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As all stakeholders—health care providers, patients, insurers, employers, policy mak-
ers, and drug manufacturers—look to improve health care costs and quality, one area 
of special interest is medication adherence. 

Although the problem is simple—people don’t always take their medication as directed—the 
impact is profound. Countless studies have found that medication adherence directly impacts 
both health care quality and cost.

The issue is so important that the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services attributes up 
to 18 percent of its Star Ratings to measures related to medication adherence. In addition, the 
Optum Institute’s Sustainable Health Community Index has found that medication adherence 
rates are highly correlated with other key quality measures, such as avoidable hospitalizations. 

To receive high quality ratings, lower costs and improve outcomes, it’s imperative for plans to 
address medication adherence issues.

Snapshot: Medication Adherence

Higher levels of medication adherence can lead to lower health 
care costs and improved outcomes.
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$290 billion, or 13 percent of total health care expenditures1  

The annual cost of non-adherence and suboptimal prescribing, drug administration, 
and diagnosis.

$100 billion2  
Direct costs of medication non-adherence in the U.S.

125,0003 
Annual number of deaths caused by medication non-adherence

Cost

Quality

Community Impact
Communities with the highest composite cost/quality scores = communities 
with the highest medication adherence among commercial populations4

88% 
Hypertension drug 
medication adherence 
rates among high-
performing communities5

10 
Percentage points or 
more between the 
worst and best tier communities6

70%–
90% 
Average medication 
adherence rates across conditions and 
communities7

53% 
Medication 
adherence rates  
for asthma drugs among lower-
performing communities8

Conditions and Adherence,  
By the Numbers

According to the Optum Index, 
medication adherence and community 
performance are directly related.

The High Potential of 
Medication Adherence 
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A Key Measure for Health Plans’ Quality Ratings
The need to enhance medication adherence plays a lead role in the Stars quality framework. 
According to some estimates, medication adherence accounts for a total net impact of 18 
percent of a plan’s overall rating. As a result, a 3.4-star plan that succeeds in upgrading 
medication adherence can potentially improve to a 4-star rating and see significant increases in 
quality bonuses.

 17 of the 53 Stars categories relate to  
Part D measures  Part D measures heavily influence eight Part C measures.

4 
pharmacy measures 
have a 3 weighting. 

Three new medication adherence Star ratings were 
announced in 2012: diabetes, blood pressure and cholesterol. 

The result: A weighted impact equal to 10.7% of the overall Star rating.

Outcomes and Spend

In addition to combating cost, 
improving adherence also 
improves clinical outcomes. An 
assessment of studies on the 
issue found:

86% 
showed medication adherence 
positively affects clinical 
outcomes.9

81% 
showed adherence helps avoid 
the use of higher acuity, 
more expensive services, 
particularly hospitalizations and 
ER visits.10

57% 
indicated beneficial economic 
outcomes. Adherence drives 
up the pharmacy spend, 
but resultant lower medical 
costs more than offset the 
medication increase.11

50%
Approximately  

of a plan’s performance  
on Stars can be tracked back 
to Part D performance.
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Community and  
Demographic Factors

According to Optum Institute 
data14, a variety of community 
and demographic factors can 
impact adherence rates.

Optum Index Shows Geographic Variation in Medication Adherence
According to data analyzed by the Optum Institute, commercial population medication 
adherence—a key patient-centered care measure—varies widely across communities. The 
Institute’s Index, which provides a baseline for measuring community performance nationwide, 
finds that medication adherence rates are generally higher in the North and lower in the 
South. Analyzing low to high performance (worst decile to best decile), medication adherence 
improves 10 percentage points or more.12

Commercial Population Medication Adherence13 What factors impact low 
adherence rates?

What factors impact 
high adherence rates?

Poor health behaviors

Low health literacy

Male

Middle  Older age

Economic resources

Better education

Access to primary care
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To learn more about the Optum Institute’s research on medication  
adherence, as well as other key enablers of health care sustainability, 
visit institute.optum.com

The Optum Index

The index represents 306 communities that cover the nation, defined as hospital referral regions (HRRs). Each represents a regional market for 
medical care that includes the services of at least one major hospital referral center. HRRs were developed by The Dartmouth Health Institute 
and are used extensively in health services research and policy analysis.

Results are presented in heat maps that place communities into high-to-low-performance deciles and in tables which provide details on the 
rankings.
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