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QUETIAPINE: USE PLAIN TABLETS WHERE POSSIBLE
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WHAT ARE THE COSTS? (30 days, from MIMS/Drug Tariff, March 2016)
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Comparative costs of plain (IR), branded MR*and Quetiapine MR at Drug Tariff  prices.                  *price based on Zaluron XL, other brands may be recommended locally.





WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?


In 2012 quetiapine came off patent and the price of the plain (or immediate release, IR) tablets has fallen dramatically due to the availability of generic products. 


The cost of modified release (MR) quetiapine preparations remains significantly higher, despite introduction of a number of cheaper brands. However for many common doses the Drug Tariff price is based on the original brand, Seroquel( (see cost chart).


In the 6 months to September 2015, 80% of prescriptions for quetiapine tablets in Primary Care in the East Midlands were for the IR formulation. The remaining 20% of prescriptions for MR tablets accounted for over 88% of the total cost of this drug.  


If 90% of prescriptions were for the IR, rather than the MR formulation, over £1.5 million would be available annually in the East Midlands to spend on other treatments.





WHAT IS THE EVIDENCE?


Quetiapine is licensed for the treatment of schizophrenia and treatment/prevention of moderate to severe mania or major depression in bipolar disorder.  The MR formulation is also licensed as an add-on in treating major depressive disorder.


The plain tablets are taken twice daily for most indications but once daily for depression in bipolar disorder. The MR formulation is taken once daily and although this may be more convenient there is a lack of evidence that it improves long term adherence compared with doses taken twice daily.


The differences between the pharmacokinetic profiles of IR and MR formulations are minimal, the maximum plasma concentration and the total amount of drug absorbed for quetiapine MR administered once daily are comparable with those using twice daily doses of the IR formulation.1 Twice daily dosing with the IR product has been confirmed to provide continuity of effect on receptors in the CNS, using positron emission tomography (PET) studies.2 


In schizophrenia, one study which assessed switching between the two formulations found efficacy was maintained with no significant differences in safety or tolerability between the two formulations3.  


The plain tablets are absorbed more rapidly than the MR formulation and this may sometimes cause sedation, but this can be mitigated by giving a greater proportion of the daily dose at bedtime.


Many local health communities have protocols in place to encourage prescribing of IR quetiapine tablets. Where an MR formulation is agreed to be necessary, prescribing of their recommended brand of MR product is preferable to prescribing it generically.  





KEY MESSAGES


The cost of generic immediate-release (IR) quetiapine is now low but modified release (MR) quetiapine tablets remain much more expensive. The IR tablets should therefore be used where possible and these should be prescribed generically.


There are minimal differences in pharmacokinetics between the IR and MR formulations.  The total daily dose can usually be split to be taken twice daily using the IR formulation. In the treatment of depression in bipolar disorder the IR tablets are recommended to be taken once daily.  


If sedation following the morning dose is an issue, the daily dose can be split asymmetrically to give a greater proportion of the dose in the evening.  


Patients should be fully involved in the decision regarding the choice of formulation and provided with information and support to promote adherence.


If there are compelling reasons to use MR quetiapine, prescribe a lower cost product by brand name. Do not prescribe quetiapine MR generically as this is more expensive.
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