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Prescription Drug Assistance
Programs
Prescription drugs can cost a lot, especially those used to treat cancer. The American
Cancer Society is committed to helping people find ways to get the prescription drugs
they need at prices they can manage.
People can often get help with the cost of their medicines from public and private
programs. Some of these programs have options for people to buy drugs at discounted
prices. Others help people who can’t afford any part of their medicine costs.
To help you find the best options for getting your medicine, we’ve spoken to pharmacists
and drug companies and searched the Internet for reliable information. There are drug
assistance programs for people who:
• Need financial help
• Are 55 or older
• Have Medicare or are eligible for Medicare
• Have no prescription drug coverage and live on a limited income
• Have insurance
• Have income levels low enough to qualify for Medicaid
• Want to save money on prescription drugs
• Want to buy drugs online
These drug assistance programs are all different, and each has certain requirements that
must be met. You’ll need to give them information, including the exact names of the
drugs you take. Before you start, ask your doctor or nurse to write this down for each
drug:
• Name of drug
• Dose (how much medicine is in each pill, or how much liquid you use at a time)
• How many pills (or how much liquid) you take at a time

•

How often you take it

You’ll also need to give information about yourself and your finances. All the programs
will make you complete an application form, and most will require information from your
doctor. We give you step-by-step advice on how to do all of this in the section called “If
you’re planning to apply for drug assistance.”

To get help paying for your prescriptions
If you’re having trouble paying for your prescriptions, or if you need help, here are 2
groups that represent a lot of different patient drug assistance programs. They can be
good places to start when you’re trying to find out if you can get help.

Partnership for Prescription Assistance
Website: www.pparx.org
Toll-free number: 1-888-4PPA-NOW (1-888-477-2669)
The Partnership for Prescription Assistance (PPA) is a free service to help people who
don’t have prescription drug coverage find assistance programs that are right for them.
The service is run by a group of drug companies, health care providers, patient advocacy
organizations, and community groups. PPA is connected to more than 475 public and
private patient assistance programs, including nearly 200 programs offered by
biopharmaceutical companies. They also have information on free drug discount cards
funded by private companies, which can help reduce your costs for certain brand or
generic drugs.
To find programs that may be helpful to you, call their toll-free number or fill out the
confidential online form. You’ll be asked about:
• The drugs you take
• Your age
• Where you live
• Your annual income
• Number of people living in your household
• Insurance and prescription drug coverage, if you have it
If you fill out the online form, your answers are quickly compared to the requirements for
the different programs, and you’ll be able to see a list of programs that might be able to
help you. From there, you can download each program’s application form and learn how
to apply.
Both phone and online services are available in Spanish or English.

Your doctor or nurse can also use the website to find programs for you. They may be able
to complete the application forms for you and send them by e-mail or fax.
Scam Alert: There are people who call, email, or go door-to-door who say they’re with
PPA and ask for money or personal information. PPA does not ask for money and doesn’t
call or email people. Contact the PPA directly if someone does this to you.

NeedyMeds, Inc.
Website: www.needymeds.org
Toll-free number: 1-800-503-6897
The NeedyMeds website provides information about many drug assistance programs. It
includes some of the same programs as the Partnership for Prescription Assistance, but in
a format that might be simpler for some people to use.
NeedyMeds, Inc. only offers information about drug assistance programs. They do not
help with problems or help you search for drug assistance programs.
NeedyMeds, Inc. also has its own drug discount card that you can print out for free
online. It can be used in certain drugstores, but you can’t use it along with your
insurance.
Scam Alert: There are lookalike websites that say they’re with NeedyMeds that ask for
money. NeedyMeds does not ask for money for its information. Contact NeedyMeds if
you see anything like this.

If you are 55 or older
BenefitsCheckUp
Website: www.benefitscheckup.org (select “Find Help”)
Provided by the National Council on the Aging, BenefitsCheckUp is an online resource
for people age 55 and older who find it hard to pay for their medicines, health care,
utilities, food, and other basic needs. BenefitsCheckUp helps you find state, federal, and
private benefits programs where you live. This resource includes programs in all 50 states
and the District of Columbia.
By answering questions about where you live, your income, and your medicines, this
service can find drug assistance programs that are available to you.
The website also includes other questionnaires that search for programs to help with rent,
food, housing, property taxes, and other needs.

If you have Medicare or are eligible for
Medicare
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
Website: www.medicare.gov
Toll-free number: 1-800-MEDICARE (1-800-633-4227). English- and Spanish-speaking
staff are available at this number 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
Medicare is the United States’ health insurance program for people age 65 or older,
although certain younger people with disabilities might also qualify.
This federal government website can help you sign up for Medicare (if you’re 65 or
older) and choose the right Medicare-approved prescription drug plan (called the Part D
plan) based on where you live, your income, and the drugs you take. You can join a Part
D plan during open enrollment if you already have Medicare Part A and/or Part B. If you
had prescription coverage and recently lost it, you may be able to enroll at times other
than open enrollment. Contact Medicare or check online to see if you can do this.
You may qualify for “Extra Help” if you have very limited income and assets but don’t
get Medicaid. If you qualify for Extra Help, you may not have to pay a premium,
deductible, or co-payments for Medicare Part D. You can apply or get more information
about this by calling Social Security (see the “To learn more” section). Some people
automatically get Extra Help and don’t need to apply, such as those who get
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), or those who already have full Medicaid and
Medicare.
If you’re enrolled in a state pharmacy assistance program, including Medicaid, you will
probably also be enrolled in Medicare Part D. If you have prescription drug coverage
through your current health insurance or get discounts on your prescriptions through
other programs, review your coverage closely to see if the Medicare drug plan will save
you more money on your prescriptions.
If you don’t qualify for Extra Help, Medicare also keeps a list of drugs that are on private
prescription drug assistance plans. You can find the list on their website at
www.medicare.gov/pharmaceutical-assistance-program/index.aspx. You can search by
the drug name and find details on the programs and their contact information.
You can learn more details about the Medicare Part D drug plans and how to choose one
in our document called Medicare Part D: Things People With Cancer May Want To
Know. You can read it on our website, or call us to have a free copy mailed to you.

Medicare Access for Patients Rx
Website: www.maprx.info

Medicare Access for Patients Rx, called MAPRx, links you to information about
Medicare Part D, also called the Medicare Prescription Drug Program. It answers
common questions about Medicare Part D, and has a state-by-state listing of other
possible resources and programs.
MAPRx does not directly serve Medicare recipients, but it’s a good, easy-to-use source
of information about Medicare and drug coverage. Free fact sheets can be downloaded
from the website or from related website links.

If you have limited income and no drug
coverage
Other drug discount cards
Several companies and foundations offer drug discount cards. The cards offer the user
discounts on certain brand name prescription drugs. Some offer discounts on a few
generic drugs, too.
There are different limits and requirements on who can get a card. Different cards also
discount different drugs. Contact the Partnership for Prescription Assistance or
NeedyMeds, Inc. (see above) to find drug discount cards. One or more of them may be
helpful to you, depending on which prescription drugs you take.
Some pharmacies, large and small, now offer their own drug discount cards for free. Ask
your local drugstore about them.
These cards are not insurance, and they are not part of Medicare Part D. They offer
limited discounts on certain drugs, which can help some people. You may also want to
see the section, “If your income is low: Look into Medicaid.”

Choosing a drug discount card
Look at all the costs of the card. Some discount cards say they are free, but have yearly
fees up to $100 or more. Others charge prescription shipping and handling fees that can
cost you more than the discount. And some companies that say they offer free drugs
charge a processing fee for each prescription. These costs can add up quickly.

Ask about shipping fees, annual fees, and processing fees before you sign up for a card.
If you’re trying to save money, it’s probably best not to get a card that wants money from
you. Partnership for Prescription Assistance offers a list of discount cards that are not
associated with PPA, but have been checked out and meet their requirements. PPA also
has more information on discount drug cards that might help you pick a better card.

You may find a drug discount card with the name of your city or county on it. These
cards give money to the city or county each time you use it to fill a prescription.
Sometimes the card can save you money, but other times using it can end up costing you.
The card may not always give you the cheapest price. Always ask if you’re getting the
cheapest price for the drug before you commit to using any card to fill a prescription.
Also keep in mind that some drug discount cards collect your information and might use
it to try to sell you other products. Read the fine print before you sign up for a card.
Always compare the cost of the medicines no matter which card you use. Find out if the
medicines you take are discounted. If you have more than one card, your pharmacist can
often tell you the cheapest way to get your medicine. Also see the section, “Tips to save
money on prescription drugs.”

Store-based drug discount programs
Some large drugstores, grocery stores, and discount chains offer certain generic
prescriptions at very low rates. You may need to call around to a number of places to find
the cheapest source for your medicine. Again, you’ll need to know the exact name of the
drug and how to spell it, how much of the drug you take in each dose, and the number of
doses you need in a month’s supply.

If you have health insurance
Most of the programs below only help pay for drugs used to treat certain medical
conditions. The list of illnesses is quite limited in most cases, and it can change from
month to month. You’ll have to check with each program to find out if you qualify for
help. Some of these also help pay for insurance premiums, if you have a disease or
condition on their list.

HealthWell Foundation
Website: www.healthwellfoundation.org
Toll-free number: 1-800-675-8416
HealthWell Foundation is a non-profit group that helps certain people who can’t pay for
their prescription drugs, health care premiums, co-pays, and/or deductibles. It can also
help with some other out-of-pocket health care costs.
The program serves only people who have the health conditions listed on their website.
Only a few cancer-related problems are covered. Types of help may be limited, even to
those who qualify and have a condition that’s covered.

Patient Advocate Foundation Co-Pay Relief
Website: www.copays.org
Toll-free number: 1-866-512-3861

The Patient Advocate Foundation Co-Pay Relief Assistance Program helps people who
meet certain requirements pay for the prescriptions and treatments they need. This
program is only for people with certain medical conditions who already have insurance
(including Medicare or Medicaid). Only certain types of cancer are included in the
program. They are listed on the website.
The website and telephone assistance are available in English and Spanish.

Patient Services, Incorporated
Website: www.patientservicesinc.org
Toll-free number: 1-800-366-7741
Patient Services Incorporated (PSI) is a national, non-profit group that helps people with
certain chronic illnesses and their families pay their health insurance premiums and drug
co-pays. Only people with a few types of cancer are included in this program (see the
website for the list of covered illnesses). People who have these conditions and need help
paying health insurance premiums or co-pays are helped based on their medical and
financial need.

Patient Access Network Foundation
Website: www.panfoundation.org
Toll-free number: 1-866-316-PANF (1-866-316-7263)
The Patient Access Network Foundation (PANF) is a non-profit group that helps some
under-insured people who can’t afford the out-of-pockets costs of medical care. The
program helps people with certain medical conditions who meet their financial,
insurance, and medical requirements. Only a few types of cancer are included in their
program, and they are listed on the PANF website.

If your income is low: Look into Medicaid
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
Website: www.cms.gov/MedicaidGenInfo/
Medicaid is a state-run program funded by the federal and state government. It helps
people and families who have very limited incomes. Medicaid pays for health care costs,
such as doctor visits, hospital visits, and prescription drugs. You can find eligibility
requirements and general information at the website above.

State health departments
Because each state’s Medicaid program is run by that state, income cut-offs, asset limits,
and benefits vary from one state to another. In some states, the progam may have a

different name (TennCare, Medi-Cal, etc.) Contact your State Health Department for
more information on requirements and how to apply.
To find your State Health Department, check your local phone book or call the US
Department of Health and Human Services at this toll-free number: 1-877-696-6775. You
can also find it online at http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/help.

Tips to save money on prescription drugs
When you buy medicines, keep in mind these ways to help cut costs:
• Find out if your health plan offers mail-order pharmacy service. You can often get a
90-day supply of medicines mailed to you, which costs less because you pay 1 co-pay
instead of 3.
• Ask your doctor if generic drugs can be used to treat your health problems. Generics
are proven equivalents to brand name drugs and often cost much less than brand name
drugs. Some health plans charge lower co-pays for generic drugs.
• Take all your medicines with you to each health care appointment, and review them
with your doctor to see if you still need everything you’re taking.
• Use free samples with caution. Talk with your doctor about future treatment plans
before you accept free samples – they may lead to an expensive brand name
prescription later.
Discount prescription cards. If you are looking at getting a discount prescription card,
here are some questions you should think about:
• Are the prescription drugs you need covered by the discount card?
• How much does the card discount your medicines?
• Are the prices lower than other discounts (such as senior discounts) already offered
by your pharmacy?
• Is there a charge or fee for the card? If so, how much?
• Are there processing fees for prescriptions?
• Does your pharmacy accept the discount card?
Online comparisons and coupons. Check online at GoodRx.com or WeRx.com to shop
for the best price on each prescription drug at stores in your area. You can use these free
websites whether or not you have insurance coverage. They also offer coupons that you
can use to get even lower prices. This can be very helpful if you don’t have drug
coverage.
If you do have insurance coverage, you can still compare prices, but you might not be
able to use the coupon if you plan to use your insurance to help pay for the drug. The

GoodRx website warns that the price you pay won’t count against your plan’s yearly
deductible, and it’s unclear about whether it can count against your out-of-pocket
maximum. Read the coupon terms carefully. It might still be worth using it if your drug
cost with the coupon is lower than your insurance co-pay, but it might not if you have a
high-deductible insurance plan and the deductible hasn’t been met for the year. If you
still want to use a coupon from one of these sites, check with your insurance plan and see
if they’ll count what you spend on the drug against your yearly deductible and out-ofpocket maximum. If your plan says “yes,” you’ll have to send them detailed receipts.

If you’re thinking about buying drugs online
The American Cancer Society does not have an official policy on buying drugs online or
in other countries, but you might find this information helpful.

Safety first
Buying prescription drugs online may save you about 20% to 30%, but in most cases,
there’s no way to guarantee the product’s safety. Counterfeit drugs are everywhere. If
you buy medical products online, be aware that:
• Buying medicines from an illegal website puts you at risk. You might get a tainted or
fake product, the wrong product, the wrong dose, or a pill with no active ingredient at
all. (Read on to learn how to find trustworthy websites.)
• Taking an unsafe medicine puts you at risk for serious health problems and harmful
drug interactions. When illegal websites sell drugs that are not what they’re supposed
to be, you don’t know what you are taking. If you get the wrong medicine, it won’t
help the health problem it was prescribed for. There’s also no way to avoid the risk of
serious drug interactions and unexpected or unknown side effects.
• Getting a prescription drug by filling out a questionnaire without seeing a doctor can
be very risky to your health. When you fill out a questionnaire, the answers often do
not give a health care professional enough information to decide a drug is right for
you, safe for you to use, whether another treatment may be better, or if you have an
underlying medical condition that could make using that drug harmful to you. The
American Medical Association has found that this practice is generally below the
standard for medical care – it’s best to see a doctor.

What to look for in an online pharmacy
Consider these tips for finding a trustworthy pharmacy when buying health products
online:
• Contact the National Association of Boards of Pharmacy (at www.nabp.net or 847391-4406) to find out if a website is a licensed pharmacy in good standing. They also
have a special section with information about buying drugs online, counterfeit drugs,
and websites to avoid.

• Check the pharmacy’s website for the National Association of Boards of Pharmacy’s
Verified Internet Pharmacy Practice Sites SealCM, also known as a VIPPS® Seal.
• Look for easy-to-find and easy-to-understand privacy and security policies. Don’t
give out personal information (your social security number, date of birth, credit card
number, or health history) unless you are sure that the site will protect this
information. Make sure the site will not share your information with others without
your permission.

What to avoid in online pharmacies
• Don’t buy from sites that offer to prescribe a prescription drug for the first time
without a physical exam’
• Don’t buy from sites that offer to sell a prescription drug without a prescription.
• Don’t buy from sites that sell drugs not approved by FDA.
• Avoid sites that do not identify with whom you are dealing. This includes those that
send “spam” emails to strangers to advertise their drugs.
• Don’t buy from sites that do not give you a US street address and phone number to
contact if there’s a problem. Look at the “Contact Us” page on the website to find this
before you place an order. Sites that offer only email or internet contact information
are more likely to be based in a country different from the one they claim. Some
could even be hiding from regulators or government authorities.
• Don’t do business with sites that do not have a registered pharmacist to answer
questions.

Other tips for safer purchases from online pharmacies
• It’s illegal to import drugs bought from foreign websites. The risks are greater, and
very little can be done if you get ripped off. Be aware that some websites don’t tell
the truth about which country they ship from. Many sites that have claimed to be
Canadian, for instance, turn out not to be in Canada. The drugs were not made in
Canada, either.
• Talk to your health care professional before using any medicines for the first time.
• See the “To learn more” section for information from the US Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) on how to safely order drugs online.

Fraud alert
There are websites that use fraud to get people looking for cheaper drugs to buy other
things, like “natural cures,” secret remedies, and herbs. They’re often set up outside the

United States, which makes it hard for US authorities to track them down despite the fact
that they violate US laws and safety regulations.
• Beware of sites that advertise a “new cure” for a serious illness or a quick cure-all for
a wide range of illnesses.
• Be careful of sites that use pictures and impressive-sounding words to hide their lack
of good science and careful studies.
• Avoid sites that claim the government, the medical profession, or research scientists
have worked together to keep people from finding out about or using a product.
• Steer clear of sites that offer stories claiming amazing results as the main proof that
their product works. These stories are usually impossible to verify; and even if they
are true, they don’t mean that the product caused the good outcome.
For more information about products that are not part of mainstream health care, see our
document called Complementary and Alternative Methods and Cancer.
To check out claims of new cancer treatments or cures, see Learning About New Cancer
Treatments. This document explains the process that new treatments must go through
before they are approved for general use.

Other ideas to explore
Ask your doctor or a member of your cancer team for a referral to a social worker at your
clinic or hospital. Sometimes social workers know of local resources, and they often
know a lot about requirements for help from your state.
You might be able to find other public and private resources on your own, including:
• Federal programs for military personnel or veterans
• State programs for seniors, disabled, or low income people
• County, city, or community programs
• Churches and religious or charity groups
• Patient advocacy groups
You might want to look online, in your local phone book, or talk to others about
resources in your area. Ask these organizations about drug assistance programs. Even if
they have none themselves, they may be able to help you find an agency that does.

Applying for a patient drug assistance
program
Please know that each pharmaceutical (drug) company with a patient assistance program
sets requirements for its own program. The requirements vary from one company to the
next, but in general, you are more likely to qualify if:
• You are not covered by a private insurance plan that pays for your prescription drugs.
• You are insured, but your plan doesn’t pay for one or more of the drugs your doctor
prescribed.
• You do not qualify for any government (state or federal) program that will pay for
your prescription drugs.
• Payment for your prescription drugs at the retail price will cause you a financial
hardship.
• You complete their application process and give the company all the required
information.
Some programs allow your doctor to simply write a letter stating that you have a financial
hardship. This is where your doctor can play a key role in the application process.

How to apply to a drug assistance program
Get copies of the application forms.
First, you’ll need to get an application for each program you wish to apply to. If you’re
taking more than one drug, you can apply to more than one program. (You can get the
applications by printing them from the websites or calling the program to have them sent
to you.)

Follow instructions carefully.
After you have the application forms, read and follow the instructions on each form very
carefully. For the most part, they will need your name, address, and contact information.
Some forms request proof of income, and you must provide this to get help. It can usually
be copies of your paycheck stubs for the past 3 months, last year’s income tax form, a
social security benefit letter, or other proof of income listed on the instructions.
You must answer each question. If you don’t, the application might be rejected.

Ask your doctor to help.
Take each application form to your doctor. He or she will need to fill in medical
information, including a prescription for your drugs.

Mail the forms to the drug companies.
Be sure that your doctor’s office mails the forms to each drug company. If you mail the
forms yourself, be sure to include the prescriptions that go with each application.
The drug company will review and decide whether to approve your application. If
approved, the drugs are mailed within a few weeks, usually to your doctor’s office, at no
cost to you. Your doctor will give them to you.

Re-apply for refills.
To keep the supply of drugs coming, you’ll need to re-apply with a new prescription from
your doctor a few weeks before you run out of the drug. Some drug companies will
include a renewal application in your shipment; with others you may need to call for a
renewal form. It’s up to you to submit your refill request in time.

Helpful tips
• Remember that drug companies rely on your doctor’s recommendations, so your
doctor plays a key role in your acceptance. If your doctor doesn’t know about these
programs, ask him or her to call or go to the website of the assistance program you
are looking at.
• Make copies of all the filled out forms and letters before mailing them. Keep your
copies in a safe place so that you can use them to fill out the renewal requests.
• If a drug company doesn’t approve your application, ask your doctor to prescribe a
different or generic medicine, and then re-apply to the new drug company.

If you don’t live in the United States
Sometimes a person who lives outside the US wants to fill prescriptions in the US for
drugs that they can’t get in their own country. Before that can happen, a doctor licensed
in the US must actually write the prescription.
If this isn’t possible, you can try contacting the drug company to find out if there’s any
way for you to get the drug in the country where you live.

To learn more
More information from your American Cancer Society
We have a lot more information that you might find helpful. Explore www.cancer.org or
call our National Cancer Information Center toll-free number, 1-800-227-2345. We’re
here to help you any time, day or night.

National organizations and websites*
US Food and Drug Administration
Toll-free number: 1-888-463-6332 (1-888-INFO-FDA)
Website: www.fda.gov
Has information on buying medicines online:
Buying Prescription Medicines Online: A Consumer Safety Guide can be ordered
by phone or read online at:
www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/ucm080588.htm
The Possible Dangers of Buying Medicines over the Internet can be ordered by
phone or read online at:
www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates/ucm048396.htm
Department of Health and Human Services – HHS
Toll-free number: 1-877-696-6775
Website: www.hhs.gov
General information on Medicaid, including eligibility requirements, can be
found at: www.medicaid.gov
Medicare
Toll-free number: 1-800-633-4227
Website: www.medicare.gov
Has detailed information on Medicare, as well as Medicare Part D prescription
drug coverage and keeping costs down during the Part D coverage gap (donut
hole) in some of the plans and getting help with costs (Extra Help)
Social Security Administration (SSA)
Toll-free number: 1-800-772-1213
TTY: 1-800-325-0778
Website: www.socialsecurity.gov
For referrals to your local SSA and Medicare/Medicaid offices
*Inclusion on this list does not imply endorsement by the American Cancer Society.

No matter who you are, we can help. Contact us anytime, day or night, for information
and support. Call us at 1-800-227-2345 or visit www.cancer.org.
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