
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

QALY USE IN SELECTED 

OECD COUNTRIES  

COPENHAGEN ECONOMICS 

FEBRUARY 2026 



  

 

 

 

Funding 

The study is commissioned by the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America 

(PhRMA).  

 

About Copenhagen Economics 

Copenhagen Economics is an expert-driven consulting company built on a deep knowledge 

of applied economics, and one of the leading economics firms in Europe. 

 

We believe sound economic analysis can equip decision-makers with the hard facts and 

clear stories to make better choices for the benefit of society. We are committed to delivering 

compelling and pragmatic economics solutions with a candid approach.  

 

A brief note on consultancy research  

In line with established practices in our sector, research is designed so that:   

• the client chooses the research question;  

• we analyse and address the question to the best of our knowledge;  

• findings and conclusions are our own.  

 

For further information, see www.copenhageneconomics.com. We remain available for, and 

appreciate, any questions or comments. 

 

Authors 

Julia Wahl, Partner 

Nikolaj Siersbæk, Managing Economist, Ph.D. 

Mads Thorkild Nissen, Lead Analyst 

Jakob Nejsum, Analyst 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.copenhageneconomics.com%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cnan%40copenhageneconomics.com%7Ca632d9df1c1b4ea97be708dd51bd04b2%7C4b2581bf7b9d416d9a61b938fc304140%7C0%7C0%7C638756594447524355%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=PahmQcHAkj13FsfJcJ6nyreJhx6EOWq%2BqnKwEGQvoe0%3D&reserved=0


 

2 

BACKGROUND 

In May 2025, the President of the United States issued an Executive Order to announce that the 

U.S. government would address the fact that Americans spend more for medicines than patients 

and taxpayers in other high-income countries, including through the implementation of the Most 

Favoured Nation (MFN) pricing policy.1  

 

The Executive Order refers to policies in foreign countries that suppress prices of medicines, which 

has brought attention to the various health technology assessment (HTA) and cost-containment 

policies used by governments in Europe and elsewhere to determine prices they are willing to pay 

for innovative medicines. In many ex-US countries, the quality-adjusted life year (QALY) is a key 

metric used by HTA bodies when assessing the value of new medicines and is often an important 

input to the pricing and reimbursement process. QALYs quantify health improvements by measur-

ing the impact of treatments on both a patient’s length of life and on so-called health-related quality 

of life. Some countries use, either explicitly or implicitly, thresholds to guide their willingness to pay 

for a QALY. 

 

Although commonly used, QALYs do not fully capture the total patient value of a medicine.2 In the 

U.S., the Social Security Act therefore bans the use of QALYs in the U.S. Medicare program. Yet, if 

the proposed MFN pricing policy in the U.S. is implemented, the Medicare program would rely on 

prices in other countries that are determined based on QALYs as benchmarks for prices of medi-

cines in the U.S.3 

 

Against this background, this study examines pricing and reimbursement policies for innovative 

medicines across 19 high-income countries4 and determines whether and how they use QALYs.  

 

SUMMARY FINDINGS 

We find that 15 of the 19 countries (79%) use QALYs as a key tool to inform reim-

bursement decisions, see Table 1 on the next page. Some countries describe QALY use as “pre-

ferred”, “recommended”, or “used in the reference case”. In such countries, QALYs are generally re-

quired unless there are clear reasons to use a different economic evaluation approach, for example, 

when a treatment has the same health effect as an alternative treatment.5 In the remaining four 

countries (21%), QALYs can be used more informally, i.e., they may be considered among other 

evaluation criteria, but their use is not required. 

 
1  The White House (2025a, webpage). 
2  Lakdawalla et al. (2018). 
3  CMS (2025a, webpage). 
4  Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, 

Norway, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom (“the countries”) based on CMS (2025b, 

webpage). 
5  See, e.g., TVL (2003). 
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Table 1 

QALY use in selected OECD countries 

 

 Country Formal 

QALY use  

Notes Source 

Australia Yes CUA preferred method PBAC (2016) 

Austria No 
Health economic evaluation plays a 

minor role 
AIHTA (2012, 2020) 

Belgium Yes CUA used in reference case KCE (2025) 

Canada Yes CUA used in reference case CADTH (2017) 

Czech Republic Yes 
CUA preferred method, combined 

with budget-impact 
SÚKL (2022) 

Denmark Yes CUA required as standard DMC (2021) 

France Yes CUA used in reference case  HAS (2020) 

Germany No No preferred method IQWiG (2023) 

Ireland Yes 
CUA preferred method, combined 

with budget-impact 
HIQA (2025) 

Israel No 
Assessment is not based on cost effec-

tiveness 

Clarfield et al. (2017), 

Ministry of Health Israel 

(2022), Luxenburg et 

al. (2023) 

Italy 

Yes (as of 

April 

2026) 

No preferred method in current guide-

lines. CUA will be required in updated 

guidelines effective as of April 2026 

AIFA (2020, 2025) 

Japan Yes 
QALY used as outcome variable to  

adjust price premiums after listing 
C2H (2024) 

Netherlands Yes CUA required as standard ZIN (2024) 

Norway Yes CUA recommended method NoMA (2024) 

South Korea Yes CUA preferred method  HIRA (2021) 

Spain Yes CUA preferred method 
Ministerio de Sanidad 

(2024) 

Sweden Yes QALYs preferred for outcomes TLV (2003, 2017) 

Switzerland No No preferred method FOPH (2022) 

United Kingdom Yes QALYs required for outcomes 
NICE (2025), SMC 

(2024) 
 

 
Note:  QALY = quality-adjusted life year. CUA = cost-utility analysis. 

Source:  Copenhagen Economics based on the sources in the table. 

 

The cost per QALY is evaluated against either explicit thresholds or closely adhered to implicit 

thresholds. Three countries have explicit thresholds clearly defined in HTA guidelines, 

namely Ireland, the Netherlands, and England in the UK.6 Notably, none of the thresholds in these 

countries are routinely adjusted for inflation or economic growth. For another 12 countries, 

thresholds are implicit and either implied in other official documents, estimated based on cost 

per QALY thresholds inferred from past HTA decisions or interviews with experts, or commonly 

used thresholds in peer-reviewed publications. QALY gains are either evaluated against healthcare 

system costs or societal costs that include, for example, labour market implications, which is im-

portant when comparing different thresholds. In the remaining four countries, no thresholds are 

available. Implicit thresholds are not necessarily used directly in the reimbursement process. How-

ever, both explicit and implicit thresholds provide an anchor for reimbursement decisions. 

 

Many countries apply modifiers such as disease severity, disease rarity, for oncology treat-

ments, for highly specialised treatments, and more to increase cost per QALY thresholds for certain 

patients or treatments. There is thus some flexibility in most countries in assessments based on 

QALYs. However, these are often informal and qualitative and thus lack clear rationale or transpar-

ency as to how they impact cost per QALY thresholds. 

 
6  HIQA (2025), ZIN (2015, 2024), and NICE (2025; 2025, webpage). 
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