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China unveils plans for health-care reform
China’s liberalisation of market forces for health care in 
the 1990s has failed to meet the needs and aspirations 
of its population. 400 million people are without ade-
quate care and, as Gonghuan Yang and colleagues 
highlight in The Lancet today, the country faces massive 
and unnecessary morbidity as a result of poor preventive 
care. In response to growing public dissatisfaction and 
after extensive consultation, the Government released 
draft reforms on Oct 14, and, unusually, invited comments 
from the public. The proposed system of health care 
“with Chinese characteristics” places people—rather than 
profi ts—fi rst, and aims to provide safe, eff ective, con-
venient, and aff ordable basic care for all citizens by 2020.

The draft reforms are long on aims, but short on 
details. However, the general goals, particularly basic 
insurance for 90% of the people by 2010, are encouraging 
and would fi ll many cracks in the present system. For con-
sumers, health promotion and education, occupational 
and environmental health, care for migrants, and food 
hygiene will be welcomed. For health providers, there is a 
commitment to improved medical education, continuing 

professional development, and standards of training, 
particularly for primary care. Mental-health services are 
mentioned, research is encouraged, and private care 
will continue. An emphasis on humanitarian qualities 
in health workers is hoped to restore public respect for 
doctors and other health professionals.

The role of health managers, administrators, and 
bud gets to improve effi  ciency and quality is stressed. Per-
formance markers will assess individuals and insti tutions 
and might determine salaries, which will be contro-
versial, as will the bold, but sensible, moves to establish 
an essential drugs list with fi xed prices, and standardised 
guidelines for investigation and treatment.

The proposed reforms set high targets, to which the 
Government will be held to account by the people of 
China. Pilot studies will be important in achieving those 
targets, but they must be done with scientifi c rigour 
and object ivity. Far better to allow pilots to fail and 
to improve health care as a result, than to repeat the 
mistakes of the 1992 health reforms by embracing an 
ideology, rather than the evidence.  ■ The Lancet

For the draft of Opinions on 
deepening the healthcare system 

reform [in Chinese] see http://
shs.ndrc.gov.cn/yg/qwll/

t20080401_202378.htm

See Series page 1697

“The winners in web publishing will be those who are 
the ultimate sources of our work—namely, patients, 
who consent to take part in research and who now have 
a simpler way to fi nd the information we publish, and 
investigators, who are likely to acquire greater control 
over the material they submit to us.” This observation 
was made in a supplement to The Lancet in 1998, when 
the full text of the journal fi rst appeared online. A mere 
decade later, in all parts of the world where the internet 
is aff ordable and can be freely accessed, it is now 
integral to patient care and public health.

Many factors contribute to fast and accurate 
medical communication, but the rise in use of 
the internet in recent years has almost certainly 
been the most powerful. Editors at The Lancet, 
The Lancet Infectious Diseases, The Lancet Neurology, and 
The Lancet Oncology aim to communicate to clinicians, 
medical researchers, and public-health specialists 
worldwide the very best and latest in clinical evidence 
and thought. Now, the successful launch of a faster 

and much-improved website gives us the opportunity 
to expand that vision. 

A truly global and multidisciplinary collaboration has 
driven the reconfi guration of our online identity. At the 
core of this process has been a team of “development 
partners”—medical students, clinicians, and researchers—
who have spared time to critique the site’s development. 
We thank them all. Their input has allowed us not only to 
ensure that our content can be navigated intuitively but 
also to introduce features that our readers and users want 
to see. For example, a short annotation now appears at 
the top of every research article. Written by the editors 
responsible for organising the external peer-review of 
these papers, Editors’ notes point the reader towards the 
key health importance of the paper. 

Many more features can be found at TheLancet.com 
and more are planned for the future. We invite you to 
visit our new site and complete the short feedback form 
to help us to continue to harness the internet to improve 
patient care and public health.  ■ The Lancet

TheLancet.com—fast forward for health

For The Lancet’s new website 
see http://www.thelancet.com/
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