
Erectile dysfunction: Comparing Viagra® Cialis® and Levitra® 
There are currently three phosphodiesterase-5 (PDE-5) inhibitors on the Canadian market for the 
treatment of erectile dysfunction.  Viagra® (sildenafil citrate) was the first agent available in 
March 1999.  Cialis® (tadalafil), the second agent was introduced in November 2003 and the 
third agent, Levitra® (vardenafil hydrochloride) March 2004.  See Table 1 for a general 
comparison of the agents. 
 
Structure, Potency and Kinetics:  Whereas sildenafil and vardenafil have similar molecular 
structures, tadalafil’s is distinctly different. The newer agents, tadalafil and vardenafil have greater 
potency for PDE-5 than sildenafil.  The duration of action is similar for sildenafil and vardenafil, 
however, tadalafil has the advantage of an extended duration of action.  
 
Adverse effects:  Adverse effects related to vasodilation such as headache, flushing and 
rhinitis/nasal congestion as well as dyspepsia are commonly reported in patients treated with any 
of the three PDE-5 inhibitors. These effects are dose-related and may be more pronounced with 
sildenafil compared to the other agents at equivalent doses, due to its lower relative potency, but 
this has not been studied in published clinical trials to date.  Visual disturbances are more 
commonly reported in sildenafil treated groups, reflecting the lower selectivity for PDE-5 over 
PDE-6 compared to the other agents.   
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