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The Challenge and Strategy Selection of Healthy Aging in China

Ge Yanfeng, Wang Liejun, Feng Wenmeng, Zhang Bingzi, Liu Shenglan and Ke Yanghua
(Social Development Research Department, Development Research Center of the State Council )

Summary: China has been aware of the problem of future population aging at the policy level since the 1980s,
when the concept of "healthy aging" has been receiving attention worldwide. However, China’s fertility rate has de-
clined much faster than imagined ever since, the aging process has far outpaced not only most developing countries,
but also many developed countries. By 2018, there has been 249 million people aged 60 and over in China, of whom
about 40 million are disabled. For China, successful aging must be healthy aging, which is no longer just a future—ori-
ented policy idea, but a pressing strategic option.

This paper tries to find out the key characteristics of China’s aging trends and old people’s needs toward health
care and social care. Both quantitative and qualitative methods are adopted, including analyzing data from China’s pre-
vious censuses. Also, we have analyzed in depth current policies and practices of the elderly care services and health-
care services in China to check whether and how they can meet the elderly’s needs. Based on analysis, we find that
China’s demographic structure tends to be “inverted pyramid” and the aging trend is irreversible. Also, as the baby
boom of the 1960s, the number of the elderly will be dramatically increasing in the coming decades. By 2050, there
will be 390 million elderly people aged 60-79, 130 million people aged 80 and over, among whom there could be a
huge amount of disabled/semi—disabled elderly and elderly people living alone or just with their old spouse. Equally
noteworthy is the fact that although elderly population is gradually moving to urban area, the elderly care burden in
rural area is worsening. Fortunately, 2020-2030 is the “window of opportunity” that can be and must be seized to get
prepared, when the aging population will be mainly characterized by growth of 60-79-year—old.

It is important to emphasize that although older adults all over the world are confronted with functional decline
and health loss, the Chinese elderly are facing some special difficulties. For example, overwhelming majority of them
prefer aging in place, but their family support is reducing due to one—child policy and massive population movements.
The disease spectrum of the elderly people in China is also different from that of countries with developed pharmaceu-
tical industry, which needs the cooperation of disease prevention and control system and the biomedical industry. Be-
sides, when we expect to design our elderly care system in the long term, we must pay more attention on the demand
of the 45-59-year—old populations, whose incomes are further differentiated and demands are more diversified.

To achieve healthy aging, both policies and industries must be involved. Firstly, health service system must be
improved to adapt to needs of the aged, which means it must enhance its continuity and initiative, strengthen health
education of the elderly and their family and make up the shortage of rehabilitation facilities. Secondly, elderly ser-
vice system should be improved, emphasizing on implementation of home & community based elderly care system, es-
tablishing a more demand-oriented institutional care system, accelerating building the long—term care financing sys-
tem and making up. Last but not the least, elderly health industries must and can play an important role. The most
promising areas include pharmaceutical products and services for the elderly, e—care and smart care, rehabilitation as-
sistive devices and construction and reconstruction of elderly—oriented living conditions and infrastructures.

This research tries to innovate in the following aspects. Firstly, it adopts a more forward—looking perspective. It
predicts the overall situation of population aging in the next three decades. Secondly, it is more comprehensive. Exist-
ing strategies for aging have focused on public policy research while there is insufficient research on the role of the
industry. We believe healthy aging is a challenging target, which requires a concerted effort by the government and in-
dustries to achieve it, so we have fully studied several elderly health industries.

Key Words: healthy aging; health services for the aged; elderly services; elderly health industry
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