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Topic:
Prescription Drugs: Costs, Benefits, and Access
“Ambivalent social ethics and inconsistent goals have long been the hallmark of U.S. health policy, and nowhere more so than in the nation’s attitude towards its pharmaceutical industry.  On the one hand, Americans look to that industry for rescue from life-threatening infectious diseases, mental illness, and other chronic illnesses that impair quality of life….On the other hand, however, the industry is increasingly viewed as a major burden on the economy, even though per capita spending on alcohol and tobacco combined have only recently been surpassed by per capita spending on prescription drugs, and less than a quarter of the current double-digit increases in private health insurance can be attributed to increases in drug spending.” -Uwe Reinhardt
You are to write a position paper on prescription drug policy in the United States.  As with the previous paper, your primary objective is to inform a U.S. Senator, through the use of economic arguments and evidence, about the character of the problem and potential responses.  
Class on Wednesday, November 11th and paper #4 will be devoted to the following subtopics:
1) Understanding prescription drug trends
2) Assessing the cost and benefits of prescription drugs in the U.S.
3) Analyzing policies to improve prescription drug policy
Given the growth of pharmaceutical expenditures and the debate about the Medicare drug benefit (Part D), no shortage of positions or analyses exists.  You may consult some of the resources identified for previous papers as well as chapter 17 of the text. In addition, the November/December 2008 and January/February 2009 issues of Health Affairs contain a number of articles related to pharmaceutical policy. 
The following background material provides a comprehensive introduction.
· “Prescription Drug Trends,” Kaiser Family Foundation Issue Brief, September 2008 , http://www.kff.org/rxdrugs/3057.cfm or at my website.
· Aitken, Berndt, and Cutler, “Prescription Drug Spending Trends in the United States: Looking Beyond the Turning Point,” Health Affairs, 2009, w151-w160.

· Danzon and Furukawa, “International Prices and Availability of Pharmaceuticals in 2005, Health Affairs, 2008, 221-233.  
· Zhang, Donohue, Newhouse, and Lave, “The Effects of the Coverage Gap on Drug Spending: A Closer Look at Medicare Part D, Health Affairs, 2009, w 317 -w325.

· Varian, “A Big Factor in Prescription Drug Pricing: Location, Location, Location,” New York Times, September 21, 2000 (available at my website)

The mechanics regarding this paper remain the same as the first three papers.  Papers are due by email on Monday, November 16th at class time.

