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The Massachusetts Drug Interchange Law, 
commonly referred to as the Generic Drug 
Law, was passed in  1976, by Governor 
Michael S. Dukakis, as a means of curbing 
medical costs while still providing quality 
medication. The law requires the creation of 
the Drug Formulary Commission which has 
the responsibility of developing a list of 
interchangeable drugs. The law also requires 
the use of a standard prescription form which 
i s  designed to encourage practitioners to 
prescribe generic or lower cost brand-name 
drugs. 

WHAT IS A GENERIC DRUG? 
A generic-named drug is  the official name 

of a drug. 

EXAMPLE: 

Librium (Brand-Name) 

Chlordiazepoxide (Generic Name) 

W H O  MAKES GENERIC DRUGS? 
Ninety percent of generic drugs are made 
by the major drug companies. Brand-name 
drugs have an exclusive market during 
their initial patent protection period (ap- 
proximately 17 years). After the patent 
expires, other manufacturers can produce 
an equivalent drug under either a generic 
name or alternate brand name. A com- 
pany may produce both the brand name 
and generic product. 

ARE GENERIC DRUGS SAFE? 
- ----- - 

All drugs coming onto the market must be 
state and federally approved. Both brand- 
name and generic products must meet 
official Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
standards for safety, strength, purity and 
effectiveness. The FDA also subjects 4 
drug manufacturers to factory inspection 
and sample testing. 

I n  Massachusetts, before being approved by 
the Drug Formulary Commission (DFC), 
generic drugs go through a stringent selection 
process to make the Massachusetts List of 
lnterchangeable Drugs. 

MASSACHUSETTS LIST OF 
INTERCHANGEABLE DRUGS 

The Massachusetts List of Interchangeable 
Drugs is the list developed by the DFC to - -  
insure that only therapeutically equivalent 
drugs are interchanged. Generic drugs 
must meet certain criteria to  be included in 
the list: 

The manufacturer of the generic drug must 
be approved by the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA); 

The generic drug must be available from 
more than one source, with the same active 
ingredient in the same strength and dosage 
form; and 

The manufacturer of the generic drug must 
demonstrate bioequivalence when i t  i s  im- 
portant to the outcome of the treatment. 
Bioequivalent drugs are drug products 
whose rate and extent of absorption into 
the bloodstream do not significantly differ 
from each other. 

The list-does not include: 

Drugs protected by patent rights; 

Drugs for which the DFC had any signifi- 
cant doubt about the safety of the inter- 
change; 

Drugs whose bioequivalence i s  essential 
but for which bioequivalence has not been 
assured; 

Many controlled-release and enteric- 
coated drugs which do not consistently 
deliver the same quantities of their active 

ingredients. Because of  differences in 
coating, an equivalent rate of absorption 
in these drugs must be demonstrated in 
order to be included in the list. 

EXAMPLES OF 
INTERCHANGEABLE DRUGS 

BRAND-NAME 
Librium 
Flagyl 
Pen-Vee K 
Principen 
Sumycin 
Slow K 
Lasix Oral 

GENERIC DRUGS 
Chlordiazepoxide 
Metronidazole 
Penicillin VK 
Ampicillin 
Tetracycline 
Potassium Chloride 
Furosemide 

You can purchase a copy of the Massa- 
chusetts lnterchange Drug& at the State 
House Bookstore, Room 11 6, Boston, MA 
021 33. (The cost i s  $3.50.) Your local library 
may have a copy as well. 

PRESCRIPTION FORMS 
The Massachusetts Drug Interchange Law 
requires that all prescription forms have two 
signature lines; one labelled "Interchange" 
and the other "Dispense as Written". 

If your practitioner signs the "lnterchange" 
line, the p h a r m a c i s t ~  dispense a lower 
cost drug if  one i s  available in Massa- 
chusetts. This interchangeable drug may 
be a generic drug or a less expensive 
brand-name. All drugs interchanged must 
be listed in the ~assachusetts Listof Inter- 
changeable Drug5 If it is not listed, it --- 
cannot be used as an interchange. The 
pharmacist must note on the prescription 
label the exact product interchanged. If 
your practitioner signs the "Dispense as 
Written" line, the pharmacist must fill the 
prescription with the brand-name drug as 
written, and no interchange wi l l  be 
allowed. 



KEEPING HEALTH 
CARE COSTS DOWN 

As a consumer, you can effectively 
reduce your health care costs. 

Tell your doctor that you are interested in 
keeping your health care costs down and 
that you would like him/her to sign the 
interchange line. ( Remember, once your 
practitioner has signed the prescription, 
you will have no choice between the brand- 
name or less expensive product.) 

If you are refilling an old prescription, ask 
your doctor about refilling it with a less 
expensive interchangeable drug. 

Shop around and compare prices. Use 
your pharmacist as a resource. 

NOTE: 
As of October 1, 1984, if you are a subscriber 
to the Medex plan and have prescription drug 
benefits, Medex will provide 100% reimburse- 
ment for generic drugs after application of the 
$25 quarterly deductible. This 100% reim- 
bursement applies to generic drugs only. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 
ON GENERIC DRUGS 
CONTACT: 

Department of Public Health 
State Laboratory 
305 South Street 
Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts 02 13 1 
(6 17) 522-3700 

Board of Registration in Pharmacy 
100 Cambridge Street 
Boston, Massachusetts 02202 
(6 17) 727-3076 
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