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Theoretical Interpretation and China's Practice of a Multi—Tier

Social Health Protection System
Hua Ying

(Institute of Population and Labor Economics, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100006, China)
Abstract: The multi-tier social health protection (SHP) system is a policy concept with distinctly
Chinese characteristics. It is both the established goal of China's SHP reform and a key task for the
15th Five-Year Plan (FYP) period as set out by the Fourth Plenum of the 20th CPC Central Committee.

Drawing on international comparisons and an analysis of China's realities, this paper argues that,
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although the basic framework of a multi-tier SHP system has taken shape, a mature system with clearly
defined tier functions, smooth operational mechanisms, and effective coordination has not yet been
established. For the 15th FYP period, a problem-oriented and goal-anchored reform approach is
required, to theoretically clarify the institutional framework and tiered structure of a multi-tier SHP
system and, through international comparison, to highlight China's unique institutional position; and,
in practice, to systematically build—through institutional optimisation and collaborative governance—
a system in which statutory SHP serves as the principal protection tier, upholding a fair baseline of
protection for all; a market-based extended functional tier, centred on commercial health insurance,
effectively responds to diversified and tailored protection needs; and a socially driven social support
tier, encompassing medical mutual aid and charitable medical care, provides flexible supplementary
support and risk-mitigation assistance, with the three tiers well-articulated and mutually reinforcing.

Keywords: multi-tier social health protection; principal protection tier; extended functional tier; social

support tier; collaborative governance
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