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Abstract:

Medication access remains profoundly unequal both within and across developed nations, yet the
sources of this inequality differ substantially. While regulatory approval timelines, pricing
mechanisms, and insurance structures are often treated as reflecting incompatible philosophical
commitments to speed, affordability, and safety, this paper argues that these systems reflect distinct
policy choices that are not necessarily interdependent. Through comparative analysis of the United
States, Japan, and Canada, we examine how each system prioritises different objectives and what
populations benefit or suffer as a result. The US accelerates drug approval but lacks universal
coverage and price regulation, creating rapid access for insured populations but persistent barriers
for the uninsured. Japan enforces affordable pricing through centralised mechanisms but approves
fewer drugs with longer delays, creating access gaps for novel therapies. Canada combines universal
hospital coverage with fragmented outpatient prescription drug coverage, producing moderate access
with significant cost-related non-adherence. By mapping these policy combinations, we (hope to)
identify which trade-offs between speed, safety, and affordability are inevitable, and which are,
rather, contingent on specific institutional and policy decisions. We hope to identify which regulatory
approval timelines, pricing policies, coverage structures, etc. can potentially be decoupled, and
whether or not integrated policy reform—rather than acceptance of present trade-offs—is necessary

to achieve equitable medication access.
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