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As more countries use HTA to inform decisions on the reimbursement of health
technologies, harmonization of evidence requirements between jurisdictions has been
proposed, mainly on the grounds of improved efficiency. Harmonization has the potential
to avoid duplication of effort for both manufacturers and HTA bodies involved in preparing
and reviewing HTA submissions for innovative technologies. However, it also carries risks
of loss of local control over decisions, the application of general data standards which are
not universally accepted and slowing the rate of development of innovation in the
analytical disciplines supporting HTA. This study reviews the issues associated with
harmonization taking into account the perspectives of the multiple stakeholders. This
study draws on experiences from recent initiatives intended to promote the harmonization
of HTA and experience from related fields, particularly regulatory approval of new medical
technologies.
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Many HTA bodies explicitly support decision-making pro-
cesses, such as technology reimbursement/coverage deci-
sions, for which timely information is required (9). As a
result of this, many HTAs adopt a pragmatic approach that

This study summarizes discussion at the 2008 Health Technology Assess-
ment International (HTAi) Policy Forum meeting. The aim of the meeting
was to consider the views of multiple stakeholders, including international
HTA bodies, healthcare technology manufacturers, governmental decision
makers, and patient representatives, on the issue of harmonization of evi-
dence requirements for HTA in decision making. The opinions expressed in
this study are believed to be a fair reflection of the debate. However, not all
participants, nor the organizations from which they come, necessarily agree
with the whole content, for which the authors take full responsibility. The
work was supported by funding from HTAi. Participants in the meeting are
listed on page 517.

focuses on a subset of the elements of HTA, such as clinical
effectiveness and cost-effectiveness. Whereas the broader as-
pects of HTA, such as ethical, social, legal, organizational,
and other system impacts of the diffusion of the technology,
may still be considered in the assessment, often these are not
addressed within a transparent and explicit framework and
are less likely to be evidence-based to the same extent (34).

Differences in the content and application of HTA have
raised the question of whether some degree of harmonization
of HTA between countries would be worthwhile (4–6;24;32).
The concept of improving efficiency across assessment bod-
ies has been central to this; that is harmonization might avoid
duplication of effort on the part of both manufacturers and
decision makers. This has been the subject of debate, much
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Figure 1. Stages of a reimbursement decision process.

of which has been of a general nature and often based on
the premise that harmonization per se is both desirable and
feasible. This study adopts an alternative position and ques-
tions the underlying premise that harmonization is both de-
sirable and feasible. The analysis focuses on the use of HTA
in the context of reimbursement and coverage decisions, as
described below.

HTA IN THE CONTEXT OF
REIMBURSEMENT AND COVERAGE
DECISIONS

Whereas the use of HTA to inform health policy making
began in the 1970s, its profile increased among all stake-
holders in the 1990s when it was used to inform decisions
regarding the reimbursement and coverage of drugs and med-
ical devices (18), which necessitated the adoption of a more
transparent and explicit approach. Following application in
Australia (29) and Canada (11), the organizations support-
ing reimbursement decision making in Western European
countries have adopted some form of HTA to help inform
reimbursement and coverage decisions.

Figure 1 is intended to represent the stages of a reim-
bursement decision-making process that incorporates HTA.
The institutions and processes through which these stages
are carried out vary considerably between countries as they
must be considered in the context of the over-arching values
and priorities of the society, the form of decision-making
structures, and the resources available. As a result, even if all
countries used identical assessment methods and a similar
evidence base, they would not necessarily reach the same
conclusion regarding a particular technology, because of dif-
fering values and preferences. Variation in decisions between
jurisdictions is to be expected. What is important is that the
processes by which the decisions are reached, and the evi-
dence on which they are based, are sufficiently transparent to
allow the reasons for differences in HTA recommendations
to be understood.

The remainder of this study focuses on the more ob-
jective aspects of HTA, namely, the evidence requirements,
and considers the degree to which harmonization of these is
feasible and desirable. This study makes no attempt to ex-
plore the extent to which the more subjective aspects of the
HTA process, such as the decision-making process and the
development of recommendations, can be harmonized.

THE RATIONALE FOR HARMONIZATION
OF HTA EVIDENCE REQUIREMENTS

A range of possible benefits from harmonization of HTA
has been identified, which can be grouped into two broad
areas: more efficient use of analytical resources; and faster
and more appropriate reimbursement decisions. The extent
to which harmonization of evidence requirements in HTA
can generate benefits is related to the contextual nature of
the evidence. HTA is used to inform decisions in the context
of the local healthcare system, and different inputs to HTA
may be more or less context-specific (10). For example, the
evidence from international clinical studies, or systematic
literature reviews of clinical studies, might be considered
largely context-free, and applicable in multiple jurisdictions.
On the other hand, data on healthcare resource use associated
with a technology may be very specific to a particular health
system.

Possible disadvantages of harmonization of HTA have
also been identified (6). These include the risk of deci-
sions in one country being copied in others, without proper
analysis of the contextual factors, simply to save resources.
Standardization of HTA methods may also lead to less in-
novative thinking and slow the pace of development in the
academic disciplines contributing to HTA.

The relative benefits of harmonization vary with the per-
spectives of the main stakeholders. Health service decision
makers will be concerned with both the cost and quality of
decisions. In any country the decision-making system for the
reimbursement of health technologies reflects the historical
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development of the health service and the political processes
of that country (21). It would be inappropriate for a coun-
try to economize on time and resources by simply adopting
technology decisions made elsewhere, with no adaptation to
local circumstances. There may, however, be some benefits
from pooling analytical expertise and sharing some of the in-
puts to HTA, while recognizing the need for context-specific
analysis (6). Transparency in the reporting of HTA studies is
essential if the possibility of appropriate transfer of results
or data is to be identified.

Manufacturers also face advantages and disadvantages
in the harmonization of evidence requirements. If there was
general agreement between countries on the evidence re-
quirements for HTA, manufacturers would be better able to
plan data generation activities. It could also lead to higher
quality data if resources were concentrated on fewer, high
quality studies. This might lead to faster decisions through
the use of data with the minimum of local adaptation, and
more effective use of analytical resources by manufacturers
and HTA agencies. Manufacturers would also benefit from
having more stable HTA requirements, allowing them to en-
sure that these are taken into account in candidate selection
and investment decisions and that appropriate outcomes are
incorporated into clinical strategies. Where systems are in
a process of rapid development, this can cause difficulties
in attempting to interpret what information will be required
to support market access at product launch. A concern for
manufacturers is the risk that a harmonized approach to HTA
might be adopted, but individual countries might continue to
require country-specific data and analyses, thereby increas-
ing the evidential burden rather than reducing it.

POTENTIAL FOR HARMONIZATION OF
EVIDENCE REQUIREMENTS IN HTA

Evidence and information for HTA are required in three main
areas: clinical effectiveness; cost-effectiveness; and ethical,
social, and legal issues.

Most HTA agencies approach the evaluation of clini-
cal evidence in a similar manner, considering the quality of
the study, potential sources of bias and the validity of the
results. Clinical effectiveness evidence is generally consid-
ered to be the most context-free, but is not without problems.
The main contextual considerations relate to whether the
populations studied are similar to the local population and
whether the estimated benefits can be reproduced in clini-
cal practice. For example, in moving from measurement of
efficacy to true effectiveness context-specific factors, such
as compliance and healthcare organization become more in-
fluential (17). Nonetheless, the scope for harmonization of
clinical evidence requirements in HTA across jurisdictions is
extensive, particularly with regard to systematic reviews of
effectiveness.

Conversely, the economic aspects of health technology
assessment are inevitably more context-specific. There are

significant differences in treatment pathways and healthcare
resource unit costs which are incorporated into economic
models. Therefore, even if much of the effectiveness data
comes from a single source, a separate cost-effectiveness
analysis is likely to be required in each jurisdiction. How-
ever, there is scope for harmonization of the analytical frame-
works used in cost-effectiveness modeling. Conversion of
clinical outcomes to economically relevant measures (e.g.,
utilities) requires the introduction of context-specific prefer-
ences, although the comparative studies of European coun-
tries using EQ-5D show that inter-country differences may
be quite small (14). There may also be some agreement
on the epidemiological framework that is the foundation
of economic models in a particular indication. For exam-
ple, evidence from the Framingham cohort has been widely
used in economic evaluations of cardiovascular disease (15).
Despite being based on a very specific North American
population, this has often been used in other jurisdictions
on the grounds that it is the best available evidence to
inform decision making (8). Therefore, whereas some as-
pects of economic evaluation remain highly context-specific,
there is scope for further exploration of harmonization of
others.

Ethical, social, and legal aspects of HTA appear to have
received less systematic attention in individual HTAs, mak-
ing judgment on the scope for harmonization of these ele-
ments more difficult. Although these factors are taken into
account by many HTA bodies, their use tends to be implicit
rather than explicit, possibly due to slower methodological
development in these areas compared with the more quanti-
tative aspects of HTA. However, the ethical, social, and legal
principles within which a system of reimbursement decision
making operates are often determined not at the individual
technology level but at the program level, as they apply to
all technologies. Thus, their importance may be underesti-
mated by focusing on individual HTAs. See, for example,
the NICE document on social value judgments (28). The im-
portance of these factors in the consideration of individual
technologies will vary. For example, an HTA of a mater-
nal screening program for fetal abnormalities is likely to
be more explicit about ethical issues than one of a phar-
maceutical for a common disease. The form and sources of
evidence on these issues may differ from those for costs
and effectiveness, but checklists of factors to consider have
been published (20) and approaches to integrating social
and ethical values in the whole HTA process have been
proposed (3).

LESSONS FROM PREVIOUS HTA
HARMONIZATION ACTIVITIES

Assessment of the benefits of further harmonization of evi-
dence requirements in HTA should take account of previous
harmonization projects regarding HTA and other related dis-
ciplines.
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The European Experience

HTA has been widely implemented throughout European
Union (EU) Member States. The common objective of HTA
in the EU countries could be summarized as providing de-
cision makers with reliable information concerning the im-
plications of healthcare interventions to allow scientifically
based health policy making (24).

The perceived benefits of increased coordination across
the region led to a series of EU-funded projects from 1993
to 2002 (5;7;23;24;32). The recommendations of these
harmonization initiatives are being implemented through
the EUnetHTA project, which involves HTA Agencies from
across Europe. The objectives of the EUnetHTA project
were (i) to provide a robust multifaceted input to decision
making, (ii) to reduce duplication of work, (iii) to gain a
better understanding of the links between HTA and policy
making in different Member States, and (iv) to support
countries with limited HTA experience. The tools developed
include a framework for core HTA evidence, an adaptation
toolkit for local healthcare systems and a process to facilitate
sharing and production of information on new technologies
(13). The aspiration is to make this collaborative work
among HTA Agencies permanent from 2009 onward, with
an emphasis on co-ordination, facilitation and knowledge
transfer, rather than standardization of approaches or
centralization of decision making.

In parallel with EUnetHTA, the harmonization of clin-
ical effectiveness has also been addressed in the Euro-
pean Commission Pharmaceutical Forum (http://ec.europa.
eu/enterprise/phabiocom/comp_pf_en.htm), which includes
representation from a broader range of stakeholders, includ-
ing industry, political and health system decision makers. As
a key stakeholder in HTA and the main provider of evidence
for this purpose, it is important that technology manufactur-
ers are engaged in harmonization efforts

The North American Experience

In addition to the European efforts to harmonize HTA ac-
tivities discussed above, other regions have experience of
coordinating HTA across multiple organizations and locali-
ties, often with great success. For example, the Academy of
Managed Care Pharmacy (AMCP) guidelines in the United
States provide a format for HTA submissions which is be-
lieved to have been adopted by over fifty private and public
healthcare purchasing organizations, generating a common
standard for formulary submissions in the United States (33).

Public sector activities in the United States, led by
the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ),
have concentrated on standardizing approaches to conduct-
ing comparative effectiveness reviews for use in informing
evidence-based practice (1).

The Canadian Coordinating Office for Health Technol-
ogy Assessment (CCOHTA), subsequently known as the
Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health

(CADTH), has fostered co-ordination and harmonization of
HTA activities across multiple jurisdictions in Canada (31).
The federal structure of Canada dictates that healthcare is al-
most entirely managed at a Provincial level, resulting in the
development of multiple Provincial HTA bodies. CCOHTA’s
mandate was to facilitate coordination of activities, avoid
unnecessary duplication across these bodies and improve the
quality of HTA (27). In this respect it has similarities to Eu-
rope, and it has been suggested that European harmonization
efforts could learn from the Canadian experience (16;26).

Experience in Related Processes

Although progress with the harmonization of HTA appears to
have been slow, this must be placed in the context of other har-
monization initiatives, such as the International Conference
on Harmonisation (ICH) in drug regulation (22;25;30). This
collaboration, between the United States, the EU, and Japan,
produced agreement on data requirements to support many
aspects of the application process for drug licensing across
the different jurisdictions. During the 1990s, working groups
with two representatives from each region (government and
an umbrella pharmaceutical industry association) developed
guidance to cover all aspects of drug development. A re-
lated activity has now begun in medical device regulation;
the Global Harmonisation Task Force presents the key con-
cepts related to clinical evidence for a device and guidance
on methods of clinical evaluation [http://www.ghtf.org/sg5/].
Key lessons to emerge from the ICH experience are that the
process must begin with a clearly defined common goal and
a willingness to participate in open dialogue; a period of col-
laboration and agreement should precede moves to full har-
monization and discussions must begin at a detailed technical
level, for example to agree on standard terminology, before
proceeding to higher level political approval. Harmonization
should also be regarded as a continuous process reflecting
changes in practice and scientific knowledge, rather than as
a discrete activity.

More recently an attempt was made to harmonize the
registration processes for health products of Australia and
New Zealand (2). Progress was made through technical
working groups, and governmental agreements but final im-
plementation did not take place because of lack of politi-
cal support. This reflected the fact that the systems in the
two countries were less similar than had at first been sup-
posed, and that the differences became more apparent as
the process progressed. An important factor was that the
concerns of the Maori community in New Zealand over the
way that traditional medicines would be treated were not
recognized at the outset. This, together with other politi-
cal changes, led to loss of support for the process. There
is a clear lesson here that failure to engage a major stake-
holder at an early stage can lead to problems later on, if
that stakeholder believes that important issues are not being
addressed.
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WHERE NEXT FOR HARMONIZATION?

If each of the stakeholder groups involved in HTA faces
positive and negative effects from the harmonization of evi-
dence requirements and past experience has resulted in lim-
ited progress, where should future efforts on harmonization
focus? There is now some degree of agreement between re-
searchers and practitioners on the principles of HTA, but
not on the details of the methodology and evidence stan-
dards (12;13;19). Opportunities for harmonization of the
three main evidence requirements along with HTA processes
are presented below.

Clinical Evidence

This area offers the most immediate opportunities for
progress because (subject to demographic, epidemiological
and other factors) clinical data are generally regarded as
transferable across geographical and social boundaries. Ac-
tivities in the following areas could be of benefit to decision
makers and manufacturers of technologies: (i) More agree-
ment on the design of clinical trials in particular disease areas
(e.g., in the selection of comparators, use of surrogate end-
points, duration of follow-up, and use of quality of life mea-
sures in clinical trials); (ii) More standardization of methods
in systematic reviews of clinical evidence (e.g., appropriate
inclusion criteria).

Adopting the ICH approach, with agreement on general
principles, followed by the development of a specific working
group on each topic, could help to further this agenda. Con-
sideration of these aspects should also seek to take account
of the scope for harmonization between HTA and regulatory
assessment on clinical evidence requirements.

Economic Evidence

The context-specific nature of economic evidence means
scope for harmonization is more limited than for clinical
evidence. However, on the outcomes side, the harmonization
of approaches to the measurement and valuation of health
benefits could have advantages. More general agreement on
the appropriateness of quality-adjusted life-years (QALYs)
as a standardized outcome measure could be explored, be-
fore addressing the practical issues of utility measurement
itself. Although the valuation of health benefits will be in-
fluenced by local cultural and social factors, some aspects of
the measurement process are transferable.

Although the issues regarding standardization of eco-
nomic methods between countries have been intensively re-
searched (19), there is scope for greater co-ordination of the
analytical framework for appraisals within each particular
disease area. For example, the use of a standardized approach
to epidemiological modeling of disease processes and treat-
ment pathways could provide a framework for identifying
the differences in results when local data are entered into
decision analyses. Indications with intensively researched
epidemiological models, such as diabetes and cardiovascu-

lar disease, would appear to offer an opportunity to test this
approach.

Ethical Social and Legal issues

Despite their importance, there is still a need to sensitize
decision makers to these issues. Guidelines and checklists
on ethical issues in HTA, such as those produced by IN-
AHTA, exist but need to be given a higher profile. However,
it should be acknowledged that many of the issues are highly
context-specific and informed by sociocultural and legal fac-
tors within a particular jurisdiction.

Given the lack of information about these aspects of
HTA, there could be value in the explicit mapping of ap-
proaches used in different countries and health systems. This
might reveal more similarities between jurisdictions than ex-
pected. Identical ethical positions would not be expected but
a common set of issues to address might be agreed.

Decision Processes

It should be acknowledged that harmonization of evidence
requirements cannot be considered independently of the deci-
sion process which the evidence is intended to inform. There
is an important link between question definition, decision-
criteria, and hence evidence requirements. While it is unre-
alistic to expect identical decision processes and institutions,
there might be agreement on the conceptual stages of a deci-
sion using HTA, such as those described in Figure 1.

There is also the possibility of agreement on key princi-
ples of decision making, for example, transparency, the right
of stakeholders to submit evidence, the expectation of an
explanation of the basis of a decision, and the right of ap-
peal to an independent authority. However, acceptance of
such a set of principles would require the decision mak-
ers currently using HTA, as well as the manufacturers and
sponsors of technologies, to recognize its value in reaching
sound decisions. The disparity of procedures currently in
operation indicates that this might not be achievable in the
shortterm.

CONCLUSION

There is considerable uncertainty among stakeholders re-
garding the benefits of harmonization of HTA. In reviewing
the possible approaches to harmonization, it was recognized
that harmonization of HTA across jurisdictions should not
aim to produce a single decision on reimbursement and uti-
lization of a technology. The inherent differences between
economies, societies, and health systems mean that such
an outcome would be neither feasible nor desirable, even
if identical decision processes were used. A more desir-
able and achievable target might be to be able to justify
differences in decisions between jurisdictions by reference
to evidence, values, and priorities. Transparency in reporting
the bases of decisions will be essential if this is to be achieved.

INTL. J. OF TECHNOLOGY ASSESSMENT IN HEALTH CARE 24:4, 2008 515

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266462308080677 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266462308080677


Hutton et al.

Overall, the pursuit of harmonization of evidence re-
quirements in HTA across jurisdictions may yield benefit.
The possibility of benefit from harmonization of HTA ev-
idence requirements with those of related decision-making
processes—particularly product licensing—is worthy of fur-
ther exploration. Decision makers and industry representa-
tives agree that in trying to reduce duplication of effort in the
generation and analysis of data, it is important to retain local
ownership of the results of HTA, if it is to have an impact
on decision making. It is also important that any attempts
to standardize HTA practices do not restrict new develop-
ments in methods and processes that diversity of approach
can produce.

Of the three types of evidence considered, the most scope
for benefit from harmonization is thought to lie in the gener-
ation and evaluation of clinical evidence, which is generally
believed to be less context-specific. Within the economic
domain, the potential benefits of more standardization of an-
alytical frameworks (e.g., agreement on common epidemio-
logical bases for decision-models) is identified as an area for
further research. The ethical, social, and legal areas are gen-
erally believed to be under-researched. More exploration of
the role of these issues, the degree to which they are used ex-
plicitly and the methodological frameworks adopted within
HTA systems is needed before the value of harmonization
can be considered.

In conclusion, further harmonization of evidence re-
quirements across HTA bodies could be beneficial in spe-
cific circumstances. There are benefits associated with more
exchange of ideas, methods, and data between jurisdictions.
However, further harmonization of the use of HTA in reim-
bursement decisions is not thought to be either desirable or
feasible at this time as such decisions should be framed in
local social, cultural, and political contexts. Experience of
other harmonization initiatives shows that lengthy periods of
collaboration and exchange of ideas are necessary to bring the
participants to the point of accepting common approaches. It
needs to be acknowledged that the role of HTA in decision-
making processes remains relatively immature in comparison
with other processes, such as regulatory approval. The cre-
ation of inclusive networks, for example through EUnetHTA
and the European Commission Pharmaceutical Forum, may
help to create an environment more favorable to harmoniza-
tion in the future.
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