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Short Brief

Broken Health Care Promises: Prescription Drug Prices

February 2020

The Trump administration 
has pursued small, superficial 
steps that fall short of Trump’s 

campaign commitment.

President Trump’s Broken Promise: “When it comes time to negotiate the price of 
prescription drugs, we are going to negotiate like crazy.”1

Trump Administration’s Track Record:
The American people, both Democrats and 
Republicans, overwhelmingly support the ability 
of the federal government to push back on 
abusive prescription drug prices and negotiate for 
families’ lower drug prices.2 Trump made repeated 
commitments to advance Medicare negotiation of 
prescription drug prices despite the objections of 
pharmaceutical companies.3 After years of doubt about 
whether the administration would follow through and 
support Medicare negotiation, we now know that the 
president will not keep this campaign promise. 

Democrats4 and some congressional Republicans5 
have urged Trump to use his position to take on the 
pharmaceutical industry in Congress. Instead, the 
Trump administration has pursued small, superficial 
steps that fall short of Trump’s campaign commitment. 
Most importantly, the Trump administration’s 
rhetoric has born no fruit and he has not finalized 
any of these proposals, making them a failure on 
their own terms.6 So what have these failed proposals 
focused on? The President mainly focused on relying 
on other countries’ price negotiation regimes, either by 
buying drugs (many of them made in the U.S.) in other 
countries and importing them,7 or by setting drug prices 
based on an international price index.8 

In December, the House of Representatives passed 
the Lower Drug Costs Now Act with strong Democratic 
and some Republican support to allow Medicare 
negotiation of prescription drugs.9 If the Lower Drug 
Costs Now Act becomes law, Medicare would finally 
be empowered to lower prices on the pharmaceuticals 
that are bankrupting America’s families, and drug 
companies would no longer be able to raise prices on 
drugs year after year without any consequences. In 
total, the legislation’s Medicare price negotiation is 
officially projected by the nonpartisan Congressional 
Budget Office to save over $450 billion.10 Startlingly, 
and despite Trump’s campaign promises, the White 
House opposes this legislation, ensuring there will be 
no Medicare negotiation before the 2020 election.
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Humira® (adalimumab)

Lyrica® (pregabalin)

Truvada® (TDF/FTC)

Rituxan® (rituximab)

Neulasta® (pegfilgrastim)

Tecfidera® (dimethyl fumarate)

Meanwhile, the problem of prescription drug prices 
is only getting worse while the administration fails to 
fulfill its campaign commitment. 

As shown in the graphic below, drug prices continue 
to increase to unaffordable levels. Particularly 
concerning, drug manufacturers continue to increase 
prices on already approved drugs, a practice that can 
only be explained as an abuse of market power rather 
than an effort to recoup research costs. 

 » In the first week of 2020, drug companies raised 
the prices of 524 drugs on the U.S. market. 
Increases averaged nearly three times the rate of 
inflation.11

 » Humira, the top-selling drug in the United States, 
has increased in price by 341% since it was 
introduced in 2006. That includes an increase of 
19% in 2017 and 2018 and another 7% in 2020. 
The price now is $5,557 for one month’s supply.12

These price increases are not only an abuse of the 
system but also dangerous. Nearly one in three adults 
have not taken a medicine as prescribed due to its 
costs, and some even cut pills in half or skip doses to 
get by.13 

Trump has paid lip service to the problem of drug prices 
both as a candidate and as president. In the end, when 
a strong Medicare negotiation bill was ready to move, 
he and his administration broke their promise. 

Drug Price Increases over and above Original 
Launch Price, 2016-2018

Source: David M. Rind et al., Unsupported Price Increase 
Report: 2019 Assessment, Institute for Clinical and Economic 
Review, October 8, 2019 (updated November 6, 2019), https://
icer-review.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/ICER_UPI_Final_
Report_and_Assessment_110619.pdf.
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