final.pdf
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In 2018, the pharmaceutical industry reported a staggering $1.11 trillion in revenue and is 
expected to grow to nearly $1.5 trillion by 2020.

In 2018, the pharmaceutical industry spent nearly $169 million on lobbying and more than $6 billion 
on advertising.

PhRMA, the leading pharmaceutical industry trade group that spent $28 million on lobbying in 
2018, has claimed that efforts to manage growing drug costs for Americans would stifle innovation. 
In reality, nearly 80 percent of all Big Pharma revenue goes to something other than research and 
development.

The Trump administration’s Tax Cuts and Jobs Act was a massive giveaway to the pharmaceutical 
industry. During 2018, the first year after the tax cuts went into effect, four of the top pharmaceutical 
companies saved $7 billion in tax savings.

And yet, according to a 2019 report, “the skyrocketing cost of many prescription drugs in the U.S. 
can be blamed primarily on price increases, not expensive new therapies or improvements in existing 
medications as drug companies frequently claim.”

From 2010 to 2016, 210 new drugs were approved by the Food and Drug Administration. All of them 
received research funding from the National Institutes of Health – itself a taxpayer-funded institution. 

THE PHARMA INDUSTRY IS BOOMING

snapshot: Top Five American Pharmaceutical Companies
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Company CEO Salary (2018) Annual Revenue 
(2019)

Post-Tax Cut Stock 
Buybacks

Lobbying Totals
(2018)

Johnson & Johnson
Alex Gorsky
$20,111,045 $81.3 billion $5 billion $6.7 million

Pfizer
Ian Read
$19,549,213 $52.5 billion $10 billion $11.5 million

Merck & Co.
Ken Frazier
$17,643,087 $40.1 billion $10 billion $6.9 million

AbbVie
Rick Gonzalez
$21,271,869 $32.8 billion $15 billion $6.1 million

Amgen
Robert A. Bradway
$18,555,266 $23 billion $10 billion $11 million

https://explorebiotech.com/largest-pharmaceutical-companies-in-the-world/
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/politics/advocacy/2019/07/north-carolina-rx-state-factsheet-final.pdf
https://www.phrma.org/About
https://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/lobby.php?id=D000000504
https://thehill.com/policy/healthcare/465257-phrma-ceo-warns-pelosi-bill-to-lower-drug-prices-would-be-devastating-for
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/politics/advocacy/2019/07/north-carolina-rx-state-factsheet-final.pdf
https://www.axios.com/oxfam-drug-companies-tax-savings-01da5e2f-5af8-4990-9863-32d1df5d4eaa.html
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/01/07/682986630/prescription-drug-costs-driven-by-manufacturer-price-hikes-not-innovation
https://www.upi.com/Health_News/2018/02/15/Study-100B-over-six-years-led-to-210-new-FDA-approved-medications/1421518719967/
https://www.upi.com/Health_News/2018/02/15/Study-100B-over-six-years-led-to-210-new-FDA-approved-medications/1421518719967/
https://explorebiotech.com/largest-pharmaceutical-companies-in-the-world/
https://www.businessinsider.com/pharma-and-healthcare-ceo-compensation-2018-2019-4
https://explorebiotech.com/largest-pharmaceutical-companies-in-the-world/
https://explorebiotech.com/largest-pharmaceutical-companies-in-the-world/
https://americansfortaxfairness.org/stock-buybacks/
https://americansfortaxfairness.org/stock-buybacks/
https://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/lobby.php?id=D000000386
https://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/lobby.php?id=D000000138
https://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/lobby.php?id=D000000275
https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/clients/summary?cycle=2018&id=D000066804
https://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/lobby.php?id=D000000391
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According to T1 International, an advocacy group for people with Type 1 diabetes, the cost of 
insulin has increased by over 1,200 percent since the 1990s. From 2012 to 2016, insulin spending 
by Type 1 diabetes patients doubled from $2,900 to $5,700.

A quarter of those living with diabetes in the United States have had to ration their insulin. This 
number is four times higher than diabetics living in other affluent countries.

In North Carolina, 1,155,077 people have a diabetes diagnosis. The impact of skyrocketing 
insulin prices on communities across our state is profound. Eastern North Carolina has the 
highest concentration of diabetes patients, including many communities where 1 in 5 people 
are diabetic.

In Black communities across North Carolina, people are impacted by much higher rates of 
diabetes.

Black North Carolinians are significantly more likely to have a diabetes diagnosis at any stage of 
their lives than any other group in the state. On average, Black American adults are 25% more 
likely to have diabetes than North Carolinians in general.

CASE STUDY: DIABETES IN NORTH CAROLINA
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https://www.t1international.com/usa/
https://www.t1international.com/usa/
https://www.t1international.com/usa/
https://www.axios.com/type-1-diabetes-rationing-usa-countries-survey-cbd86250-72f5-4177-8929-00ad933a0fcf.html
https://dataexplorer.aarp.org/profile/35/north-carolina#?ind=371
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/data-explorer?id=192&state=NC
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/data-explorer?id=192&state=NC
https://04acb8ce-8717-494a-8b55-56f4a82a107c.usrfiles.com/ugd/04acb8_cab541ee7b934b94bab72a2455b42d80.pdf
https://dataexplorer.aarp.org/profile/35/north-carolina#?ind=369
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SOLUTION: THE LOWER DRUG COSTS NOW ACT
There are a range of possible solutions that would help ease the burden of high prescription drug 
costs on North Carolinians. The Lower Drug Costs Now Act, which passed the U.S. House of 
Representatives in December 2019 and is waiting to be brought up in the U.S. Senate, would be a 
massive step in the right direction.

The Lower Drug Costs Now Act:

• Gives Medicare the power to negotiate drug costs directly with the drug companies
• Makes lower, negotiated drug prices available to all Americans, including those with private 

insurance
• Would save the federal government at least $100 billion
• Creates $2,000 out-of-pocket limit on prescription drug costs for Medicare beneficiaries

In general, the price of prescription drugs in the United States would go down if Medicare had 
the power to negotiate costs.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation

AMERICANS SUPPORT SOLUTIONS

Requiring drug companies to list prices in ads 88%

Making it easier for generics to come to market 88%

Allowing Medicare to negotiate drug prices 86%

Place an annual limit on drug costs for Medicare recipients 76%

Increasing taxes on drug companies with high prices 63%

https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/democrats-passed-a-bill-that-would-transform-the-cost-of-prescriptions-in-us#Whats-in-the-bill-that-was-passed-by-the-House?
https://www.speaker.gov/LowerDrugCosts
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20191003.118206/full/
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20191003.118206/full/
https://www.speaker.gov/LowerDrugCosts
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20191003.118206/full/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/kff-health-tracking-poll-february-2019-prescription-drugs/
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Despite substantial federally-funded research involved in almost every new drug, there are 
“essentially no regulations governing how drugs are priced.” Here is how the drugs you need 
end up with the price you pay.

According to the American Medical Association, even doctors “are often left in the dark 
about how and why prices fluctuate year after year when ingredients stay the same.”

how drugs get their prices
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https://time.com/5564547/drug-prices-medicine/
https://time.com/5564547/drug-prices-medicine/
https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/public-health/how-are-prescription-drug-prices-determined

