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1982 Chicago Tylenol Murders: Case Study
Introduction

The Chicago Tylenol Murders of 1982 were a string of seven deaths related to the consumption
of Extra Strength Tylenol laced with potassium cyanide. This event led to the product’s
temporary removal from the market, the passage of the Federal Anti-Tampering Act, a law
making it a crime to tamper with consumer products such as food and drugs, and set the
precedent for tamper-evident seals on drug products.'

Facts of the case

Seven people—Mary Kellerman, Adam Janus, Stanley Janus, Theresa Janus, Mary Reiner,
Mary McFarland, and Paula Prince—ages 12 to 35, from Chicago died between September 29
and October 1, 1982 after swallowing cyanide-laced Tylenol capsules.? With the announcement
that cyanide was in Tylenol capsules, consumers began to panic. On October 5, 1982, Johnson
& Johnson, the manufacturer of Tylenol, initiated a nationwide recall of approximately 31 million
bottles of Tylenol, valued at over $100 million at the time.® Tylenol’s share of over-the-counter
pain relief sales dropped from over 35% to under 8% within weeks.'

Epidemiological aspects

Epidemiological investigation required the identification of a common source of exposure among
the seven victims following their sudden deaths. To do so, investigators noted what the victims
consumed before their deaths. In the Janus family, three members died on the same day, and a
public health nurse noted there was a common source of Tylenol, which police took from the
scene.? Autopsy reports confirmed high levels of cyanide in their blood along with the rest of the
victims.? The Cook County medical examiner tested the capsules recovered from the Kellerman
and Janus homes, informing the city of the presence of cyanide in Extra Strength Tylenol.2 The
investigators relied on the seven confirmed poisonings and lab results from the victim's blood
and remaining Tylenol capsules to conclude the source of the poisoning and the type of poison.

Management of the Event

After Johnson & Johnson was informed of the presence of cyanide in their capsules and pulled
all products off the shelves, the public was advised to either discard their Tylenol or drop off the
bottles for testing. Tainted capsules were found in a few other drug and grocery stores in the
Chicago area but had not been sold yet. Investigators determined that the cyanide lacing
occurred after products left the factory and that someone opened the capsules, put cyanide in,
and returned the bottles to store shelves." Johnson & Johnson worked with the FDA to protect
their consumers in the future and introduced new tamper-evident packaging with foil seals,



which soon became the industry standard for all over-the-counter medications.” The company
also lowered Tylenol’s price and created the “caplet,” which was coated with gelatin, making it
not only easier to swallow but harder to tamper with or open.” In 1983, Congress passed the
Anti-Tampering Act, otherwise known as the “Tylenol Bill,” making it a federal offense to tamper
with consumer products.?

Communication of the event

Johnson & Johnson engaged directly with the media, prioritizing public safety with an immediate
recall of potentially tainted products and proffering replacement capsules for those who turned in
their possibly contaminated ones." Their transparency helped rebuild consumer trust. This open
approach, in coalition with their investment of over $100 million dollars on gelatin capsules and
tamper-evident packaging to protect their customers, likely facilitated Tylenol’s eventual
recovery of market popularity."

Summary

The Chicago Tylenol Murders were a significant public health event that reshaped the approach
to consumer safety. Investigators traced geographically close deaths to cyanide-laced Tylenol
capsules, confirmed the contamination through blood and capsule testing, and determined the
tampering occurred after the products left the factory. Johnson & Johnson, the manufacturer,
responded by removing products from stores, warning the public to discard their products, and
worked with the FDA to improve packaging techniques and make safer caplets. This response
reflects effective crisis management, and although the case remains unsolved, the gelatin
capsules, tamper-evident packaging, and federal laws prohibiting drug tampering remain.
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