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Abstract: 

Asthma, in general, is a respiratory disorder that affects millions of Americans each year. 

Reasonably priced, effective treatments have been developed by several pharmacological 

companies designed to treat this condition by various mechanisms.  Levalbuterol has recently 

been developed and marketed as a direct beta2 agonist with improved efficacy in symptom relief 

as well as an improved side effect profile.  A direct superiority study comparing side effect 

profiles of both racemic albuterol and levalbuterol concluded that no significant improvement 

was noticed with respect to side effect profiles between the two medications.
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Does Levalbuterol (Xopenex®) Live 

Up to the Hype?

Asthma Treatment

Asthma, in general, is a respiratory 

disorder that affects millions of 

Americans each year.  Reasonably 

priced, effective 

treatments have been 

developed by several 

pharmacological 

companies designed to treat this 

condition by various mechanisms.  

The most common medication used 

today to treat such a condition, during 

acute exacerbations, is albuterol. 

Albuterol is a medication that acts on 

the smooth muscle tissue that lines the 

airways of the lungs by relaxing this 

muscle and allowing the airways to open 

up for greater air flow.  

More recently,  a new formulation of 

albuterol, levalbuterol, has been 

developed and marketed by Sepracor 

Inc. with the claim that the new selective 

chemical formulation has an improved 

action on bronchiole smooth muscle as 

well as decreased side effects when 

compared to the more traditional 

albuterol formulation.

Common side-effects of the traditional 

beta-agonist albuterol that were 

examined in this comparative study to 

levalbuterol include: tremulousness, 

nausea, vomiting, headache, 

lightheadedness and hypokalemia. 

A recent well designed study from 

Eastern Virginia Medical School found 

that even though levalbuterol may be 

marketed as superior to albuterol in 

controlling asthma as well as less side-

effects, such claims were found to be 

untrue.

Results of the study showed that in a 

head-to-head comparison of side effects 

listed previously, patients that were 



given either albuterol or levalbuterol had 

similar side-effects as well as similar 

results in relief of symptoms.  The only 

real significant difference between the 

medications are the price tag. 

Levalbuterol costs $53 

while albuterol inhalers 

cost around $25.  

With such a price difference 

between medications with very similar 

effects, it appears that albuterol should 

not be substituted with levalbuterol due 

to the dramatic price difference with little 

or no gain in effectiveness or decreased 

side-effects.
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