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Regional Disparity in China’s Medical Insurance System

and Its Implication on Health Service Use
NIU Jian-lin QI Ya—qiang

Abstract: China’s medical insurance system has achieved an institutional full coverage nationwide
by 2010. Whether this milestone achievement has eliminated the imbalance in medical insurance resource
distribution among regions and individuals? Does medical insurance make a difference in individuals”
health service use and unmet medical needs? To address these questions, we conduct a multilevel analysis
to investigate the regional and individual differences in the healthcare practices with data collected from
the national sample survey of CHARLS2011. We find that, in spite of the institutional full coverage,
around seven percent individuals remain uninsured in 2011 when the population aged 45 and above is con-
cerned. The uninsured individuals either have limited socioeconomic resources, or are healthy at the mo-
ment and thus have lower expected medical needs. Medical insurance resources promote individuals”
health service use significantly, but they do not make a big difference in individuals” unmet medical
needs. The promotion effects on health service use also differ across the insurance programs, with the New
Rural Cooperative Medical Scheme and the Urban Resident Medical Insurance showing comparable but
lower impacts as compared with the Urban Employee Medical Insurance. This study concludes that it is vi-
tal to level up the pooling and administrative level of the present social medical insurance programs in or-
der to achieve actual full insurance coverage and better protection for its targeted population.

Key words: Health Insurance; Institutional Full Coverage; Health Service Use; Unmet Medical Needs;

Regional Disparity
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