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You may have heard the term “drug importation” in recent months, but what is that referring to? It’s simply 

obtaining medications from a company outside of the U.S. and importing them into the U.S. This may seem 

harmless, but is there a hidden cost associated with this practice?

It is unlawful to import human drug products unless they are FDA-approved, properly labeled, listed, and 

imported by or for an FDA-registered manufacturer. In spite of these legal restrictions, we are aware that 

several International Prescription Providers (IPPs) have entered the U.S. market to promote and facilitate drug 

importation from outside of the U.S., including countries like Canada and the Cayman Islands. These 

companies may include CanaRx, ISaveRx, Price MDs, RxDepot, and others. We understand that IPPs may 

improperly rely on the FDA’s discretionary –limited use– personal importation policy to support their business 

operations. Express Scripts does not believe that the discretionary personal importation policy provides a 

patient safety and a lawful regulatory pathway to support importation of drugs for personal use. Our foremost 

concern is about the safety and well-being of our members, and the importation of drugs puts our members at 

risk. Based on this, we have made a decision not to partner with or support any IPP programs.

Things to remember when asked about Drug Importation:

• Drugs imported under the discretionary Personal Importation Policy (IPP) are unapproved drugs, which:

• are not approved for use and sale in the United States.

• are not reviewed by the FDA for safety, effectiveness, quality, or adequate labeling.

• do not follow the same supply chain security requirements that approved drugs must, which  

makes them vulnerable to counterfeiting.

• are not included in U.S. government monitored adverse event reporting or product tracing systems.

• Drugs may be too strong, not strong enough, or adulterated.

• Drugs may not be accompanied by approved, adequate directions for use or safety labeling.

• International shipments can take several weeks and are subject to U.S. and foreign custom check points, 

along with inspections and seizures, which could result in disruption or delays of important therapies.

• There’s a greater risk of storage and handling issues, which means the drugs could be in shipment longer 

and there’s a higher frequency at which the drugs change shipping carriers.

• Limited information is available to pharmacists to perform any comprehensive drug utilization reviews to 

determine if the drug may cause a drug-to-drug interaction, is contraindicated, or is otherwise inappropriate 

for use in the patient.

• There’s a limited access to pharmacist consultation, which, coupled with inadequate labeling, could put 

patients at greater risk for misuse.

While we all want to provide access to affordable medications and know that members are always in need of 

lower cost drugs, there is so much more to consider when it comes to drug importation than just price to 

ensure the safety and overall satisfaction of your groups and members. Please reach out to your Market 

Development Director if you want to discuss this topic in greater depth. 

Kathy Moreland

Market Development Director

August 27, 2021

Importing medications 

into the U.S., but at 

what “cost”?


