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ATC/DDD Methodology
Part I: Introduction to ATC

• Historical background

• The ATC system

• Implementing the methodology

• Using the methodology



The need for a “common language”

The two components of the system

Historical background



The need for a “common language”
Milestones and key developments

• 1960s Thalidomide disaster. Need for drug monitoring and 
cross-country comparisons

• 1967 Need for a standardised way to express drug consumption 
volume

• 1969 Need for an internationally accepted drug classification

• 1970s Development of a classification system with a unit of 
measurement



The two components of the system
ATC and DDD

A classification system A unit of measurement



Structure of the ATC system

General principles for ATC classification

The ATC system



Therapeutic

Pharmaco-
logical

Anatomical Chemical

Structure of the ATC system
Hierarchical classification
A Alimentary tract and metabolism
B Blood and blood forming organs
C Cardiovascular system
D Dermatologicals
G Genito urinary system and sex hormones
H Systemic hormonal preparations, excl. sex hormones and insulins
J Antiinfectives for systemic use
L Antineoplastic and immunomodulating agents
M Musculo-skeletal system
N Nervous system
P Antiparasitic products, insecticides and repellents
R Respiratory system
S Sensory organs
V Various



Therapeutic

Pharmaco-
logical

Anatomical Chemical

Structure of the ATC system
Hierarchical classification

A Alimentary tract and metabolism
A10 Drugs used in diabetes
A10B Blood glucose lowering drugs, excl. insulins
A10BA Biguanides
A10BA02 metformin



Therapeutic

Pharmaco-
logical

Anatomical Chemical

Structure of the ATC system
Hierarchical classification

C Cardiovascular system
C09 Agents acting on the renin-angiotensin system
C09A ACE inhibitors, plain
C09AA ACE inhibitors, plain
C09AA01 captopril



Therapeutic

Pharmaco-
logical

Anatomical Chemical

Structure of the ATC system
Hierarchical classification

L Antineoplastic and immunomodulating agents
L01 Antineoplastic agents
L01F Monoclonal antibodies and antibody drug conjugates
L01FD HER2 (Human epidermal growth factor receptor 2) inhibitors

L01FD01 trastuzumab



Structure of the ATC system



Structure of the ATC system



Structure of the ATC system



Structure of the ATC system



Structure of the ATC system



Structure of the ATC system



General principles for ATC classification
ATC assignment

ATC codes to cover:
• Products with MA approval
• New substances for which an application for MA is ready for submission

ATC codes upon request from the users

Each medicinal product is assigned one and only one ATC code

Classification considering main indication, mechanism of action, route of administration, and 
maintenance doses



General principles for ATC classification
ATC assignment

More than 1 ATC code for a substance?

Clearly different therapeutic uses reflected in different:  

• routes of administration

• strengths 



General principles for ATC classification
ATC assignment

More than 1 ATC code for a substance?

Clearly different therapeutic uses reflected in different:  

• routes of administration

• strengths 

Substance X A B
Indication
Dossage

Y
5-10 mg x 2

Z
10-20 mg x 2



C

General principles for ATC classification
ATC assignment

More than 1 ATC code for a substance?

Clearly different therapeutic uses reflected in different:  

• routes of administration

• strengths 

Substance K D
Indication
Dossage

L
5 mg x 2

M
20 mg x 2



General principles for ATC classification
ATC assignment

X groups («others»)

For substances not clearly belonging to any existing ATC 4th level 

New specific 4th levels?

• ≥2 products with MA approval

• benefit for drug utilization research 



General principles for ATC classification
ATC assignment

Combination products

Products containing ≥2 active ingredients 

Also includes combination packages

• A medicinal preparation can be identified by one and only ATC code

• Specific annotations in the Guidelines



Assigning an ATC code to a product

Missing an ATC code or a DDD?

Implementing the methodology



Implementing the methodology



Missing an ATC code or a DDD?
Troubleshooting?

• Apply for an ATC code

• Contact the ATC/DDD Centre



Missing an ATC code or a DDD?
Troubleshooting?



Missing an ATC code or a DDD?
Submit an application online

• Brand name

• Active ingredients

• Dosage form and Strengths

• Marketing Authorisation (MA) status 

• Main indication and other indications

• Approved dose recommendations (if possible)

• Mechanism of action

• Necessary documentation should be attached (for example, Medication Package Insert)

• Applicant’s proposal and other relevant documentation



Missing an ATC code or a DDD?
Submit an application online
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Implementing the methodology



Implementing the methodology



Drug statistics and pharmacoepidemiology

Clinical practice and decision making

Using the methodology



Drug statistics and pharmacoepidemiology
Using the ATC/DDD

• Drug consumption
• Trends in drug utilisation
• Drug reactions, drug monitoring
• Polypharmacy, medication appropriateness
• Drug interactions
• Adherence
• Clinical outcomes
• Drug repurposing
• Comparative analyses between regions or populations
• Mapping



Clinical practice and decision making
Using the ATC/DDD

• Medical health records

• Prescriptions

• Clinical guidelines, protocols, procedures

• Clinical decision support tools

• Pharmacovigilance, risk assesment for adverse events



Thank you
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