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Introduction. Adherence is an important determinant of the clinical-effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of medicines. Example influences relate to drug tolerability, patient preference for dosing regimens or routes of administration, differences between controlled trial contexts and routine use, and effects on healthcare costs.
Aims. To examine the extent to which medication adherence is considered in decisions made by the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) in the UK.
Methods. ‘Committee Discussion’ sections of NICE appraisals of pharmaceuticals, published between March 2000 and April 2025 were searched for mentions of adherence, compliance, missing, discontinuation and persistence, with suffix variations. The frequency and context of mentions were recorded, and a thematic analysis performed.
Results. NICE published 858 technology assessment reports of pharmaceutical products over the sampling period, of which 323 (38%) made reference to the search terms—and of these, 117 (14%) were in the context of medication adherence. The median number of mentions per report was 2 (range 1, 51). Three broad themes emerged: (i) NICE’s consideration of qualitative evidence from patients or patient organisation groups; (ii) manufacturer claims of therapeutic advantage linked to improved adherence; and (iii) adjustments to cost-effectiveness estimates based on incorporation of adherence parameters in economic models. Eleven sub-themes highlighted the diversity in the range of health technology assessment considerations of medication adherence.
Discussion. Records of appraisal committee deliberations highlight NICE’s explicit reference to medication adherence when deciding on whether the National Health Service should make available around 1 in 7 new medicines (or indications). Patient perspectives as well as clinical trial and real-world evidence featured prominently. Funded by UKRI’s (10042451) contribution to the GENEGUT project (https://genegut.eu/).
