
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Background 
 
Step therapy or “fail first” policies are a form of utilization management that health plans may use as a 
mechanism to control the order in which patients take certain therapies. Step therapy protocols require 
that patients must try one or more medication selected by their insurer before the plan will grant 
coverage for the drug originally prescribed by the healthcare provider.  
 
Research has demonstrated that the use of step therapy has become more common; in 2014, 69 percent 
of employer-sponsored plans reported use of step therapy policies—an increase from just 27 percent 
reported in 2005.  
 
Step therapy policies vary in terms of their requirements. For example, some plans require patients to 
go through the step therapy process again if the drug they are currently on is moved to a non-preferred 
status. Some step therapy protocols allow patients to stay on their prescribed treatment as long as they 
are stable, while others impose step requirements on stable patients. Step therapy requirements may 
require patients to not only fail one treatment, but several. The time delay before a patient can access 
their healthcare provider-prescribed treatment may be relatively lengthy (e.g. 90 days). 
 
This legislation matters to people with MS because: 

 

• People with MS and their healthcare providers have voiced concern regarding the potential 
adverse effects of step therapy, when it is not paired with protections for patients. Step therapy 
protocols transition medical decisions from a shared decision-making approach, between the 
provider and the patient, towards more standardized policies that focus on the cost of care.  

• When patients are required to cycle through and document a “step”—or in some cases, more 
than one step or medication—the process may result in substantial delays in treatment 
deemed appropriate by their healthcare provider. This process may affect patients’ ability to 
immediately start treatment, or in some cases, their ability to continue a treatment that has 
been effective.  

• Prolonging ineffective treatment (and delaying the medication initially prescribed by the 
healthcare provider) may result in disease progression for patients. For those with diseases such 
as multiple sclerosis, which may be severe or debilitating, delaying treatment can be a serious 
outcome. Evidence supports the initiation of treatment with an FDA-approved disease-
modifying treatment as soon as possible following a diagnosis of relapsing MS.  

• In addition, step therapy protocols may involve significant paperwork and documentation from 
healthcare providers and patients. The time providers spend on these often-burdensome 
processes affects the office workflow and leaves them with less time to treat patients.  
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What does this legislation do? 
 
Washington Step Therapy Reform Legislation (SB 6233) would: 

• Ensure that step therapy protocols are based on widely-accepted guidelines or peer-reviewed 
publications, rather than cost considerations. 

• Creates a clear and expedient process so that patients can request an exception to the step 
therapy process if the health plans’ prescribed drug would: 

o Cause an adverse reaction;  
o If it is expected to be ineffective;  
o If the patient has tried the drug under their current or a previous health plan (or another 

drug in the same class or with the same mechanism of action);  
o If it is not in the best interest of the patient; or 
o If the patient is stable on a drug selected by their healthcare provider. 

• The exceptions process must be clear, readily accessible, and convenient, and posted on the 
health plan’s website. 

 
 

Who sponsors this bill? 
 

• Sponsors: Cleveland, Rivers, Kuderer, Fain, Conway 

• If your legislator is a cosponsor, please thank them for their support. 
 
 
Bill/committee status and “ask:” Confirming closer to Action Day! 

 

http://leg.wa.gov/senate/senators/pages/default.aspx#cleveland
http://leg.wa.gov/senate/senators/pages/default.aspx#rivers
http://leg.wa.gov/senate/senators/pages/default.aspx#kuderer
http://leg.wa.gov/senate/senators/pages/default.aspx#fain
http://leg.wa.gov/senate/senators/pages/default.aspx#conway

