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Comparison of VA National Formulary and Formularies of Highest 
Enrollment Plans in Medicare Part D and the Federal Employee Health 

Benefit Program 
 
Lewin was asked by the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America to compare 
the formulary status of drugs commonly used by the Medicare population on the Veterans 
Affairs National Formulary (VA formulary), the two highest enrollment Medicare Part D plans, 
and the plan with highest enrollment in the Federal Employee Health Benefit Program 
(FEHBP).   
 
Methodology 
 
Lewin identified the drugs most commonly used by the Medicare population by querying 
Verispan’s Vector One Data (VONA) to compile the 300 drugs with the highest script volumes 
for the 65 and older population.  The script volume for each drug is from the time period of 
January 2006 through October 2006. 
 
We downloaded the VA’s National Drug File from the VA pharmacy website1 and checked each 
of the top 300 drugs against those covered by the VA formulary.   Since the VA formulary is 
organized by generic entity and only includes the names of brand name drugs when they 
cannot be substituted due to narrow therapeutic index, all matches were based on the generic 
name of the drug.  For example, the brand name drug Norvasc appears on the list of top 300 
drugs; the generic name for Norvasc is amlodipine.  As amlodipine is listed on the VA 
formulary, Norvasc is counted as being on the VA formulary. 
 
However, in some cases, only certain strengths or forms of a particular drug are covered by the 
VA formulary.  In those cases, we looked at the breakdown of script volume by dosage and 
form for that drug, to the extent allowed by VONA, in order to determine how many scripts are 
covered on the VA formulary and how many are excluded.  In some cases, certain scripts for a 
particular drug were excluded because that particular formulation (e.g., capsules, extended 
release version) is not covered.  
 
According to CMS data, the two highest Medicare Part D plans based on 2006 enrollment were 
the United AARP Medicare Rx Plan and Humana Standard Plan.  The FEHBP national plan 
with greatest enrollment is the Blue Cross Blue Shield FEP Basic plan.  We followed a similar 
approach to compare the two Medicare Part D plan formularies and the BCBS FEP formulary to 
the list of top 300 drugs.  The United AARP Medicare Rx formulary and Humana Standard 
formulary were obtained from the plans’ respective websites.2  The FEP basic formulary was 
obtained from the BCBS Federal Employee Program website.3  Again, drugs were matched 
based on the generic form of the drug.  It is important to note that both Medicare plans and the 
FEHBP plan use a multi-tier copayment structure.  For example, the FEHBP formulary uses a 
                                                      
1 http://www.pbm.va.gov/NationalFormulary.aspx 
2 United AARP formulary from https://www.aarpmedicarerx.com/forms_and_plans.html and Humana 
Standard formulary from http://apps.humana.com/prescription_benefits_and_services/ 
execreq.asp?processcode=4000&srcsite=medicare 
3 http://www.fepblue.org/pharmacy/pharmacyindex.html 
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three tier structure, with the third tier covering brand name products on formulary that were 
not selected for the second tier and all non-formulary brand name products.  Drugs on the third 
tier have 50% cost sharing, with a minimum payment of $35.00 or the cost of the drug.  As long 
as the drug is covered on any tier, it is counted as being on formulary. 
 
Key Findings 
 
Exhibit 1 illustrates the number and percent of scripts covered by the VA, FEHBP, and the two 
Medicare Part D formularies for all of the general drug categories that are captured by the top 
300 drugs.  The FEHBP and Medicare Part D formularies analyzed all provide a greater breadth 
of drug coverage than the VA formulary.   
 
⇒ Of the 300 drugs examined, 194 (65%) are included in the VA formulary, compared to 284 

(95%) in the FEHBP formulary, 282 (94%) in the highest enrollment Part D plan formulary, 
and 281 (94%) in the second highest enrollment Part D plan formulary.  Of 132 brand drugs 
among the top 300, 56 (42%) are covered by the VA formulary, compared to 125 (95%) 
covered by the FEHBP formulary, 128 (97%) covered by the highest enrollment Part D plan 
formulary, and 128 (97%) covered by the second highest enrollment Part D plan formulary. 

 
⇒ Of the 761 million scripts analyzed, 71% of the total and 49% of the brand scripts are 

covered by the VA formulary.  In contrast, 98% of all scripts and 98% of brand scripts are 
covered by the FEHBP plan.  The highest enrollment Part D plan covers 96% of all scripts 
and 99% of brand scripts and the second highest enrollment Part D plan covers 95% of all 
scripts and 99% of brand scripts.   

 
⇒ VA formulary coverage varies widely among the drug categories due to the partially closed 

nature of the formulary;  for example while 75% of all scripts are covered in the largest 
category (cardiovascular),  fewer than half of scripts for ear, nose, and throat and urologic 
disorders would be covered.   

 
 
Exhibit 2 illustrates the formulary status for each of the top 300 drugs.  
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Scripts 
Covered 
(in 000s)

% Scripts 
Covered

Scripts 
Covered 
(in 000s)

% Scripts 
Covered

Scripts 
Covered 
(in 000s)

% Scripts 
Covered

Scripts 
Covered 
(in 000s)

% Scripts 
Covered

Cardiovascular Agents (High Blood Pressure, Heart Disease) 84 317,807 237,627 75% 315,765 99% 317,807 100% 317,807 100%
Gastrointestinal Drugs (Stomach And Intestine Disorders) 34 81,685 38,640 47% 78,637 96% 81,053 99% 81,053 99%
Pain And Inflammatory Diseases (Arthritis, Gout) 25 60,461 44,660 74% 58,777 97% 59,130 98% 60,461 100%
Psychiatric 21 41,542 28,362 68% 41,542 100% 41,542 100% 41,542 100%
Antimicrobials And Infectious Diseases (Infection) 21 38,183 31,968 84% 36,047 94% 38,183 100% 35,355 93%
Hormones (Thyroid, Growth Hormones) 8 35,619 34,988 98% 35,619 100% 35,619 100% 35,619 100%
Respiratory Drugs (Asthma, Emphysema) 18 30,340 15,931 53% 29,825 98% 28,389 94% 28,389 94%
Anticoagulants And Hematopoietics (Blood Modifiers) 8 28,055 26,443 94% 28,055 100% 28,055 100% 28,055 100%
Hormone Therapy/Menopause 11 26,845 20,978 78% 26,845 100% 26,845 100% 26,845 100%
Neurological Drugs (Migraine, Parkinson's Disease, Alzheimer's Disease) 15 21,935 13,505 62% 20,088 92% 21,935 100% 21,935 100%
Eye 14 16,185 8,589 53% 16,185 100% 16,185 100% 16,185 100%
Benign Prostatic Hyperplasia 4 11,216 5,314 47% 11,216 100% 11,216 100% 11,216 100%
Ear, Nose And Throat 11 9,267 3,872 42% 9,267 100% 9,267 100% 9,267 100%
Urologic Disorders 7 7,157 2,357 33% 7,157 100% 7,157 100% 7,157 100%
Skin (Acne, Skin Infection, Psoriasis) 2 1,988 0 0% 1,988 100% 1,988 100% 1,988 100%
Women's Health 2 1,714 1,714 100% 1,714 100% 1,714 100% 1,714 100%
Antineoplastics And Immunosuppressants 2 1,397 631 45% 1,397 100% 1,397 100% 1,397 100%
Misc: Not Covered by Part D Benefit1 13 29,926 26,967 90% 25,251 84% 0 0% 0 0%
Grand Total 300 761,322 542,546 71% 745,375 98% 727,482 96% 725,985 95%
Total - Part D Covered Drugs 287 731,396 515,579 70% 720,124 98% 727,482 99% 725,985 99%
Total - Brand Drugs 132 322,047 157,888 49% 316,008 98% 318,444 99% 318,444 99%

Exhibit 1: Scripts Covered by the VA, FEHBP, and two Medicare Part D Formularies, by General Drug Category

1The drugs in this category are excluded from the Part D benefit and include: Alprazolam, Butalbital/APAP/Caf, Clonazepam, Cyanocobalamin, Diazepam, Ferrous Sulfate, Folic Acid, 
Lorazepam, Temazepam, Vitamin D, Fluzone, Viagra, Cialis.  Influenza vaccine is covered under Medicare Part B.  Erectile Dysfunction drugs are no longer covered in 2007.  The list of Part D 
excluded drugs was obtained from http://www.cms.hhs.gov/PrescriptionDrugCovContra/Downloads/PartDDrugsPartDExcludedDrugs_04.19.06.pdf.  

VA National 
Formulary

General Drug Categories

 FEHBP with 
Highest Enrollment 

Formulary

Highest Enrollment 
Medicare Part D Plan

2nd Highest Enrollment 
Medicare Part D PlanCount 

of 
Drugs

Total 
Scripts 

(in 000s)

 
 
 











 

 

 
3130 Fairview Park Drive 

Suite 800 
Falls Church, VA  22042 

703.299.5500 
703.269.5501 (fax) 


