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Is Abbott Laboratories about to get caught up in the same wave of controversy that damaged Merck’s 
Zetia and GlaxoSmithKline’s Avandia? 

On Sunday, Abbott’s big-selling heart drug TriCor will be put to the test in a big government study that 
aimed to prove the drug reduces heart attacks and deaths in diabetics. The result will be presented at the 
annual scientific meeting of the American College of Cardiology in Atlanta. 

TriCor, which lowers cholesterol and particles of fat in the blood, was first approved twenty years ago, 
before super-effective statin drugs for lowering cholesterol became the mainstay of cardiovascular 
treatment. In 2005, a big trial of Tricor failed to prove a heart benefit, although there were signals the drug 
worked. 

If the new trial, called Accord, comes up negative too, “it could be the end” of wide use of the drug, says 
William Boden, clinical chief of the division of medicine at the University of Buffalo. “I would find it very 
hard to prescribe.” 

Wall Street analysts, however, are more sanguine. Larry Biegelsen, of Wachovia Securities, wrote in a 
note to investors on March 8 that Accord is likely to fail because the patients in it don’t have very high 
triglycerides, but he sees little impact on sales. Derrick Sung, who covers Abbott for investment bank 
Sanford C. Bernstein, surveyed 26 cardiologists who prescribe the drug and found they don’t see a big 
impact from the study. 

TriCor and a newer version, TriLipix, generate $1.6 billion in annual sales. Abbott bought its partner on 
the drug, Solvay, for $6.6 billion late last year. But sales for the franchise are already expected to drop 
anyway as generics become available next year. 

If Accord fails, Tricor will get attacked with the same argument that has hurt sales of Merck’s cholesterol 
drugs Zetia and Vytorin: that making blood test results better isn’t the same as helping patients. 

But what is different is that there aren’t many other options for triglyceride-lowering and some doctors are 
attached to TriCor. It’s pretty easy to switch from Vytorin to AstraZeneca’s Crestor, or from Avandia to 
Takeda’s similar Actos. It’s much harder to switch from TriCor to GlaxoSmithKline’s fish-oil based pill 
Lovaza. 
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There seem to be three possible outcomes: Accord comes out positive, in which case Abbott’s share 
price should go up; the study is negative, but there are hints of benefit and doctors keep using the drug; 
or the results show worse efficacy or side effects than are expected, causing use to decrease. 

For investors in Abbott shares, things are even more complex, because the company is likely to have 
good news, too, including new data on the minimally invasive heart valve it got when it purchased Evalve 
for $410 million last year and more information about its drug-coated stent, Xience, which generates $1 
billion a year in sales. 

 


