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INTRODUCTION TO EPIPENS

EpiPens are auto-injectors filled with epinephrine, and are prescribed to people at 
risk of going into anaphylactic shock due to a severe allergy. The shot can either 
reverse the reaction or slow it down, 
giving people enough time to seek medical 
attention. In 2015, 3.6 million people were 
given a prescription for an EpiPen.

MYLAN PRICE INCREASES

Mylan acquired the rights to the EpiPen 
in 2007. Since 2009, Mylan has raised the 
price of EpiPens repeatedly, up to 15% 
each time. In 2009, the cost of a two-pack was around $100. By May 2016, the cost 
reached $608.61. About 5% of EpiPen users have no insurance and pay list price.

Quick Facts About the EpiPen
• World’s best-selling epinephrine  

auto -injectors

• On the market since 1987

• Sold in packages of two because 
1 in 5 patients require a second dose

• Epinephrine expires in about one year

• 95% market share in August 2016

Line graph from CNN Money.
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After the May 2016 price increase, people posted negative reactions online and a 
grassroots movement developed over the summer of 2016. By mid-August, there 
were petitions asking Congress to investigate and regulate Mylan, national news 
organizations like Forbes and the New York Times covered the story, and Bernie 
Sanders tweeted about it.

MYLAN’S INITIAL RESPONSE 

Mylan ignored the situation for three months. It didn’t explain the price increase, 
it didn’t respond to parents worried about providing EpiPens for their kids, and 
it didn’t answer letters from Congress. In 
the face of growing criticism, Mylan’s only 
strategy seemed to be to do nothing. On 
August 25, Mylan CEO, Heather Bresch, 
addressed the issue during a CNBC 
interview, but her unsympathetic remarks 
during the interview only made people 
angrier.

Quotes from CEO Heather Bresch during the CNBC interview, August 25, 2016:

“No one’s more frustrated than me.”

“Had we reduced the list price, I couldn’t ensure that everyone who needs  
an EpiPen gets one.”

“This isn’t an EpiPen issue. This isn’t a Mylan issue. This is a health care issue. 
Pharmaceuticals, the irony is that the system incentivizes higher prices.”

Bernie Sanders was one of the first Senators to 
comment on EpiPen pricing.

Bernie Sanders/Twitter, Aug 18, 2016.

Company Profile: Mylan
Industry Pharmaceuticals
CEO Heather Bresch 

(since 2012)
Headquarters USA
Employees 35,000
Net Income (2015) $4.2 billion
Expected Net Sales of 
EpiPens (2016)

$1.1 billion
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Ethical issue: 

• People expressed outrage that Mylan made a life-saving medication inaccessible. 

• People sent 121,000 letters to Congress in 45 days.

Legal issue: 

• Mylan came under investigation by multiple US agencies. 

Political issue: 

• Mylan’s CEO is the daughter of US Senator Joe Manchin. Initially, he defended 
her, then went silent on the issue, and later expressed concern about the pricing. 

Business issue: 

• Public outrage opened the door for competitors. 

• In January 2017, CVS announced it 
would offer a generic version for $110 
USD per two-pack.

• In January 2017, Kaleo announced 
it would offer a free generic to 
consumers, but it will cost insurers 
$4,500.

“It’s just morally so wrong,” said Ms. Vallez, a high school friend of 
Ms. Kantayya and the second person to sign the petition. She also 
shared it with her 533 Facebook friends. “I have a lot of friends with 
children with allergies, so we all are pretty adamant about this kind 
of stuff and support each other,” she said.

-Excerpt from “How Parents Harnessed the Power of Social Media” 

Editorial cartoon from the Boston Globe.
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• Petitions to Congress were prominent on the news.

• Hillary Clinton called the price-hike “outrageous”. 

• White House Press Secretary, Josh Earnest said that “greedy” pharmaceutical 
companies “often do real damage to their reputation”. 

• Vilified pharmaceutical CEO Martin Shkreli (5000% hike on AIDS medication 
Daraprim) defended Mylan, which enraged people further.

• Sarah Jessica Parker resigned as spokesperson. She announced the resignation  
on her Instagram account.

Sarah Jessica 
Parker served as a 
spokesperson for Mylan 
and posted a series of 
promotional images on 
her Instagram account. 
On August 25, 2016, 
she announced via 
Instagram that she had 
ended her relationship 
with Mylan.
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On August 29, a Mylan press release announced that the company would offer a 
generic version of the EpiPen for $300 a pack, less than half the cost of the branded 
product. This was the first significant step Mylan took to quell the public backlash 
and stabilize its stock price. With that move, it finally looked like Mylan had a 
strategy for handling #EpiGate.

Mylan’s Strategy
1. Appease the critics by offering a generic.

Mylan was criticized for raising the price of a lifesaving product it had a virtual 
monopoly over. By offering a generic version of the EpiPen, Mylan created 
competition for its own product and significantly reduced financial barriers to 
buying epinephrine auto-injectors. Financially, the generic auto-injector would 
not hurt Mylan. Mylan could keep the list price of the EpiPen unchanged and  
open the doors to the generic drug market where marketing, distribution, and 
pricing is different than with branded drugs. When Mylan sells Medicaid and 
Medicare a brand name drug, it pays them a rebate of 23%. On generic drugs, 
the rebate is only 13%. Offering a generic auto-injector allows Mylan to save its 
reputation, but still preserve its profits.

2. Shift the focus of the conversation to insurance coverage.

Since late August, Mylan’s CEO has given a series of interviews where she has 
focused her answers to almost every question on the need for more extensive 
insurance coverage and lower deductibles. Currently, Mylan supports a campaign 
to have the EpiPen placed on the US government’s list of preventive services, a 
list of health services which must be fully covered by most health plans.
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As a result of the intense scrutiny caused by the price hike, Mylan came under 
investigation for overcharging Medicaid and Medicare for EpiPens. From 2011 
to 2015, Medicaid and Medicare spent nearly $1.3 billion on EpiPens. Instead 
of resisting the investigation or prolonging it, Mylan decided to quickly settle 
and announced on October 7, 2016 that it would repay $465 million to the 
US Department of Justice and other government agencies. In the press release 
announcing this repayment, Bresch stated: “This agreement is another important 
step in Mylan’s efforts to move forward and bring resolution to all EpiPen Auto-
Injector related matters.”

Results
Stock value: Mylan’s stock 
value sat around $52 in 
early August 2016. Mylan’s 
stock value is currently 
around $37.

Fines and government 
investigations: Mylan 
agreed to pay the 
$465 million fine for 
overcharging Medicaid, but has not admitted any wrongdoing. An analysis by 
Evercore ISI found that Mylan might have overcharged Medicaid by more than $700 
million. It continues to be investigated by other US agencies. 

Other pharma companies investigated: The US Justice Department is investigating 
Mylan and other generic drug makers for alleged price fixing schemes. 

Damaged reputation: Mylan has joined Valeant and Turing Pharmaceuticals as one 
of the most known and hated companies in the USA.

Alternatives (generics): People are aware of alternatives and companies like CVS are 
actively producing generics.

Screenshot from http://www.marketwatch.com/investing/stock/myl
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In May 2016, Mylan made a pricing change on a single product. By the end of 
August, Mylan had become synonymous with corporate greed. In between, as the 
story formed and public outcry increased, Mylan had many opportunities to insert 
its own voice and perspective into the story. Instead, Mylan choose to do nothing. 
It’s inability or reluctance to adopt an effective PR and communications strategy 
allowed a price increase to become a national news story.

Before a company increases the price of a product, especially a product as popular 
as EpiPens, it should have a thorough PR and communications strategy in place 
specifically to handle the price increase. Each strategy should be specific to the 
company and the product. Mylan’s strategy for EpiPen appeared to be missing four 
main components.

Traditional media and social media analysis: An analysis of existing traditional 
media and social media activity about the product will help anticipate the amount 
and scope of public reaction to the price increase. In Mylan’s case, news outlets 
such as Bloomberg Businessweek and The Seattle Times carried stories about the 
rising costs of EpiPens in 2015. It should have been apparent to Mylan that the price 
increase would become a story and it should have been ready to track the trajectory 
of the story.

Ongoing traditional media and social media tracking: A plan to track, analyze, and 
report mentions of the product ensures that a company is always on top of the 
story. #EpiGate did not become a company crisis overnight. In the first two months 
after the price increase, people posted and shared concerns about EpiPen pricing. 
While their stories did not immediately go viral, the bigger story continued to 
build. It went from being a story about the pricing of a product, to a story about 
pharmaceutical company profits, executive salaries, lobbying, and illegal billing 
practices. If Mylan had participated in the story earlier, it may not have developed in 
the same way.
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all relevant departments and team members. If there is no implementation plan, 
even when people are aware of a growing issue, it may be too easy to ignore. A plan 
ensures that people are aware of when a communications and PR issue must be 
reported, to whom, and what needs to happen next.

Prepared communications: The strategy should include prewritten communications, 
including notes for interviews, drafts of press releases, and community management 
responses. The company should be ready to speak publicly and engage with public 
groups about issues as soon as necessary. In Mylan’s case, it took too long to 
respond. By failing to respond, Mylan failed to protect its reputation.

Effective PR and communications strategies can be developed in-house or by an 
external agency. Even when a company has an in-house team, hiring an external 
agency to support that team can bring new ideas to the conversation, add a 
fresh perspective to existing ideas, and ensure that the strategy is well-rounded. 
Sometimes a good PR and communications strategy can be the difference between a 
small news story and a multimillion dollar crisis.
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