
Ageing and Health-Care Expenditure in Urban China

Xin Meng∗ Christine Yeo†

September 20, 2005

Abstract

The impact of ageing on health expenditure has recently attracted from policy makers
and academics. Majority of studies, however, focus on developed countries, where health
care systems are well developed. In China, where old age dependency ratio has grown
faster than in most countries and the health care system has moved away from a public
to a largely self-financed system, the issue of whether ageing induces a sharp increase in
health expenditure and if elderly population can afford such an expenditure is of a greater
concern. This paper addresses these issues using a household survey data. By endogenise
health condition of individuals, we found that age is one of the most important contributing
factors to the increase in health expenditure for individuals. On average, an individual in
his/her 60s spends 50 to 100 per cent more out-of-pocket health expenditure than a 40 years
old individual, whereas those who were in their 80s spend 100 to 170 per cent more than a
40 years old. Our findings indicate that the impact of age on health expenditure is by no
means "read herring". Further more, we find that out-of-pocket health expenditure accounts
for a large proportion of elderly’s income. For a women in her 60th the out-of-pocket health
expenditure is around 20 per cent of her total income. These findings raise concerns about
the well being of the elderly under the current health system in China.
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1 Introduction

Recently, changes in the demographic nature of the world population has attracted considerable

attention from policy makers and academics. One of the central concerns is the effect of ageing

on health care expenditure. The majority of the studies, however, focus on the impact of ageing

in developed countries, where health care systems are well developed.

The growth in the old age dependency ratio and the concern about its impact on health

expenditure may be amplified in China for the following reasons:

First, the demographic structure is changing faster than most countries. Since 1979 the

Chinese government has implemented a one-child policy. In the next decade or so when the the

parents of the One-Child generation retire, each one of these children will have two dependent

parents to support. By then, China may well have an inverted population pyramid, with more

old than young people.

Second, the Chinese urban health care system has undergone a considerable change in the

last 20 years and has moved away from a public provided system to a largely self-financed

system.

Third, the role of individual responsibility has increased during the economic reform period

and the old family value of supporting ageing parents has began to weaken. This change is

magnified by the One-Child policy in two accounts. On the one hand, parental attitudes towards

their child has changed. There is considerable evidence that parents have not been teaching

their children traditional values and that the One-Child generation is very self-centered. On

the other hand, being the only child in a family, the One-Child generation’s ability to support

parents is more limited than when responsibilities can be shared among siblings.

One possible implication of these changes is that in the near future, when a large proportion

of population ages, the old will not be adequately supported by either the government or their

families. Questions naturally arise as to the extent to which ageing induces an increase in health

expenditure for the aged and whether the elderly can afford such an expenditure.

This paper addresses these issues using data from an urban household survey, which is

conducted by the Institute of Economics at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in 2002.
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Previous literature examining the effect of ageing on health expenditure mainly addresses the

issue of population ageing on national health expenditure. Due to the incompleteness of health

expenditure reported in household survey, studies in this area mainly use aggregated time series

data, cross-country data, or hospital data (see, for example, Fuchs, 1984; Getzen, 1992; Zweifel,

Felder, and Meiers, 1999; and Seshamani and Gray, 2004). This paper, however, focuses mainly

on health expenditure affordability for individuals, and hence, is based on the household survey

data.

Recent literature on the impact of ageing on health expenditure finds that once the proximity

to death (or health condition) is controlled for, age has little effect on health expenditure

(Zweifel, Felder, and Meiers, 1999; Zweifel, Felder, and Meiers, 2004). In this paper we argue

that the main effect of ageing on health expenditure is through its effect on health condition

(or proximity to death). Including the direct and indirect effects of ageing we find that age has

a very significant impact on health expenditure.

The paper is structured as follows. The next section provides the background on the Chinese

urban health care system and its recent reform. Sections 3 and 4 discuss the methodology and

the data, respectively, while Section 5 presents the results. Conclusions are given in Section 6.

2 Background

Before economic reform, the urban Chinese population was covered by the Labour Insurance and

Public Insurance schemes, which were introduced in the 1995s. The former covered healthcare

expenditure for current as well as retired employees in the State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and

collectives, while the latter applied to employees and retirees who worked in the government

and other public institutions. Both programs provided nearly free medical care for employees

and partly free medical care for their family members (Gibbons, 1992 and Shi, 2003). During

the pre-reform era, only very small proportion of labour force was working in the non-state,

collective, or government sectors, therefore, almost all urban labour force and their families

were covered by the state health insurance.

Under the planned economy, individual enterprises were not independent budgetary units.
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Firms handed over their profit and in return, the state provided all the benefits to the employees.

Thus, in essence, the pre-reform medical care system was a social insurance system.

Economic reform introduced in the early 1980s gave enterprises the right to keep part of the

profit and, at the same time, the responsibility to cover all the expenses relating to employees’

benefits, such as pension and medical expenditure. As a result, medical care during those years

became a work unit insurance scheme. The smaller insurance pool generated many problems.

In particular, workers in loss making or bankrupted firms were unable to claim for any health

expenditure. On the supply side, providers were reimbursed on the basis of fee-for-services;

therefore there were incentives to over-provide health care services and wastage and inefficiency

were the consequences (Gu & Tang, 1995; Hu, 1996; and Shi, 2003).

The reform of the medical insurance system occurred gradually. Initially a few cities trialed

the new system of Medical Saving Accounts (MSA) and a Social Risk Fund (SRF), whereby

employers and employees jointly contributed funds into the MSA and SRF, with six per cent

and two per cent of the annual wages, respectively. The funds collected were then sub-divided

into 3.8 and 4.2 per cent for MSA and SRF, respectively (Chen, 2000). It was not until 1998

that the system was introduced to the majority of urban cities.

The new program functions as follows: Individuals who have incurred medical expenses are

to use their personal MSA to pay for the bills. If the MSA dund is not used in a particular

year, the balance is carried forward to the following year. However, if the MSA is depleted, and

there are health liability outstanding, individuals have to pay out-of-pocket up to 10% of their

annual wage. In the event that the bills exceeded this proportion, the SRF will be invoked.

However, this does not mean that the remaining bills will be fully covered; instead, individuals

are still responsible to pay the remaining portion of the bill at a decreasing rate. For example,

in Sichuan province, the individual will pay 30 per cent of the bill if it reaches 5000 yuan, 25% if

5000-8000 yuan, 20% if 8000-10000 yuan, 15% if 10000-20000 yuan, and 10% if it is 20000 yuan

and above. Retirees will only have to pay half of these charges. An additional condition is that

the usage of the SRF is capped at 4 times the average worker’s annual wage in that city. Thus,

once the maximum cap is reached, individual private supplementary insurance or out-of-pocket

expenditure sets in (Liu, 2002).
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The new system places a substantial responsibility on individuals to pay out-of-pocket ex-

penses. This is especially so for the elderly, who are more likely to incur substantial amounts of

medical expenditure. In addition, individuals who are not working in the formal sector or are

unemployed will not be able to enjoy what seems to be an already limited insurance. Using the

Urban Income Distribution Survey 2002 Table 1 indicates that in 2002 the majority of public

sector and foreign owned enterprises were covered by public insurance, while a large propor-

tion of private, collective, and other employees were not covered by either public or private

insurance. Moreover, a large proportion of the population who were not working had no health

insurance. Furthermore, employees who work in less profitable firms often experience health

insurance arrears. Giles, Park, and Cai (2004) estimated that in 2000, among employed workers

aged 16 to 60, 22 per cent experienced health insurance arrears. For retired workers this ratio

is as high as 30 per cent.

As a result, individual out-of-pocket medical expenditure has increased significantly over

recent years. Using data from Income Distribution Survey 1995, 1999, and 2002,1 Table 2

presents the average out-of-pocket medical expenditure and the average proportion of the out-

of-pocket expenditure during these years. It shows that over this period, individual out-of-

pocket medical expenditure increased significantly, while public health expenditure reduced.

The proportion of public health expenditure fell from 49 per cent of total health expenditure

to 19 per cent. In addition, the older age group were more affected. While the out-of-pocket

expenditure for people age below 65 increased by 19 per cent per annum, the change for those

who are aged 65 and above is 22 per cent per annum.

Figure 1 depicts the total, private (out-of-pocket), and public health expenditure, and the

public health expenditure as proportion of total expenditure by age for the three years. The

figure shows that while total health expenditure increased significantly, the increase is mainly

due to the rise in private (out-of-pocket) health expenditure. In addition, while the switching

from public to private health expenditure occurred for all the age groups, the largest increases

occurred for individuals aged about 60.

1These surveys were conducted by the Institute of Economics, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in 1996,
2000, and 2003.
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It is, therefore, important to study the effect of ageing on the out-of-pocket health expendi-

ture and to examine the extent to which the current level of private health expenditure impinges

on elderly’s living standard.

3 Methodology

The effect of ageing on an individual’s health expenditure may be captured by Goodman’s

model (Grossman, 1972), where health is regarded as part of an individual’s human capital,

which depreciates with age. Thus, to maintain the health capital stock, the aged invest more

(Folland, Goodman, and Stano, 2003). The empirical literature, using both macro and micro

level data, has revealed a strong correlation between age and health expenditure (Getzen, 1992).

However, recent studies have focused on a somewhat different issue, which is to disentangle

the age-health expenditure relationship into the effect of age and the effect of closeness to

death on health expenditure. These studies find that although age is strongly related to health

expenditure, once the proximity to death is taken into account the direct effect of age on health

expenditure largely disappears (Zweifel, Felder, and Werblow, 1999; McGrail et al., 2000; Felder,

Meier and Schmit, 2000; Schellhorn, Stuck, Minder and Beck, 2000; Seshamani and Gray, 2004;

Stearns and Norton, 2004 and Zweifel, Felder, and Werblow, 2004).2 Based on this literature,

the common belief is that the effect of ageing on health expenditure is a “red-herring” and it

is the proximity to death, which is also related to age, matters. Disentangling the direct age

and proximity to death effects is important as they may have different policy implications. If

expenditure increases with age because of the direct age effect, the increase in ageing population

will increase health expenditure for the society significantly. If expenditure increases with age

because more people are closer to death, then an increase life expectancy will not necessarily

increase health cost for the society.

This paper, however, has a different objective. We are interested in knowing the extent to

which ageing induces an increase in health expenditure to the aged and whether the elderly can

afford such an expenditure. Knowing that proximity to death or health condition is also age

2Some debating as to how the model should be estimated exist in the literature. Nevertheless, the main
conclusion seems to be consistent (see . Dow & Norton, 2002 and Seshamani and Gray, 2004, for example).
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related, our goal is to estimate the total effect of age (both direct age effect and its indirect

effect through health condition/proximity to death) on out-of-pocket health expenditure in

urban China.

To uncover the total effect of age on health expenditure, the following two equation model

will be estimated:

HCEi = α+X 0β + γHi + δAgei + εi (1)

Hi = π +X 0λ+ θZi + ηAgei + i (2)

where HCEi is individual i’s out-of-pocket health expenditure, X is a vector of exogenous

variables, Hi is a Self-Assessed Health (SAH) indicator for individual i, which takes the value

of 1 if the respondents rated their current health as either excellent or very good as specified in

the SAH indicator or 0 otherwise. Agei refers to the age of individual i, and Zi is an exogenous

instrument which should directly affect individuals’ self-assessed health condition but not affect

HCE directly.

Equation (1) is the normal health expenditure model used in many studies. Although the lit-

erature has found no direct age effect on health expenditure once proximity to death is controlled

for, there may be reasons to believe that age has an independent effect on health expenditure

over and above its effect on health. For example, health expenditure on the young unhealthy

may be less than the expenditure on the old with the same health condition. In addition, when

health condition is proxied by a Self-Assessed Health indicator, which is the variable used in this

study, there is a large possibility of measurement error, which is systemetically related to age.

Using the Australian Bureau of Statistics National Health Survey data, where Self-Assessed

Health condition were asked twice in the survey, Crossley & Kennedy (2002) showed that older

people do have a higher tendency to revise their responses when asked the same question second

time. This suggests that the measurement error of SAH may be related to age. If so, there

might be an direct link between age and health expenditure due to a measurement error of the

SAH.

Equation (2) is a model explaining the determinants of health condition. The relationship
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between health condition and health expenditure may be endogenous as spending more on health

may improve one’s health condition. If this is the case, then without tackling the endogeneity

issue may cause biased estimates of the coefficients in equation (1). Most of the empirical

literature examining the relationship between ageing and health expenditure, however, does

not seem to address the issue of possible endogeneity between health condition and health

expenditure.3 On the contrary, the issue of causal relationship between health and income is

intensively studied in the recent literature on the relationship between health and income (see,

for example, Case, 2001; Lindahl, 2002; Meer, Miller, and Rosen, 2003; and Frijters, Haisken-

DeNew, and Shields, 2005). While some of these studies use exogenous income shocks, such as

change in state pension scheme or lottery winning as instruments for income, others adopt a

fixed effects model to gauge the effect of change in income on a change in health status. In this

paper, the Instrumental Variable approach is adopted to obtain unbiased estimates of equation

(1).

Note that the dependent variable used for equation (1) is truncated at zero as often a large

proportion of individuals do not incur any health expenditure. The dependent variable for

equation (2) is a dummy variable indicating health condition. We, therefore, estimate equation

(1) using a tobit model and equation (2) using a probit model. To handle the endogeneity of

health condition issue, a two stage estimation approach is adopted. The first stage (equation

(2)) is estimated and the predicted probability of being healthy is obtained. In the second stage,

the predicted probability is plugged into equation (1). To test the robustness of this estimation

strategy, we also use a Linear Probability model or an Ordered Probit model for the first stage

estimation, and Tobit or OLS for the second stage estimation.

The main concern of this paper is the extent to which age affects health care expenditure

both directly and indirectly though health condition. Upon estimating the above two equation

model, the total marginal effect of age on health expenditure may be calculated as:

3Although Salas and Raftery (2001) point out that proximity to death may be endogenous as health care
expenditure does affect health status and hence the closeness to death, Zweifel (2001) states that evidences have
shown that only a lag of ten years in HCE is found to have an effect on proximity to death. As a result, he
argued that such correlation effect is insignificant.
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∂HCEi

∂Agei
=

∂HCEi

∂Agei
+

∂HCEi

∂Hi

∂Hi

∂Agei
(3)

while the total effect of Age on HCE may be presented as:

HCEi = bδAgei + (bγ ∗ bη)Agei (4)

4 Data

The data used in this study are from the Urban Income Distribution Survey 2002, which was

conducted in 2003 by the Institute of Economics, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. The

survey covers ten provinces and is regarded as one of the few representative surveys in China.

The survey collected a broad range of information from 6835 urban households and their indi-

vidual members. Information collected includes individuals’ personal characteristics, individual

income in 2002 and retrospective income in the past five years, household characteristics and

household income, assets, liabilities, and detailed information on expenditure. In addition, the

survey also collected information on household heads and their spouses parental information,

including their education, occupation, birth year, and whether they are still alive, if not the

year of death.

Of particular interest to this paper, the survey also collected each individual’s self-assessed

health condition, categorised as excellent, very good, fair, bad, and very bad. In addition to

SAH, the survey also inquired whether an individual is disabled in anyways (objective health).

Disability includes limbs, eye sight, hearing/speaking, psychological, mental disability, general

health problems, chronic illness, and other disability. All eight disabilitues are rated from 1 to

3, with 1 indicating none, 2 mild, and 3 serious and requiring help from others. Questions were

also asked about each individual’s out-of-pocket medical expenditure and the amount of health

expenditure his/her work unit paid in 2002. Moreover, data on whether an individual is covered

by public or private health insurance are available.

Based on the information available in the data, vector X in equations (1) and (2) includes

years of education, a lagged average income in the previous 4 years (average individual income in
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the years of 1998 to 2001),4 whether or not the individual is covered by public or private health

insurance or both, gender and cities dummies to take geographical differences into consideration.

Age is included as a linear and a quadratic term to capture any possible non-linear relationship.

One important task is to find a valid instrument which affects an individual’s health condition

but has no direct effect on health expenditure. The instrument we choose is the individual’s

parental average longevity. Using information on years of birth and death (if applicable) of

parents and other parental characteristics we are able to estimate a duration model for parental

life-expectancy using constant piecewise hazards model.5 Using the estimated results from the

sample of households heads and their spouses we then predict a completed life expectancy

for all parents for the whole sample. We believe that parental longevity should have strong

impact on individuals’ health condition due to genetic transmission from parents to children

and it should have no direct effect on individuals’ health expenditure apart from the effect

through individuals’ health condition. Thus, using parental life expectancy as an instrument

should satisfy the exclusion restriction. In the next section we will test whether it is a strong

instrument.

Figure 2 presents the distribution of SAH and objective health by age and gender. The left

panel of presents the average self-assessed health (SAH) measure by age for male and female

samples separately. The health measure ranges from 1 to 5 with 1 indicating excellent health

and 5 indicating very ill. Thus, the higher the average number the unhealthier it indicates. The

shape of the graph indicates a strong relationship between age and SAH. Females tend to report

slightly worse health condition. This gender differential is consistent with that found in other

studies (Case & Deaton, 2003). However, Case and Deaton (2003) indicate that there tends

to be a convergence between the female and male SAH after the age of 65, yet in the Chinese

situation, divergence is observed much later after age 70. One possible reason is that Case &

4An increase in health expenditure generates better health, which in turn, increases income level, implying
that the income variable may be endogenous. A lagged average income variable is used to address this issue.

5Specifically, parental life expectancy is estimated based on the difference between year of death and year of
birth. Right-censored variable is required to take into consideration of those who are still surviving after the
evaluation period. Here, we have disregard issue on left censoring by excluding all data points without year
of birth. Other explanatory variables include the level of education attained, types of occupation and gender.
Summary statistics for these variables are also presented in Appendix A. The estimated results of the hazard
model are presented in Appendix B.
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Deaton use panel data, where they can map out SAH more accurately than in our case of a

single cross-section.

The right panel of Figure 2 shows the relationship between age and the objective health

measure. We aggregated the responses by summing them across the eight types of disabilities.

The minimum ‘points’ is eight indicating that the individual does not suffer from any of the

disability and the maximum is 24 indicating the individual suffers seriously from all of the

symptoms. The figure shows similar pattern with the SAH, whereby strong positive relationship

between ageing and unhealthy is observed. The relationship, however, is not linear, with a sharp

increase for individuals above 65.

Note that as the main interest of this study is on the effect of ageing, only individuals at

age of 20 and above are included in the sample. Summary statistics of the relevant variables

are presented in Appendix A. It shows that individuals on average incur 511 yuan out-of-

pocket health expenditure in 2002 and females on average spent 17 per cent more than their

male counterparts. Around 62 per cent of our sample indicated that their health condition is

excellent or very good. The average age of the sample is 45 years, and women are around 2

years younger than men. The predicted average life expectancy for mother and father is around

67 years of age, which is lower than the 72 years published in CIA World Factbook for the

country as a whole (CIA, 2004). Around 52 per cent of the sample is males and the average

years of schooling is around 11 years for males and 10.5 for females. In 2002 men earned 12,515

Yuan annually, while this figure for women is 9,651 Yuan, 23 per cent less than their male

counterparts. Around 30 and 39 per cent of males are covered by public and private health

cover, while the figures for females are 24 and 37 per cent. The gender distribution across

different regions are almost the same.

5 Results and discussion

Equation (1) is first estimated using a simple tobit model and the results are reported in

column (1) of Table 3. All variables have expected signs. Those who regard themselves as

having “excellent” or “very good” health on average spend around 700 yuan less annually than
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those whose health are self-assessed as “fair”, “unhealthy” or “very ill”. An increase in age

increases health expenditure and the relationship is almost linear with a very slight increase in

the rate of change with age. Note that without including health variable in the regression the

effect of age on health expenditure is much higher (one year increase in age increases health

expenditure by 31 yuan rather than 21 yuan) than the current specification and it is statistically

significant at the 1 per cent rather than 10 per cent levels. More educated people and those

with higher income spend more on health (although the effect of income is not accurately

estimated) and males spend less than their female counterparts, holding other things constant.

These results seem to be consistent with the existing literature. We also estimated equation

(1) with two health dummy variables indicating “excellent” and “very healthy” as opposed to

“fair”, “unhealthy”, or “very ill”. The results are reported in column (2) of Table 3. We observe

that the healthier an individual assesses himself/herself, the less he/she spend. The difference

between the two levels of health is statistically significant. Other variables exhibit the same

signs and similar significant levels.

Note that columns (1) and (2) treat health condition as exogenous. To endogenise the health

variable, two-stages estimations of various models are estimated. We first examine the results

from the first stage estimation of equation (2), which are reported in columns (7) to (9) of Table

3. The instrument used is predicted complete parental life-expectancy. Column (7) reports the

results from a probit model where the dependent variable is defined as one for those whose self-

assessed health rating as excellent or very healthy, zero otherwise. The effect of parental life

expectancy is positively related to individuals’ health condition and is statistically significant

at the 1 per cent level. The longer the parents live the better the reported self-assessed health

condition of their children. F-tests also show that the instrument is very strong.

The effect of age on health is very significant. The older an individual is the less likely he/she

is healthy. At the mean age (45 years) each additional year of age reduces the probability of

being healthy by around 2 per cent. Men tend to rate their health condition better than women.

Both years of schooling and income contribute positively to the rating of own health. A highly

educated individual is perceived to be of higher in ability according to human capital theory.

As such, they may be able to absorb and respond to existing healthcare innovations quicker
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and more efficiently. Thus, they are more likely to maintain good health. However, in economic

terms, the effect may not be large. A year increase in education is only associated with a 0.5%

improvement in the probability of rating better health, holding other things equal, even though

it is highly significant. Similarly the impact of lagged income on health is also minimal. At

the mean income level (average of 9000 Yuan annually) a 1% rise in lagged four years average

income generates approximately 0.05 percent improvement in the probability of being healthy.

Neither public nor private health insurance is related to individuals’ health rating.6

We also estimated the health equation using a linear probability model with a dummy

variable indicating excellent and very healthy as the dependent variable and using an ordered

probit model with the original self-assessed health rating from 1 to 5 as the dependent variable.

The results are reported in columns (8) and (9), respectively. Both the signs and significant

levels are consistent with those found in the probit model with only slight differences in the size

of the marginal effects.

Figure 3 presents the predicted probability of being healthy by age and gender. The two

lines in the middle are for the total sample and using probit and OLS estimations. It can be

seen that the predicted probability varies very little between the results from the two different

estimation method. The general trend is that the older an individual is the less likely he/she

will be healthy. The relationship is non-linear though with a reduced speed of reduction in

probability of being healthy at around 70 to 80 years of age. This nonlinearity may be due

to selection effect as those who survived until very old age may on average be healthier. The

line above the total sample lines is for the male sample while the one below is for the female

sample. As noted earlier, females are less likely to state that they are healthy relative to their

male counterparts, and the older they become the wider the gap.

To endogenise the health condition, equations (1) and (2) are estimated as a system. Several

6The reason public health cover is unrelated to individuals’ health rate may be related to the fact that in
China majority of workers in the State Owned Enterprises are entitled to public health cover. Since there are
still a large proportion of workers working for the SOE (more than 50 per cent in the sample), receive public
cover is a ‘norm’ in the workplace and hence is not related to whether individual is healthy or not. The private
health coverage includes both the compulsory health scheme and voluntary self-purchased policy. Compulsory
health scheme only covers massive health cost and the possibility of incurring such cost is relatively small. As for
self-purchased policy, it is still uncommon in the Chinese scene, less than 2 per cent of the sample has purchased
such policy hence its contribution may be offset by compulsory health scheme.
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different two stage estimations are adopted to check the robustness of the results. The results

from these estimations are reported in columns (3) to (6). Column (3) reports results from the

two stage estimation whereby the predicted health variable from the probit model is plugged

into the tobit health expenditure model (equation (1)). Two significant differences between

simple tobit estimation and the two stage tobit estimation are observed. First, the effect of age

on health expenditure switchs sign and becomes statistically insignificant. Second, the impact

of health status on health care expenditure increases considerably. On average, those who are

healthy spend 3880 Yuan less than those who are unhealthy. Results for other variables do not

seem to change much.

The above findings are quite robust. Column (4) shows that when using ordered probit as

the first stage estimation, the effect of health status on health care expenditure increases when

an individual’s health condition deteriorates. Those who state “excellent health” spend 4671

Yuan less than those who state “very unhealthy”, while the amount less health care expenditure

for those who state “very healthy” relative to the “very unhealthy” is 4251 Yuan. Column (5)

presents results obtained using the Linear Probability model as the first stage and tobit as

the second stage (IV Tobit), while column (6) demonstrates results from a normal IV estimate

(OLS for both stages). Both columns convey a similar story. Given the censored nature of the

dependent variable for the health expenditure equation and for simplicity reason, the analysis

below will focus on the results obtained from columns (3) and (5), the estimation using a tobit

model in the second stage.

Turning to the total effect of age on health expenditure we first calculate the marginal effect

at the sample mean based on equation (3). These marginal effects for the two models are

reported at the bottom of the Table 4. The total marginal effect of age on health expenditure

ranges between 28 yuan to 32 yuan, depending on the model used. Thus, an additional year of

age increase health expenditure by between 28 to 32 yuan at the sample mean.

To visualise the total effect of age on health expenditure, Figure 4 plot out the relationship

between age and individual’s out-of-pocket health expenditure calculated based on equation (4).

It shows that other things being equal, at age 60 an average individual spends around 1350 to

1700 yuan out-of-pocket health expenditure, while this figure at age 40 is around 700 to 1100
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yuan. Thus, a 60 years old individual on average spend 50 to 100 per cent more on health

than a 40 years old individual. This ratio further increases to 97 to 170 per cent if comparison

is between an individual age 80 and one aged 40. The figure shows a very significant age effect

on health expenditure and it by no means is a “red-herring”.

Finally, we also calculated the average health expenditure at each age group as a proportion

of the mean income for the age group. This is presented in Figure 5. The Figure shows that

for the total sample, the out-of-pocket health expenditure for the group aged between 30 to 39

accounted for around 5 to 9 per cent of their average income, this ratio increases to 14 to 18 per

cent for the age group aged 60 to 69, and further increases to 21 to 26 per cent for those who are

age 80 and above. Obviously out-of-pocket health expenditure is a large financial burden to the

elderly, accountinf for as much as one fifth to one fourth of their average income. The burden

is much heavier for women than for men. At their 60th, the out-of-pocket health expenditure

accounted for around 18 to 22 per cent of women’s average income. Knowing that women on

average have longer life expectancy than men, our finding may have significant implication to

the financial well being of the single female elderly.

6 Conclusion

With population rapidly aging, and health care expenditure increasingly becoming individuals’

personal responsibility in China, it is important to examine the effect of aging on healthcare

expenditure, in particular, private health expenditure. Distinctive from existing research, this

paper presents the complete (i.e. direct plus indirect) age effect on out-of-pocket healthcare

expenditure. The results show that age does not have a significant direct effect on out-of-pocket

healthcare expenditure. This is consistent with current literature. It, however, does have a

significant indirect effect through health condition on health expenditure. Calculation of the

complete age effect shows that out-of-pocket expenditure is indeed rising with age very rapidly.

In addition, as individuals age, the proportion of expenditure to average income become very

high, especially for women. Even at their 60th, the total out-of-pocket health expenditure

accounted for around 20 per cent of their average income. These findings suggest that current
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health care system in China place a significant financial strain on the elderly, especially elderly

women.
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Public Insurance Private insuranceNo insurance Others Total No. of obs.
Public administration 77.27 1.55 17.4 3.79 3167
State owned enterprises 75.45 1.5 19.43 3.62 3402
Collective sector 49.21 1.25 44.67 4.86 638
Private Sector 15.81 3.01 79.68 1.51 930
Foreign owned enterprises 65.06 3.46 26.34 5.14 953
Others 23.44 4.47 69.46 2.63 1028
Not working 30.53 2.92 60.4 6.15 10200
Total 46.51 2.52 46.09 4.88 20318

Table 1: Individual health cover by employment status, 2002
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1995 1999 2002
Mean CV Mean CV Mean CV

Real out of pocket health expenditure (1) 121.33 5.38 361.57 3.97 412.74 4.13
Real out of pocket health expenditure aged 0 to 64 (2) 115.93 5.63 316.40 3.62 388.57 4.41
Real out of pocket health expenditure aged 65 and above (3) 204.37 3.16 838.69 3.72 842.97 2.76
(1) as % of real per capita income (4) 2.66 5.63 5.52
(2) as % of real per capita income (5) 2.54 4.92 5.20
(3) as % of real per capita income (6) 4.48 13.05 11.28
Real public health expenditure (7) 273.10 4.13 355.61 5.93 260.99 7.55
Real total health expenditure (8) 394.42 3.55 717.18 3.88 673.73 4.14
Public health expenditure as % of total health expenditure (9) 48.71 32.87 19.45
Age (10) 35.66 0.52 37.86 0.49 38.24 0.47
Real per capita income (11) 4564.37 0.61 6427.40 0.63 7472.86 0.67

Table 2: Out of pocket and public health expenditure in 1995, 1999, and 2002 
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)
Constant -973.50** -923.17** 730.86 1221.9 1026.5 2638.0** 0.075 0.460***

(449.14) (449.51) (758.08) (1097.21) (1342.01) (1080.31) (0.239) (0.080)
Dummy for very healthy and healthy -701.41*** -3881.4*** -4425.55* -4031.63**

(47.25) (1135.7) (2282.9) (1964.08)
Very healty -817.66*** -4671.6**

(64.603) (2,130.4)
Healthy -653.82*** -4253.7***

(50.53) (1318.0)
Average parental life expectency 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.002***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.001)
Age 21.244* 19.72 -29.77 -29.15 -38.43 -66.38** -0.019*** -0.015*** -0.042***

(12.006) (12.02) (21.88) (33.531) (39.419) (33.24) (0.002) (0.002) (0.005)
Age2/100 0.060 0.07 0.286* 0.221 0.325 0.51*** 0.011*** 0.000*** 0.000***

(0.125) (0.13) (0.15) (0.20) (0.22) (0.19) (0.002) (0.000) (0.000)
Dummy for males -270.41*** -266.75*** -123.32* -102.32 -98.09 76.35 0.051*** 0.048*** 0.129***

(45.496) (45.51) (69.81) (94.68) (119.00) (92.77) (0.009) (0.008) (0.019)
Years of schooling 32.924*** 32.60*** 48.01*** 43.22*** 51.24*** 32.30*** 0.005*** 0.005*** 0.007**

(7.744) (7.75) (9.51) (9.44) (14.61) (12.53) (0.002) (0.001) (0.003)
Log(mean previous 4 year income) 22.361 21.57 188.69*** 178.74** 214.75* 198.09* 0.055*** 0.051*** 0.117***

(38.455) (38.46) (70.77) (88.70) (126.64) (112.21) (0.007) (0.007) (0.016)
Dummy for public health insurance -284.62*** -281.56*** -271.23*** -227.94*** -268.89*** -41.34 0.005 0.004 0.039

(65.642) (65.65) (66.18) (71.01) (79.65) (68.13) (0.012) (0.012) (0.028)
Dummy for private health insurance -86.692 -86.05 -72.05 -74.48 -67.26 57.23 0.006 0.006 0.013

(58.968) (58.97) (59.55) (59.96) (72.19) (59.93) (0.012) (0.011) (0.025)
City dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Number of observations 13631 13631 13631 13631 13631 13631 13631 13631 13631
Pseudo R2   0.08 0.10 0.06
Marginal effect 32.41 28.34 13.72

Tobit with 
probit predicted 
value

IV (OLS 1st 
stage and Tobit 
2nd stage)

IV (both stages 
are OLS)

Simple equation estimation Various Two Stage Estimations
Tobit with more 
health 
categories

Tobit with 
ordered probit 
predicted 

Table 3: Regression results from Equations (1) and (2)

Ordered Probit 
model

First stage health equation (Equation 2)Health expenditure equation (Equation 1)

Tobit with a 
dummy for 
health

Linear 
probability 
model

Probit model 
(marginal 
effects)
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Figure 1: Health expenditure (Total, Private, and Public) in 1995, 1999, and 2000
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Figure 2: Self assessed and objective health measure by age and gender
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Figure 3: Predicted SAH by age and gender
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Figure 4: Predicted total age effect on out-of-pocket health expenditure
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Figure 5: Predicted health expenditure as proportion of average income by age group
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Individual information Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev.
Out of pocket health expenditure 511.58 2072.64 472.90 2245.71 553.57 1865.93
Dummy for Healthy 0.62 0.64 0.59
Predicted average parental life expectancy 66.81 18.62 65.60 18.69 68.12 18.46
Age 45.29 11.89 46.10 12.23 44.42 11.44
Dummy for males 0.52
Years of schooling 10.79 3.29 11.05 3.29 10.50 3.26
2002 income 11142.29 8073.39 12515.68 8629.43 9651.29 7129.88
Last four years average income 9005.57 6780.98 10203.65 7391.52 7704.91 5774.43
Dummy for public health insurance 0.27 0.30 0.24
Dummy for private health insurance 0.38 0.39 0.37
Beijing 0.08 0.08 0.08
Shanxi 0.09 0.09 0.08
Liaoning 0.11 0.11 0.11
Jiangsu 0.11 0.11 0.11
Anhui 0.07 0.07 0.07
Henan 0.10 0.10 0.09
Hubei 0.10 0.10 0.10
Guangdong 0.08 0.08 0.08
Sichuan 0.12 0.12 0.13
Yunnan 0.09 0.09 0.09
Gansu 0.06 0.06 0.05
Number of observations 13932 7252 6680

Parental information Mean Std. Dev.
Birth year 1926 12.52
Dummy for males 0.50
3 year primary 0.10
Primary 0.28
Junior high 0.14
Senior high 0.06
Technical high school 0.03
3 year college 0.02
University 0.02
Graduate degree 0.00
Dummy for not a member for any political party 0.82
Self employed 0.01
Professionals 0.06
High level managerials 0.05
Mid level managerials 0.06
Clerks 0.05
Skilled workers 0.13
Unskilled workers 0.14
Service workers 0.06
Farmers 0.24
Other workers 0.19
Number of observations 25813

Total sample

Total sample Male sample Female sample
Appendix A: Summary statistics
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                       of household heads and spouses
Haz. Ratio Std. Err. z

Birth year 0.960 0.001 -69.98
Dummy for males 1.238 0.017 15.51
3 year primary 0.988 0.020 -0.57
Primary 0.905 0.014 -6.61
Junior high 0.825 0.018 -8.69
Senior high 0.796 0.025 -7.11
Technical high school 0.598 0.034 -8.99
3 year college 0.710 0.044 -5.50
University 0.674 0.035 -7.63
Graduate degree 0.982 0.203 -0.09
Dummy for not a member for any political party 1.056 0.022 2.58
Self employed 1.046 0.075 0.62
Professionals 1.292 0.086 3.85
High level managerials 1.313 0.090 3.96
Mid level managerials 1.257 0.086 3.36
Clerks 1.279 0.086 3.68
Skilled workers 1.247 0.077 3.57
Unskilled workers 1.274 0.079 3.93
Service workers 1.238 0.078 3.39
Farmers 1.184 0.071 2.81
Other workers 1.305 0.079 4.38
89 time periods
Number of obs.
Number of failures
Log pseudolikelihood
Wald chi2(108)
Prob > chi2

Note: The omitted category for education is illiterate, and for occupation is Private sector CEOs.

9160000000
0

Appendix B: Results from a piecewise constant hazard model for 
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