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The multi-billion dollar allergy medication market in the United States, expected to reach in excess of $10 billion
by 2010, targets almost 50 million allergy sufferers. A substantial number of medications, both prescription (Rx)
and over-the-counter (OTC) have been developed to address this chronic condition. In the last several years, a
number of Rx allergy medications have lost patent protection, typically resulting in their manufacturers opting to
make available OTC versions of the same drug—for example, Benadryl®, Claritin®, and most recently, Zyrtec®.
The Rx-to-OTC switch dynamic is not new to the healthcare industry. In markets where the indication is sizeable
(e.g., allergies, heartburn/GERD), the OTC revenue potential can be significant. As these brands often benefit
from years of DTC advertising while marketed as prescription drugs, they enter the OTC market with levels of
brand awareness and acceptance not enjoyed by products in other consumer categories. Added to this is the
relatively recent thrust by managed care organizations (MCOs) to contain costs by implementing strategies to move
patients from more expensive Rx medications to OTC treatments, typically paid for by consumers out-of-pocket.
Traditional strategies include a change in formulary status resulting in Rx rejection (insurance company
discontinues coverage for specific Rx medications) or increased prescription co-pays. More recent strategies
include patient awareness and education efforts, sometimes in collaboration with the OTC manufacturers, to drive
product trial through assurance of efficacy and coupon or discount incentives.

Methodology
Marketers and researchers alike have had historical difficulty developing standardized Rx and OTC consumption
analysis techniques, partly due to HIPAA compliance constraints, and partly due to the differences inherent in OTC
and Rx sales and consumption tracking.
To meet this challenge Wolters Kluwer Health—which analyzes prescription consumption—entered into an alliance
with NielsenHealth, known for its significant focus on consumer-based insights. The result of this alliance was the
creation of HealthScape™ Consumer (HSC), a database that integrates longitudinal Rx and OTC consumption data in
a standardized format for ease of data manipulation and analysis, which can be analyzed and reported using all
appropriate HIPAA safeguards. More specifically, in examining the market transition behavior of consumers vis-àvis Zyrtec, a total of more than 57,000 households was selected from the HSC database and analyzed over a 30month analysis timeframe.
Analysis of longitudinal consumption data related to the Zyrtec Rx-to-OTC switch was driven by the following:
•

How would the overall allergy category (Rx/OTC) landscape change?

•

How many Zyrtec patients would convert to the OTC form?

•

Would managed care organizations discourage patients from using Rx medications?

•

Would managed care organizations, conversely, encourage patient consumption of OTC medication?

•

How, if at all, would patients’ out-of-pocket medication expenses change with anticipated payer
constraints?
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Findings
Category Landscape Changes
In the period from January to June 2008—the first six months of the changeover to Zyrtec OTC from Rx—there was
a sharp decline in prescription allergy sales and a corresponding increase in over-the-counter allergy sales. During
the three-month period from March to June 2008, there was an observed decline in “new to market” transactions
of 10%, indicating that fewer new allergy sufferers were entering the market. In contrast, the market exhibited a
15% increase in patients switching medications, suggesting a heightened tendency among consumers to try a
different allergy treatment.
With regard to Zyrtec’s performance, prescription sales of the product declined to nearly negligible levels by June
2008, while the OTC form quickly gained acceptance, capturing nearly one quarter of the OTC allergy medication
market. This is similar to the market share of market leaders Benadryl and Claritin OTC, which have both been
available for many years.
Brand Switching Dynamics
The Zyrtec transition from Rx to OTC resulted in some interesting changes in market performance. Over 60% of
Zyrtec OTC business came from patients using Zyrtec OTC concomitantly with other products as well as from
patients who had no allergy product use in the previous two years (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Zyrtec OTC Source of Business by Patient Type
Nearly 40% of business sourced from patients switching from other allergy medications

Source: Nielsen/Wolters Kluwer Health, HealthScapeTM Consumer Database
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Almost 40% of the Zyrtec OTC business tracked from January to June 2008 consisted of patients switching from
another medication; this includes patients switching from both prescription and OTC products to Zyrtec OTC.
Among this group of switchers, 84% of Zyrtec OTC business represents patients switching specifically from another
OTC product, in large part, from Benadryl®, Claritin®, and private label loratidine (Figure 2). Of Zyrtec Rx patients
themselves, half switched to an OTC product with 27% specifically switching to Zyrtec OTC. This figure is
somewhat lower than industry expectations, though could increase by the end of the year. The remaining half of
former Zyrtec Rx patients remained on prescription therapy, moving to one of a number of other brands (Figure 3).

Figure 2: 84% of Zyrtec OTC’s Switching Business Sourced from Patients Switching from Other OTC Medications

Source: Nielsen/Wolters Kluwer Health, HealthScapeTM Consumer Database

Figure 3: Half of Zyrtec Rx Patients Switched to OTC Products: Remaining Half Stayed on Rx Therapies

Source: Nielsen/Wolters Kluwer Health, HealthScapeTM Consumer Database
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Out-of-Pocket Cost Changes and Impact of Managed Care Organizations
Overall, consumers who switched allergy treatments in the period from January to June 2008 spent an average of
$1 more for their new medication. For those switching specifically to Zyrtec OTC, however, the average increase
in out-of-pocket cost was significantly higher - $11.68 more. In fact, 68% of those switching to Zyrtec OTC spent
more than they spent on their previous allergy medication (see Figure 4). This indicates a strong willingness among
these allergy sufferers to absorb an out-of-pocket price increase in favor of a perceived product benefit (for
instance, increased convenience, efficacy or safety). Although consumers switching to Zyrtec OTC paid more for
their medication versus prior therapies, it should be noted that this analysis does not capture comprehensive costs
of healthcare, including office visit co-pays. Thus, a patient paying more for Zyrtec OTC may have bypassed a
doctor visit and actually saved money.

Figure 4: Zyrtec OTC Buyers’ Out-of-Pocket Costs Vs. Prior Allergy Therapy

Source: Nielsen/Wolters Kluwer Health, HealthScapeTM Consumer Database

While previous switches demonstrated managed care organizations’ (MCO) active discouragement of patients
taking Rx medications by increasing co-pays or rejecting prescription requests, the Zyrtec OTC switch
demonstrates the trend toward a more sophisticated approach. Rather than discouraging use of prescription
allergy medications through measures like increased co-pay and plan rejection, MCOs appear to be proactively
encouraging use of OTC allergy medications through less invasive measures. This is in spite of the fact that many
industry observers felt that managed care would take a very aggressive stand against the use of prescription
allergy medications, essentially forcing patients to use OTC products almost exclusively (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: A Kinder, Gentler MCO? Rx Allegra Co-pays Did not Increase with Zyrtec OTC Launch

Source: Wolters Kluwer Health, Dynamic Claims
From 2007 to 2008, the Nielsen/Wolters Kluwer HealthScapeTM Consumer database indicates that OTC consumption
as a ratio of Rx consumption has increased amongst members of the top managed care plans in the country, even if
those plans took little or no formulary action against prescription products (see Figure 6). Further, the magnitude
of this increase varies widely by plans, with data showing plan utilization remaining constant for some plans, while
others’ OTC consumption increases significantly. This indicates differing strategies used by the plans to contain
costs and encourage members to use OTC medications.
Figure 6: Stronger OTC Consumption Increases for Some Plan Enrollees; More Static for Others

Source: Nielsen/Wolters Kluwer Health, HealthScapeTM Consumer Database
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Conclusions
The Zyrtec OTC switch has demonstrated some surprising findings versus known outcomes from other Rx-to-OTC
switches. Zyrtec OTC generated strong performance in spite of the fact that managed care companies did not
disadvantage other prescription allergy medications. This continued access to prescription allergy drugs, however,
likely led to the relatively low levels of Zyrtec Rx patients switching to Zyrtec OTC as they did not have a forced
incentive to do so. And despite OTC products largely being lauded as offering cost savings to consumers, the
average Zyrtec OTC buyer spent significantly more on this product than they did on their prior allergy treatment,
whether Rx or OTC, indicating a very strong willingness among consumers to accept a price premium for a
perceived increase in product benefits. Nielsen and Wolters Kluwer Health look with interest to 2009 and the
anticipated Rx-to-OTC switches to validate these findings as either unique to Zyrtec OTC, or a true change within
the healthcare industry.
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