The Register-Guard: Editorials: Commentary


In a June 3 article, “A gift of treatment,” The Register-Guard outlined restrictions that insurance companies are placing on physicians’ treatment. This is becoming a major problem for the care of arthritis patients.

Rheumatologists are specialists in arthritic and musculoskeletal diseases. These conditions affect a substantial portion of our population. More and more, we are finding that insurance companies are placing restrictions on the care that we can give to our patients. We are no longer able to simply prescribe appropriate treatments for patients becoming disabled by arthritis.

Instead, we have to go through various time-consuming and often restrictive processes to “preauthorize” medications or to justify our choice of medications because insurance companies prefer the use of cheaper, often less effective alternatives. If they do accept our choice of medication, we often will have to re-justify our choice six months later — even though these medications may well have to be taken for years.

These restrictions are almost always imposed by nonphysicians, or by physicians who are not arthritis specialists. Rheumatologists go through several years of additional training to understand the complicated nature of rheumatic diseases and the use of these medicines.

It is especially frustrating to deal with restrictions placed by insurance companies. Insurance representatives often are pharmacists or non-rheumatology physicians who have no experience in treating rheumatic diseases. Medical decisions regarding patient care should be made in the clinic by an experienced physician who knows the patient, not by an insurance company that has finances as its chief concern.

Seven years ago, in response to these frustrations, Oregon rheumatologists formed a nonprofit advocacy group: the Oregon Rheumatology Alliance. We have spent hundreds of hours volunteering as advocates for appropriate treatment through all insurance companies.

Although we have made some gains, things are getting worse. In April, we filed a formal complaint with the Oregon Board of Pharmacy because we believe that an insurance company’s pharmacists (not community pharmacists), were “practicing medicine” and making medical decisions without the appropriate training or knowledge. The earliest the board will take up the issue is August or September. In the meantime, our patients are denied the most appropriate treatment.

One of the more glaring examples involves fibromyalgia, a very painful chronic condition. Until Lyrica was approved for fibromyalgia last July, no medication officially had been tested or approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration for use by fibromyalgia patients. Other drugs have been used, but they were not officially approved for that condition. We found that for many people, Lyrica was quite helpful.

However, as anticipated, the state’s largest insurance company refused to cover this drug as a first-line agent, instead requiring patients to fail three other non-FDA approved drugs that have been used for this condition before trying Lyrica. The three non-approved drugs are cheaper than Lyrica, but for some, Lyrica is the only effective drug.

It is especially egregious to force prescribing physicians to use an unapproved drug and subject patients to unnecessary delays in optimal therapy or to potential toxicity, just to save insurance money.

This clearly seems to be a situation in which the insurance company — without detailed knowledge of the individual case and never having examined that patient — is trying to “practice medicine.”

This situation must change.

If patients have been denied access to needed medication and want to join in this consumer advocacy movement, they need to go to www.insurance.oregon.gov and file a formal complaint, or file one with the Board of Pharmacy at www.pharmacy.state.or.us. To see how much profit your insurance company made last year, go to the National Association of Insurance Commissioners consumer information Web site at www.naic.org/cis/.
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Cody Wasner, M.D., of Eugene is a director of the board for the American College of Rheumatology and president of the Oregon Rheumatology Alliance. This column is signed by five members of the alliance board, and is approved by rheumatology alliances in Washington, Utah and Idaho.
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