
We’re in a new era of prescription drugs. 

• Specialty medications account for the highest proportion of
new drugs being created by manufacturers than ever before

• Additional indications are being approved for existing
specialty medications, increasing the population eligible
to receive these new high-cost treatments

• The trend in development of new drugs is towards specialty
medications that treat chronic conditions, not just rare
disease or small pockets of the population

Specialty medications are being developed to treat common 
conditions, such as migraines and eczema. Experts are 
estimating that migraine medications could cost between 
$8,000 - $20,000/year per patient 3. New eczema treatments 
have a price tag in the US of $37,000/year per patient for 
severe cases4. Considering the population size that suffers from 
these conditions, these changes could materially impact the 
sustainability of drug plans.

Action plan
Keeping drug plans the same as they’ve been for decades may 
not be sustainable for many plan sponsors. We need to take  
the lead and be in a position to react quickly and think smarter. 
It’s time to retire the gas guzzler car and find a new ride.  

New Drug: Ocaliva 
cost $40,000/year

Ocaliva has recently been approved for a rare liver 
condition, but in the next couple of years, the 
manufacturer will be looking for approval to treat  
NASH (nonalcoholic steatohepatitis).  

NASH is one of a group of conditions classified as 
fatty liver disease. The prevalence of NASH is  
2 - 6 % of the general Canadian population.1

The current treatment for NASH is diet and exercise.

The eventual market size for medications to 
treat NASH is estimated to be between  
$20 - 35 billion dollars.2

In just a few decades we’ve seen a multitude of changes in our everyday life. From land lines to smart phones, 

from gas to electric cars, we’ve seen massive innovation. Things are parallel in the prescription drug world.  

Conditions that were previously untreatable are now curable with specialized drugs. While innovation has  

been transforming our day to day lives, drug plan design has largely remained the same.

SMART  
drug plan



DrugSolutions

Sustainable, Managed, And Reasonable Treatment 
(SMART)

We’re introducing a new plan that’s designed to meet customers’ 
needs in the current and future drug landscape. This is the 
SMART drug plan. SMART is the foundation of decisions  
we’ll make around drugs. It’s planning for the future and  
having the ability to quickly react to both anticipated and 
unanticipated changes. 

The new SMART drug plan lets us target drugs that have high- 
dollar impact and allows us to: 

• Introduce the SMART assessment, which applies a review
period to determine if a drug, or new indication on an
existing drug, should be excluded from coverage

• Enhance our SMART claims management practices by
strengthening our prior authorization program

Industry leading SMART assessment

The SMART assessment is a thorough review looking at a new 
drug, or new indication on an existing drug, from every angle 
and considering factors that include alternate treatment options, 
side effects, safety, cost effectiveness and stage or progression of 
the disease it is meant to treat to determine coverage.

There are three potential outcomes of the SMART assessment:

• Include the drug or indication – eligible for coverage

• List with SMART claims management

• Exclude the drug or indication – not eligible for coverage

Resources, such as the not-for-profit organization Canadian 
Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health (CADTH), provide 
objective evidence on the optimal use of drugs and medical 
devices from the perspective of the Canadian health care system. 
Their findings are valuable, but focus solely on reviewing drugs 
for a public plan, taking into account associated hospital and  
lab costs. CADTH also doesn’t consider if disability claims  
will be impacted or if absenteeism or presenteeism need to  
be considered. 

What’s an indication?
Some drugs are approved to treat 
more than one condition. For example, 
Remicade has multiple conditions such 
as rheumatoid arthritis, Crohn’s disease 
and plaque psoriasis. Each of these is 
considered an indication. 

SMART drug plan



The SMART assessment will take plan sponsor perspectives into 
account for a more in-depth review. This includes:

• Independent consultants: professionals who have relevant
technical expertise to provide an unbiased drug assessment
based on both clinical and cost effectiveness

• TELUS Health: a team that combines skilled and
experienced professionals and widely accepted best practices
to provide recommendations for drug coverage

• Internal experts: our pharmacy team that uses drug
knowledge to identify strategies and solutions that promote
positive health outcomes while mitigating impact to plans

All of this adds up to one of the most robust review processes in 
the industry. 

SMART claims management – strengthening 
prior authorization

If SMART assessment determines a drug, or a new indication 
on an existing drug, to be eligible for coverage, an additional 
review process and SMART claims management practices are 
applied. This includes step therapy, coordination with other 
payers, lower cost alternatives and health case management.

Under SMART claims management, we’ll assess clinical 
effectiveness and compare new drugs to existing drugs that are 
already proven to be effective for treating the same condition.

We’ll look at cost effectiveness related to the disease and stage 
of the disease in establishing our prior authorization criteria.  
This process adds another layer of protection from paying for 
drugs that don’t meet this criteria.

Our SMART claims management strategies are robust and 
highly effective, from lower cost alternatives to step therapy 
to dosage creep monitoring, SMART is intended to provide an 
added layer of protection. It’s not as restrictive as a managed 
formulary, but over time it will help to address the pace of 
increasing drug costs. 

The increasing rate of drug innovation and costs are driving the 
need to respond with new measures. Adapting to change is part 
of our everyday life. Thinking smart will help sustain drug plans 
now and into the future. 
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           Great-West’s DrugSolutions.

Designed for our customers, Great-West’s DrugSolutions program offers 

unique products and services designed to tackle the issue of escalating  

drug costs, while helping to ensure plan members continue to have access  

to comprehensive coverage. Built to match your benefits philosophy,  

our plans provide smart solutions through sustainable plan design.

For more information about your Great-West group benefits plan, visit us 

online at www.greatwestlife.com.


