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        NICE must not say people are not worth treating

      
    

      
      The National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) has proposed that drugs for the treatment of dementia be banned to National Health Service (NHS) patients on the grounds that their cost is too high and “outside the range of cost effectiveness that might be considered appropriate for the NHS”i.1



  





      
        
      

      This is despite NICE’s admission that these drugs are effective in the treatment of Alzheimer’s disease and despite NICE having approved even more expensive treatments. The effect is that thousands of Alzheimer’s patients will be denied the only treatment available. It is difficult to think of this as anything but wickedness or folly or more likely both. At the same time, and with no apparent sense of irony, NICE has launched a public consultation document3 on its guidelines on social value judgments. As we shall see these guidelines are ethically illiterate as well as socially divisive.

      Assuming permanently scarce resources it is clearly crucial that such healthcare resources as are available are not wasted. This point is often made in terms of cost effectiveness and it is argued, not implausibly, that to talk of cost effectiveness implies that we are able to measure just how cost effective each treatment is. To do so of course we need a standard of measurement. NICE has adopted the ubiquitous, but justly infamous QALY, the Quality Adjusted Life Year.

      The QALY combines life expectancy after treatment with measures of the expected quality of that life. There are two ways in which QALYS can be used. They might be used to determine which of rival therapies to give to a particular patient or which procedure to use to treat a particular condition, in short which of two different treatments is the more … 
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    Footnotes
	
          
          ↵i I first wrote about the inequities and iniquities of QALYs in 1987.2

        
	
          
          ↵ii I argued this in detail in an article published in the BMJ in 1997.4

        
	
          
          ↵iii I first articulated this principle in a chapter in Textbook of Geriatric Medicine and Gerontology. Its present name, however, the age-indifference principle, was suggested by a member of the working party established by the international charity, Age Concern, to investigate attitudes and values in relation to ageing.7

        
	
          
          ↵iv See also an article by Simona Giordano in a recent issue of the Cambridge Quarterly of Healthcare Ethics8 and for more sources see Elizabeth S Anderson’s paper in Ethics.9

        




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



      

      
    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    
  




  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
        Other content recommended for you

    
  
  
    	Ageism and equalityJohn Harris et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2012

	National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence appraisal and ageismAndrew Stevens et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2012

	Wickedness or folly? The ethics of NICE’s decisionsK Claxton et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2006

	Nice and not so niceJohn Harris, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2005

	Whose dignity? Resolving ambiguities in the scope of “human dignity” in the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human RightsHarald Schmidt, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2007

	Ethics and opportunity costs: have NICE grasped the ethics of priority setting?J McMillan et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2006

	Not a NICE fallacy: a reply to Dr QuigleyK Claxton et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2008

	Justice and the NICE approachRichard Cookson, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2015

	National Institute for Clinical Excellence and its value judgmentsMichael D Rawlins et al., BMJ, 2004

	Tobacco industry’s human rights makeover: an archival review of British American Tobacco’s human rights rhetorical veneerNeiloy R Sircar et al., Tobacco Control, 2022




  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  


  



  

          

        


        
        
      

    

   

 


    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	[image: Institute of Medical Ethics]

  


  
  



  



  



  

      

    

  
    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  	Content	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Browse by collection
	Most read articles
	Responses


	Journal	About
	Editorial board
	Sign up for email alerts
	Subscribe
	Thank you to our reviewers


	Authors	Instructions for authors
	Submit an article
	Editorial policies
	Open Access at BMJ
	BMJ Author Hub


	Help	Contact us
	Reprints
	Permissions
	Advertising
	Feedback form





  



  

      
            
        
            
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	 RSS
	 Twitter
	 Facebook
	 Blog

  


  
  



  



  



  

        
      

          

  
      
    
      
    

    
      
        	Website Terms & Conditions
	Privacy & Cookies
	Contact BMJ


        
        Cookie Settings
        
        Online ISSN: 1473-4257Print ISSN: 0306-6800

        Copyright © 2023 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd & Institute of Medical Ethics. All rights reserved.

      

    

  
      
    
        
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

    

  

  
  


