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The NCPA Digest, sponsored by Cardinal Health provides 
an annual overview of independent community pharmacy, 
including a comprehensive review of the financial operations 
of the nation’s independent community pharmacies for 2009. 

In 2009, independent community pharmacy represented a 
$93 billion marketplace, with 93 percent of sales for indepen-
dents derived from prescription drugs. Although many inde-
pendents continue to face slim margins from private third-
party contracts and government reimbursement programs, 
they have strived to reduce their overhead costs through 
running a more efficient business. They are using labor-sav-
ing technologies to control payroll expenses. The number of 
employees per pharmacy location did not increase in 2009; 
however, the wages paid to pharmacists, technicians, and 
clerks increased, resulting in increased payroll expenses. In 
2009, there were 23,117 independent community pharmacies 
employing over 315,000 workers, and providing high-quality 
services and niche markets that are greatly valued by patients.

An overview of the average independent community 
pharmacy is provided in Table 1. In general, the average 
independent community pharmacy location dispensed 
64,635 prescriptions (207 per day) in 2009, which is a 
slight increase from last year’s prescription volume of 
62,379. This trend is similar to what other indicators in the 
pharmacy marketplace are showing. Prescription volume 
continues to increase. Thus, the average pharmacy is filling 
more prescriptions per day compared with last year. Given 
this, independent community pharmacists are looking 
for ways to improve efficiency and productivity, often by 
investing in technologies. 

Many independents continue to operate multiple pharma-
cies. Twenty-seven percent of independent community 
pharmacy owners have ownership in two or more pharma-
cies, and the average number of pharmacies in which each 
independent owner has ownership is 1.69. 

Data for the Digest have been collected for over 75 years, 
providing the opportunity to look at long-term trends for 
independent community pharmacies. Since 1999, gross 
margins as a percentage of sales have remained relatively 
flat at 22–24 percent. Alternatively, average sales per 
pharmacy location are still recovering from their regres-
sion during the first two years of Medicare Part D. Figure 
1 shows these trends. 

n	� Average sales per location for 2009 were $4,026,097, up 
3.7 percent from 2008. This is most likely correlated with an 

increase in prescription volume as the average prescription 
charge remained relatively the same compared with 2008. 

n	� Gross margin increased slightly from 23.2 percent in 2008 
to 23.8 percent in 2009, but remained in the 22–24 percent 
range seen over the last 10 years. 

n	� Payroll expenses, as a percentage of sales, increased by 
0.6 percentage points in 2009 to 14.1 percent. To keep over-
all expenses similar to last year, operating expenses had to 
be carefully monitored. 

n	�� Through attempts by independents to control operating ex-
penses, the average net operating income remained similar 
to last year at 3.3 percent. Since sales increased, the net 
operating income dollars before tax increased slightly. 

n	� The average monthly prescription drug inventory was 
$245,412, and the annual turnover rate of prescription inven-
tory was 11.7. The average number of out-of-stocks each 
business day was 3.1.

Executive Summary
Table 1  •  Independent Community Pharmacy At-A-Glance

2009

Average number of pharmacies in which each inde-
pendent owner has ownership

1.69

Average number of prescriptions dispensed per pharmacy location 

New prescriptions 28,813 45%

Renewed prescriptions 35,822 55%

Total prescriptions 64,635 100%

Average prescription charge $58.11

Number of hours and days per week per location

Hours open per week 55

Days open per week 6

Inventory

Prescription Inventory $245,412 6.1%

Other Inventory $66,863 1.7%

Total Inventory $312,275 7.8%

Annual Rate of Inventory Turnover 9.8

Annual Rate of Prescription Inventory Turnover 11.7

Percentage of total prescriptions covered by:

Government programs (Medicaid or Medicare Part D) 44%

Other third-party programs 45%

Percentage of generic prescriptions dispensed 69%

Executive Summary
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It is important to note that this year’s Digest data reflect 
the marketplace in 2009, the fourth year for the Medi-
care Part D prescription drug benefit. Similar to 2008, 
30 percent of prescriptions in independent community 
pharmacies were covered by Medicare Part D. Government 
programs such as Medicare Part D and Medicaid continue 
to purchase 44 percent of prescriptions sold in indepen-

dent community pharmacies. 

In 2009, independent community pharmacies faced many 
challenges both old and new. However, even in the most 
challenging times, independent community pharmacies con-
tinue to lead the way in innovations that define the future of 

pharmacy practice. The industry has responded by expand-
ing and diversifying its businesses to include enhanced 
patient care services (such as long-term care services), pro-
viding access to durable medical equipment products and 
training, and other valuable community services. For years, 
independent community pharmacies have been the nation’s 
leaders in providing disease management services to patients 
with chronic health conditions such as diabetes, asthma, 
hypertension, and hyperlipidemia. They promote public 
health initiatives, such as immunization and smoking cessa-
tion programs. Recently, thousands of independent commu-
nity pharmacies have embraced the concept of medication 
therapy management (MTM) services and integrated these 

2007 2008 2009

0% 100%50%

0% 100%50%

2007 2008 2009

Times Per Day

Immunizations

Diabetes
Training

69%

76%

Osteoporosis
15%

Asthma
Management

25%

Greeting Cards

Gift Department
50%

Seasonal
Merchandise

49%

72%

0% 100%50%

2006 2007 2008

Order Rx Items from
Generic Wholesaler

Order Non-Rx items
from Vendors

Complete CE

Read Professional
Newsletters

Read Personal
e-mail

Order Rx Items from
Primary Wholesaler

38%
52%

56%

57%
63%

70%

59%
66%

71%

79%
75%

80%

85%
90%

94%

79%
78%

76%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

10

8

6

4
2009

93.3%

6.7%

Prescription Sales All Other Sales

2009

73%

39%

31%

23%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Automated
Dispensing 

System

Automated
Dispensing

Counter

Telephone
IVR

Point of
Sale

Pharmacist recommending to Health Care Provider
Recommendation Accepted

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

87%

95%

85%

92%

2007 2008

81%

91%

2009

6.9

2009

69%

Cancer Awareness
Education

6%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Medicaid Medicare Part D
Other Third-Party Non Third-Party

2009

2008

2009

2007

36%

31%

46%

42%

28%

47%

5%

43%

36%

31%

10%
7%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Senior 
Care

LTC 
Facility Hospice

Assisted 
Daily 
Living

2008

2009

2007

56%

2007 200820062005

58% 61%
65%

47%
54%

43%
46%

9%
8%

10%
17%

1%
5%

2007 2008

8.2

7.7

Pharmacist recommending to Health Care Provider
Recommendation Accepted

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

77%

92%

74%

82%

2007 2008

71%

81%

2009

92.1%

7.9%

92.4%

7.6%

92.8%

7.2%

93.3%

6.7%

2007 200820062005

64%
56%

69%
55%

84%
78%

59%

42%

23%

67%

42%

31%

22%

17%

2008200720062005

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

96%

80%

88%

Within 3 miles 
of an independent 

pharmacy

Within 5 miles 
of an independent 

pharmacy

Within 10 miles 
of an independent 

pharmacy

Percentage of Americans

Cosmetics
32%

47%
36%

HIV/AIDS
Services

13%

Anticoagulation
Monitoring

9%

2%
4%

1.3%
2%

Lipid Monitoring
26%

Weight
Management

26%

Smoking
Cessation

33%

16%
13%

12%
11%

12%
16%

Blood Pressure
Monitoring

67%

70%
63%

$0

$1,000

$2,000

$3,000

$4,000

2009

$4,026

Note: Mail order pharmacy 
represents $53B, but was not 
considered as retail sales in 
this figure

$88.2B

$68.6B

$27.4B

$26.7B
Independent

Traditional Chain

Mass Merchant

Supermarket

20062005

$10

$30

$50

$44.37
$47.04

$8.95 $9.05

$12.34 $12.51

Pharmacist

Technician

Clerk

20082007

$49.60
$50.45

$8.85
$9.60

$12.88
$13.24

Independents Traditional Chain Supermarket Mass Merchant

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

200920082007

23,318

19,202

8,949

7,721

22,728

20,230

8,505

8,086

2010

23,117

20,705

8,392

8,163

2006

24,500

18,498

8,891

6,776

23,348

18,709

8,988

7,433

200720062005

$10

$30

$50

$44.37
$47.04

$8.85 $9.60

$12.34 $12.51

Pharmacist

Technician

Clerk

20092008

$49.60
$50.45

$8.95
$9.05

$12.88 $13.24

$52.43

$9.97

$13.47

2007 2008 2009

0% 100%50%

Delivery

Patient Charge
Accounts

Pain Management

Home Infusion

Compounding

68%

14%

3%

67%

$5,000

2006200520042003200220012000

$2,296
$2,480

$2,855

$3,244

$3,580
$3,745

20082007

$3,612 $3,604

$3,881

2009

$52.43

$9.97

$13.47

87%
81%

86%
81%

67%
67%

Long-term Care 
36%

28%
31%

Assisted Living
43%

42%
36%

30%
24%

4%
4%

76%

Diabetes Food
29%

46%
38%

Ostomy
22%

42%
34%

Health Screenings
25%

58%
46%

Conduct Patient
Education Programs

29%

47%
38%

Schedule Patient
Appointments

29%

58%
61%

Hospice
35%

61%
62%

Durable Medical
Goods

71%

69%
73%

Figure 1  •  Average Annual Sales (in Thousands) Per Pharmacy Location, 10-year trend

Table 2  •  Averages of Pharmacy Operations

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Sales 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Cost of goods sold 76.7% 77% 76.5% 76% 77.9% 76.4% 77.2% 76.8% 76.8% 76.2%

Gross profit 23.3% 23% 23.5% 24% 22.1% 23.6% 22.8% 23.2% 23.2% 23.8%

Payroll expenses 12.2% 12.5% 13.1 13.2% 12.2% 13.4% 13.6% 13.7% 13.5% 14.1%

Other operating expenses 7.9% 6.9% 6.6% 6.8% 6.3% 6.5% 6.4% 6.5% 6.5% 6.4%

Total expenses 20.1% 19.4% 19.7% 20% 18.5% 19.9% 20% 20.2% 20% 20.5%

Net operating income 3.2% 3.5% 3.8% 4% 3.6% 3.7% 2.8% 3.0% 3.2% 3.3%
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services into their practices. Other pertinent information 
about the independent community pharmacist’s profes-
sional interactions includes the following:

n	�� Increasing from 2008, 68 percent of independent com-
munity pharmacies indicate that they provide MTM, and 59 
percent have received some level of reimbursement for their 
MTM services under Medicare Part D. 

n	�� Independent community pharmacists talk with their patients 
about nonprescription items 11.6 times a day.

n	�� Independent community pharmacists consult with physicians 
almost seven times daily on prescription drug therapy. This 
includes generic product recommendations in response to 
patients with financial concerns that may affect their medica-

tion adherence, as well as therapeutic interchange recom-
mendations. Physicians, in turn, accept pharmacists’ generic 
product recommendations 81 percent of the time and other 
therapeutic recommendations 71 percent of the time.

Independent community pharmacists have proven over and 
over again throughout the last 75 years that they are resil-
ient and will modify and reinvent their practices to adapt 
to economic challenges. They will continue to define the 
future of pharmacy by timely innovation and exceptional 
customer service. Most important, they continue to be vital 
health care providers to patients and dynamic leaders in 
communities of every shape and size, including key loca-
tions in rural and underserved areas.

Independent community pharmacy owners who had 
completed at least one entire year of operations were 
invited to participate in this study. Pharmacy owners or 
their designees were asked to complete the surveys. We 
have exercised the utmost professional care compiling 
the information received. While we have tested the infor-
mation for clerical accuracy, the data supplied were not 
necessarily based on audited financial statements. NCPA 
does not make any assurances, representations, or war-

ranties with respect to the data on which the contents of 
this report were based. The information on which the 
2009 portion of the study is based was from fiscal years 
January 1, 2009 through April 30, 2010, with 74 percent 
of the responses reporting for the year ending December 
31, 2009. Results from prior issues of the Digest have 
been incorporated with the 2009 results to facilitate as-
sessing industry trends. 
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