
M ULTIVITAMINS are supposed
to make life simple by pack-

ing all the vitamins and minerals
you need into a single pill. But
with the growing array of options,
choosing one can be complicated.
Many now promise not just to meet
basic nutrient needs but also to
boost energy, help your eyesight,
and protect your heart. Often these
products contain herbs, enzymes
and other ingredients that are un-
proven, so it’s important to read la-
bels carefully before you buy.

i i i
Multis are a good idea for older

people, vegetarians who avoid all
animal products, heavy drinkers,
and dieters consuming less than
1,500 calories a day. Also, women
who are pregnant or might become
pregnant should take a multi to
make sure they get enough folic
acid, which prevents neural-tube
birth defects.

As for everyone else, some ex-
perts believe healthy adults who eat
a varied diet generally don’t need
vitamin supplements. Others say
the typical American diet leaves
many people deficient in certain nu-
trients, so to be safe, everyone
should take a multivitamin. Cer-
tainly it can’t hurt.

A multi should contain 100% of
the Food and Drug Administra-
tion’s recommended daily value
(DV) for vitamins A (some from
beta-carotene), B1 (thiamin), B2
(riboflavin), B3 (niacin), B6, B12,
C, D, E and folic acid. It should
also have some vitamin K. As for
minerals, look for copper, zinc,
iron, iodine, chromium, magne-
sium and selenium. You won’t
find 100% of the DV for calcium
(it’s too bulky), so it’s often neces-
sary to take a separate calcium
supplement.

Some multis have more than
100% of the DVs for certain nutri-
ents. Though there’s no ironclad evi-
dence that larger doses will make
you any healthier, it’s generally
safe to get more than the DV for
the B vitamins and vitamin C—
known as “water soluble” vitamins—
since your body can excrete what it
doesn’t need. But be more careful
about “fat soluble” vitamins—which
include A, D and K—because they
build up in the body and can be
toxic.

To find out the safe upper limits
for all vitamins and minerals,
check out the Institute of Medi-
cine’s Web site at www.iom.edu.
Click on IOM Programs, then Food
and Nutrition Board.

Other common ingredients, such
as lutein (promoted to help eye-
sight) and lycopene (for prevention
of cancer and heart disease)
haven’t been definitively shown to
work. The same goes for herbal in-
gredients such as ginseng and gar-
lic. Multis with labels like “antioxi-
dant” and “energy enhancing” of-
ten contain these and other ques-
tionable compounds, as do those tar-
geted specifically at men or women.
These products tend to be more ex-
pensive—as much as $30 a month
compared with as little as $1 for
general-purpose multis. Multis la-
beled “high potency” or “natural”
aren’t necessarily any more effec-
tive, either.

To be sure the multi will dis-
solve properly and actually contains
what’s listed on the label, look for
“USP,” which means it passes mus-
ter with the U.S. Pharmacopeia, an
independent organization that sets
quality standards. That’s necessary
because the FDA only loosely regu-
lates the quality of vitamin supple-
ments, though proposed new rules
would change that.

Take your multi with food to im-
prove absorption and prevent stom-
ach upset. Avoid taking a calcium
supplement and an iron-containing
multi at the same time, since cal-
cium can interfere with the absorp-
tion of iron. Multis can have the
same effect on certain prescription
drugs, so it’s a good idea to check
with your doctor or pharmacist.
Above all, don’t consider multivita-
mins a license to forsake fruits,
vegetables and other healthful
foods. Pills are no substitute for a
proper diet.
  —Robert J. Davis
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Cholesterol Drug Is Dealt Setback in Europe

Lessons in the Hunt for Cheaper Drugs
Generics Prices Vary a Lot,
Canada May Not Be Best,
And Bulk Is Good...Usually

Tim Foley

By FRANCESCO FIONDELLA

It pays to shop around, even when it
comes to prescription drugs.

With ever-rising costs of copayments
and cutbacks in insurance coverage, an
increasing number of Americans—and
not just the 41 million who are uninsured—
are facing sticker shock on medicines.
The trick is learning how to become a
savvier shopper without jeopardizing
quality or consistency.

Personal Journal looked at several
strategies for saving money and found
some surprises. While going with gener-
ics is cheaper than taking a brand-name
drug, we were surprised how much varia-
tion there can be with the prices for ge-
neric drugs, depending on where you
bought them. We also learned not to
make assumptions. Canadian Internet
pharmacies, which can offer substantial
savings on brand-name drugs, some-
times don’t offer any savings at all on
generics. Chain drugstores, meanwhile,
aren’t always cheaper than independent
Main Street pharmacies.

Take, for example, the generic form
of antidepressant Prozac, known as fluox-
etine. In our search, as the adjacent
graphic shows, prices ranged from as
high as $2 a pill at various chain and
independent pharmacies in the greater
New York City area, to as low as 15 cents
a pill at Costco. The Costco price—avail-
able through its Web shop or in its actual
warehouse clubs—was lower than some
copayments under company-sponsored in-
surance plans.

Online Comparison Shopping
Internet pharmacies can seem intimi-

dating for those who aren’t regular Web
shoppers, but the potential savings can
be worth the trouble of getting familiar
with cyberspace. It is easier and more
convenient to do comparison shopping on-
line rather than calling around to phar-
macies. Important drug information—in-
structions, side effects and potentially
dangerous interactions with other
drugs—is generally just a mouse click
away. Most of the major Internet pharma-
cies, such as drugstore.com, also have a
pharmacist available 24 hours a day to
answer questions over the phone. Order-
ing online also means that medications
will be delivered to your door.

As with all online pharmacies, pro-
cessing and shipping can take as long as
three weeks, so buying medications on-
line that are needed immediately, such
as antibiotics, isn’t practical.

Shopping at Canadian online pharma-
cies has become a popular way for people
in the U.S.—especially the elderly—to re-
duce their drug costs. Because of Cana-
dian price controls and the weak Cana-
dian dollar, you can generally save be-
tween 50% and 70% on brand-name
drugs. But for generics we found that the
savings weren’t as great, and in some
cases U.S. online pharmacies had lower
prices than those north of the border.

Shopping in Canada may also become
more difficult because some of the major
drug makers are trying to shut down
cross-border sales. In January, Glaxo-
SmithKline PLC stopped shipping its
drugs, including the antidepressant
Paxil, to Canadian pharmacies until they
stop filling U.S. prescriptions. (In the
U.S., only drug manufacturers are per-
mitted to import drugs, although the
Food and Drug Administration generally
allows individuals to import small
amounts for personal use and hasn’t
clamped down on Internet shipments.)

Buying in Bulk
Internet purchases and buying in bulk—

say, getting a three-month-supply at a
time—often go hand in hand. As the
graphic shows, bulk purchases are gener-
ally economical, but that isn’t always the
case. There are also other considerations
beyond the cost per pill. For example,
your doctor needs to write a multimonth
prescription. This isn’t always possible
with some drugs—such as blood-pressure
and thyroid medications—because your
doctor may have to tweak the dosage un-
til it is right for you. Also, if you are on a
fixed income, buying in bulk may not be
financially feasible no matter how great
the savings.

Your doctor should be your first stop
in your bargain hunt, because he or she
may have a stash of free samples that
could be a big help even if only for a
week or two. Both doctors and pharma-
cists also will know if a generic version

exists for a particular drug. Such ver-
sions of brand-name drugs are by far the
biggest overall money saver.

Doctors and pharmacists can suggest
a cheaper branded alternative made by a
rival drug maker when appropriate. Cho-
lesterol drugs, for instance, can range
from $100 a month for Pfizer Inc.’s Lipitor
to less than $50 for Novartis AG’s Lescol.

Splitting Pills
Pharmacists, in addition, can tell you

whether it is possible to buy a higher
dosage and save money by splitting the
tablet, though that tactic requires some
familiarity between druggist and cus-
tomer. “If I felt that certain of my custom-
ers are capable, I would suggest they
split tablets,” says Tony Welder, a phar-
macist in Bismarck, N.D. Some tablets,
like antidepressant Zoloft, made by
Pfizer, can be split fairly easily because
they’re already indented with a dividing
line. The savings can be tremendous. In
the case of Zoloft, 30 tablets of a 50-milli-
gram dose costs $69.99 at drugstore.com,
while the same number of 100-milligram
Zoloft tablets costs $70.99. Cut the larger
dose in half, and you have got a 50%
savings.

Of course, not all tablets can or
should be split, Mr. Welder warns. Some
are too hard or have special coatings,
and some drugs, especially heart medica-
tions, have critical dosages that
shouldn’t be tampered with. There is also
the worry that perhaps an elderly patient
may not do it properly.

Another warning: Don’t sacrifice con-
sistency of care to cut costs on prescrip-
tion drugs, no matter how great the sav-
ings. Pharmacists and doctors need to
know all of the medicines you are taking,
and tracking can get complicated when
making purchases from multiple sources.

“A la carte shopping for your drugs is
a bad idea” because that makes it hard
for a pharmacist to guard against danger-
ous drug interactions, says Todd An-
drews, a representative for drugstore
chain CVS Corp.

Sorting OutMultivitamins

Dow Jones Newswires
LONDON—Regulators in three Eu-

ropean nations have refused to ap-
prove the sale of AstraZeneca PLC’s
cholesterol drug Crestor.

The drug maker, which has been
pinning hopes on the product, said it
will hold talks with regulators in the
three countries—Germany, Spain
and Norway—with a focus on reword-
ing Crestor’s label. Neither AstraZen-
eca nor the German regulator would
say exactly what aspect of the label

needs reworking, but analysts said it
is likely related to side effects from
higher dosages.

Crestor has yet to be approved in
the U.S. and Japan, the world’s two
biggest drug markets.

The drug, which would compete
with Pfizer Inc.’s Lipitor, has been
approved in 14 other countries of the
European Union. That usually leads
automatically to approval in the rest
of the region but regulators are al-
lowed to opt out of mutual recogni-
tion if they have concerns.

Drug to Treat
Peanut Allergies
Shows Promise

HEALTH & FAMILY

Routes to Savings
It’s no secret that brand-name drugs cost far more than generics. But what’s not well known is that there are considerable 
price differences in generics, depending on where you buy them.  The chart below shows the range of prices for fluoxetine, 
the generic equivalent of Prozac, which is one of
the most commonly prescribed drugs. Prices for
branded Prozac are also shown for comparison.

Rachel Yu and Francesco Fiondella/The Wall Street Journal
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*Independent pharmacies in New York City

Notes: Prices for Internet pharmacies do not include 
shipping charges, which can range from $1.50 per 
prescription to $15 per order. Chain and non-chain store 
prices may vary considerably depending on location.

Sources: American Institute for Research (AIR) analysis of Scott Levin; Bureau of Labor Statistics data; IMS Health; NIHCM Foundation; Labor Department; Prozac credit: Phototake
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www.DestinationRx.com – Searches the major online pharmacies for the best deals on 
prescription and OTC medications. A great starting point for your bargain hunting.

www.theunadvertisedbrand.com – Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan’s clearinghouse 
for information on generic drugs, including a savings calculator that compares popular 
brands to their generics equivalents.

www.aarp.org/wiseuse/oregon-table.html – the AARP and the State of Oregon 
teamed up to present this useful comparison on the safety and effectiveness of drugs 
that treat various conditions, such as high cholesterol and arthritis.  
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 Buy generic: On average, brand-name drugs 
cost about three times more than their generic 
equivalents. 

 If possible, buy in bulk: Some, though not all, 
medications are cheaper this way, provided your 
doctor will write out a multimonth prescription.

 Web pharmacies are almost always cheaper 
than brick-and-mortars: Be sure to consider 
shipping costs, and stick to sites that have 
VIPPS accreditation, a seal of approval from the
National Association of Boards of Pharmacy.

 Consider shopping across the border: For 
popular brand-name drugs, we found Canadian 
online pharmacies usually beat out their U.S. 
counterparts, but it’s a closer call for most 
generics. 

 Don’t assume chain pharmacies will have 
better prices than little ones: The New York 
Department of Consumer Affairs found that 
prices for the same drug can vary widely among 
pharmacies in the same neighborhood in New 
York City. In some cases, the independents 
charged significantly less than the chains.
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By ANDREA PETERSEN

A prospective new drug appears to
greatly help people who suffer from pea-
nut allergies, a sometimes-fatal condi-
tion that afflicts 1.5 million Americans.

The drug, TNX-901, is being heralded
as a potential breakthrough because it is
the first real preventive treatment for
peanut allergies. Now, the only way to
skirt a reaction is to avoid the offending
food.

The drug, which is administered via
monthly shots in a doctor’s office, is
likely to be expensive, with some physi-
cians anticipating a price tag of about
$10,000 a year. It will likely be available
to consumers in three to four years.

“With food allergies, there is the con-
stant worry of a reaction and the possibil-
ity of death,” said Anne Muñoz-Furlong,
founder of the patient advocacy group
the Food Allergy & Anaphylaxis Net-
work, during a news conference at the
annual meeting of the American Acad-
emy of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology
in Denver, where the study was released.
“This study is a ray of hope.”

According to a studybeing published in
this week’s New England Journal of Medi-
cine, patients treated with TNX-901 were
able to eat the equivalent of nine peanuts
before having a reaction. Before treat-
ment, patients could tolerate only half a
peanut before developing allergic symp-
toms. While researchers cautioned that
the drug isn’t a cure for peanut allergies,
they are hopeful that the drug could
greatly reduce reactions caused by acci-
dental ingestion of peanut products. Most
dangerous reactions occur when patients
unknowingly consume small amounts of
peanut products. Symptoms of a reaction
include vomiting, hives, wheezing and
deadly drops in blood pressure.

Janice Lee of Maplewood, N.J., is anx-
iously awaiting the new drug. In October,
her 15-year-old son Matthew had a near-
fatal reaction to peanut products in some
take-out Chinese food. “His heart
stopped beating and he stopped breath-
ing,” she said. “It is like a time bomb.”

Patients experiencing a reaction are
treated with a shot of epinephrine, adren-
aline that helps counter the reaction.

The new drug, which is a collabora-
tion between three companies, Tanox
Inc., Genentech Inc. and Novartis AG, is
part of a new class of allergy drugs that
block a protein called Immunoglobulin E,
the catalyst that launches the compli-
cated immune-system process that leads
to a host of allergic symptoms.


