
China’s mature population needs a mature healthcare system 
Becoming or being old is not something that we look forward to. Though 
commercials often paint a happy image of elderly people traveling around the 
world, reality is less rosy. Aging populations are something many wealthy and 
developing countries will have to deal with. This is especially true for China, who 
is expected to see the number of senior citizens grow to 487 million or 35 
percent of the population, compared to just over 12 percent now. On the other 
hand, this also opens up many opportunities for cooperation between East and 
West. Healthcare is still underdeveloped in China and Western companies can be 
very helpful in this industry in several ways.  
 
Many retirees and not enough youth 
When China began its market reforms in 1979 only about 5 percent of the 
Chinese population was over 65, so there were about seven working-age persons 
to every retirement-age one. Today, the ratio is about 5.5 working people to 1 
retired, with elderly people counting 123 million or 9 percent of the population. 
Current projections suggest that by 2035 there will be fewer than 2.5 working 
persons for every retiree. The number of elderly will have risen to 229 million, 16 
percent of the population. 
 
We can sum up two main reasons for the change in demography. First, there is 
the increase of the average lifespan. In 1950, China was still a rather poor 
country with a life expectancy of about 44 years. With the rapid economic growth 
the average lifetime expectancy has risen to 74 today. In short, people are living 
longer which poses great challenges for China. For example, the retirement age 
in China is something we can only dream of at 60 for men and 50 for women. 
Moreover, the pensions for retirees come out of a state fund, but this will be 
unsustainable in the future. According to estimates in late December last year a 
financial deficit will emerge in 2030 and the accumulated shortage will account 
for about 90 percent of China's GDP in 2050. 
 
However, raising the retirement age is not easily done. In a survey of 3,000 
mainlanders 54 percent of respondents opposed delaying retirement and only 26 
per cent showed support while the rest were undecided. The main objections 
were: the difficulty of finding a job when one is 55, worse employment prospects 
for younger people, the inadequacy of pensions and a lack of a secure healthcare 
system. 
 
This is especially true for the elderly care in China. There are insufficient 
resources available such as geriatric hospitals and nursing homes, not to speak 
about rehabilitation, psychiatric, and palliative care services. Even though 95 
percent of the population now is insured, compared to 30 percent in 2003, 
patients' premiums and payments are surging at 10 percent a year. Moreover, 
insurance policies sometimes reimburse only about 30 percent of outpatient and 
50 percent of inpatient services. 
 
The second reason for the surge in elderly people is the one-child policy. This 
policy implemented in the early 1980s has not only caused children with a 
burden of providing for many elderly, but also caused an unbalanced men to 
women. However, as China develops, the birth rate also declines more naturally 
like it does in many Western countries. In order to stimulate parents to get more 
children, the government has recently made an amendment to the law, allowing 



couples to have two children if either parent is an only child instead of requiring 
both parents to be singletons. The impact of this measure is very large, because 
most people aged 25 to 35 are single children. 
 
Developing healthcare with the West 
 “China knows very well that they have to change and develop, that is why they 
are eagerly looking at systems in other countries,” according to Jan Booij. Booij 
is change consultant and has experience in the healthcare industry, including 
projects in China. “In the Netherlands, we have a very well-thought out 
healthcare system, but all you hear are complaints. We do know and promote 
our expertise when working with water, but healthcare is just as much our 
strength.” 
 
Chronic diseases are one aspect of healthcare that we can provide useful new 
insights. According to a research last year, China has 9 million Alzheimer’s 
sufferers, the world’s largest group of patients with the disease. Henri Snel, 
architect and researcher on Alzheimer and Architecture has also seen some 
heart-breaking situations. “In most Asian countries these problems are often 
solved within the family. What you see in many countries that have a rapid 
economic development is that certain things have to catch up. Here we have 
founded a sound healthcare system that people can rely on, but that is still 
lacking in China.” 
 
To develop this system and build a sturdy foundation, knowledge transfer is a 
very valuable thing we can exchange with China. Booij says; “it is important to 
connect several parties such as institutes, architects, real estate agents and 
municipalities. Going to China alone won’t accomplish anything, we need to work 
together and build these connections overseas. China is very happy to have us 
on board, but we do have to provide some concrete advice. They don’t just want 
to copy a care home, but we have to adapt it to the Chinese situation.” 
 
Cao Runwu, a doctor at the cardiothoracic surgery department in a Military 
Hospital in Beijing, also acknowledges that Chinese elderly are not very willing to 
live in Western-style retirement homes. “This is mainly because they do not want 
to leave their family. Besides, the facilities are often substandard in retirement 
homes and the fees are quite high. If it is me, I would like to live in a family-
style retirement home. For example, I have some friends who are living together 
like a small community. There are already some people actively trying to 
organise these new living environments.” 
 
Adaptation of the living environment is something that is now developing in the 
West, but also gaining recognition in China. This is something that is especially 
important for people with Alzheimer, who often have loss cognitive abilities and 
their senses. “Because this is an irreversible illness we shouldn’t say we are 
creating a ‘healing environment’, but a ‘caring environment’ instead. For research 
purposes, I have also put myself in the place of these patients by wearing 
headphones, covered glasses and pegs on my nose. But we must remember that 
although these patients may lose certain skills, they still retain feelings and 
sensibilities so in my designs I focus on these aspects. Recently, the attention for 
specialized care homes has risen, but we should also take our time so as not to 
make any mistakes,” Snel mentions. 
 



Cao also sees several steps that China should take to improve their health 
system. “First, we need an effective healthcare education aimed at the whole of 
society so we can heighten the physical condition and the healthcare level of the 
elderly. Second, we should combine the family and the community services. In 
this way, the community as a whole could become a retirement home and 
support to each other. Third, handicapped people or those unable to live alone, 
should be taken care of by combining several elderly institutions and find a 
solution together.” 
 
Cooperation and knowledge necessary for success 
Health care spending in China is expected to near $890 billion a year by 2017, 
growing by an average rate of 13.8 percent annually in local currency terms from 
2013-2017. The central government spent an additional $125 billion in health 
care expenses above and beyond its planned expenditures over the past three 
years. Cao remarks that there are big differences between economic situations 
and that there are several viewpoints from which to consider this problem. “If we 
talk about the needs of elderly, this often refers to those living in the big cities 
and having a certain living standard.” 
 
Snel believes that China will have some important changes in the future. “When 
they see how urgent this issue is, they will have to deal with it more directly and 
effectively. It will then also become interesting from a commercial perspective, 
which will provide a great stimulus. The future of the elderly and people with 
chronic diseases is an issue that society as a whole will face. It is important to 
raise awareness and remind people to be respectful for friends, family and 
strangers.” 
 
And there remains a lot to be done as Cao describes. “The government is 
reacting to slow on the specific needs and wishes of the Chinese elderly. There is 
definitely interest from the West in China, but policies and laws remain important 
obstacles. Western parties are probably most likely to enter the high-end service 
market, but you need to be careful in choosing a partner and research the 
market extensively beforehand. There are some successes like the American 
healthcare company Chindex’s United Family Healthcare organization in Beijing. 
But the failures outnumber the successes, for example the German Augustinum 
Group's retirement home project in Shanghai in 2006, which experienced 
difficulties in buying land from the local government.” 
 
Though elderly themselves have initiated small projects, this is certainly not very 
widespread. Cao mentions “these initiatives are only small beginnings and often 
started by middle-aged people, because there are no self-service facilities. The 
governmental organs are still considering how they can best conduct commercial 
elderly services.” Booij emphasizes that the government is crucial in this industry. 
“Every director of Chinese healthcare institutes is a Party member and healthcare 
service providers are so too. They are very motivated to create openings, but 
that requires a long-term relationship and mutual trust. This is why we founded 
Karakters.org which creates networks Chinese and Dutch interested parties.” 
 
Snel is also hoping to exchange knowledge and ideas with China and other 
countries. “I see my research as an open source work. Everybody can contribute 
and exchange ideas, so we can work to a solution together.” Booij is also hoping 
the Dutch side can be more proactive in the future. “If the government devises a 



strategic plan, the public organizations and the rest can follow. Though we might 
be competitors here, the Chinese market is huge so we can cooperate here and 
go our own way there. Knowledge is the most important, other things can then 
follow.” 
 
Cao also has some useful advice for Western companies. “It is the most 
important to have talents which have thorough knowledge of the Chinese legal 
system and Chinese society as a whole. It is important to understand your 
partner, the government and your clients. A Chinese proverb says ‘It is easy to 
raise an army of one thousand, but hard to find a good general.’ It is still quite 
difficult to find these kind of people, but they are crucial to a company’s success.” 
 
What CI can do for you? 
 “China belongs to the Chinese.” This philosophy is the guidance for how China 
Inroads matches companies with the right parties and markets in China. We 
believe that companies doing business with Chinese, making use of local 
resources will be the most successful and effective. We think proactively and 
offer (un)solicited advice on various issues that companies encounter before, 
during and after entry to the Chinese market. China Inroads believes in a long-
term relationship and acts as your local strategic partner. 


