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China, in general, has done well to take care of the healthcare of its people. The public hospitals 
in the country provide a base level of care for a fair price to all, be it Chinese national, expatriate, 
or foreign visitor. Expats in China, however, often fi nd that some medical facilities, especially those 
found outside of urban areas, do not meet their expectations for quality. For this reason, they 
often appeal to high cost private hospitals and clinics whenever such a facility is available.    

For this reason, companies in China commonly provide group health insurance for their employees, 
and Shanghai is no diff erent. Despite being one of the most developed cities in the country, with 
one of the highest quality healthcare systems, remaining competitive in attracting top talent and 
providing the benefi ts that expats are looking for is still a priority for Shanghai businesses.

The issue with these group insurance plans, however, is that they are mostly ‘one size fi ts all’ 
policies that may only provide coverage for catastrophic illness, lacks coverages like maternity or 
dental, or may have low benefi t levels for some medical treatments. Additionally, there may be 
geographic restrictions on these plans that don’t make them ideal for people that travel frequently.

In instances such as this, it is not uncommon for a person to purchase a ‘Top-up Insurance’ plan. 
This acts as a supplementary insurance policy that can provide additional benefi ts to make up for 
any areas in which your existing insurance policy is defi cient. Here, Pacifi c Prime China provides 
this guide to educate you on various aspects of top-up insurance plans, as well as healthcare and 
insurance in Shanghai.

GUIDE TO TOP-UP INSURANCE PLANS
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Shanghai features both public and private hospitals. The quality of the healthcare in 
both is good, but you can expect to receive the best service and lower wait times at 
private hospitals in the city. Furthermore, private hospitals in Shanghai are the only 
locations where you can reasonably expect to fi nd English-speaking doctors and 
hospital staff . This is a defi nite draw for expatriates living in Shanghai.

Some insurance plans in Shanghai may restrict the network of hospitals that you 
can go to in order to make a claim for your medical costs. Of course, there are plans 
available that will reimburse you for costs incurred at any medical facility, or better yet 
the insurer can pay the care provider directly.

SHANGHAI HOSPITALS
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COMMON EMPLOYER-PROVIDED
INSURANCE POLICY GAPS

Over the 17+ years that Pacifi c Prime has been operating in Asia, we have dealt with 
a large number of corporate insurance plans. Thus, we have learned the common 
areas in which these plans have proven to not fulfi ll the wants and needs of some 
plan members. Some of the most common among these are:

•    Pre-existing condition coverage

•    Lack of portability

•    Low level of benefi ts for in-patient care

•    No, or very limited, out-patient coverage

•    Requirement to obtain a referral in order to meet a specialist

•    No coverage for vaccinations

•    Lack of wellness benefi ts, including health screenings

•    Limited benefi ts for ongoing treatments like dialysis or chemotherapy

•    No freedom of choice of medical care providers

•    No dental coverage

•    No maternity coverage

•    Coverage limited to China, or even to Shanghai
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COMMON EMPLOYER-PROVIDED
INSURANCE POLICY GAPS

In order to give you a better idea of how the points on the previous page may work, we 
present the following examples of where company insurance policies may come up short:          

Low co-pay coverage
Your group insurance plan provides benefi ts up to RMB 500,000, but requires 
a co-payment of 20%, leaving you on the hook for RMB 100,000.

No portability
A person who has worked for a single company for many years suddenly fi nds 
themselves out of work. The fact that their current policy has no portability 
means that they cannot remain on the plan after they leave the company, and 
when they shop for a new plan they fi nd that their existing conditions are now 
excluded.

Limited serious illness coverage
A surgical schedule is used to outline maximum payable benefi ts a plan will pay 
out for particular surgeries. This can lead to only a percentage of total costs 
being paid (usually around RMB 50,000) depending on the surgery performed. 
For example, while cardiac surgery gets 100% reimbursed by the insurer, a 
joint repair surgery may only have 50% coverage and a low maximum payment.

Low limits and coverage
A plan only provides low benefi ts for trips to the emergency room, and then 
only for specifi c types of accidents, which essentially leaves the policyholder to 
pay for emergency costs out of pocket.

Diff erent surgical schedule coverage
The maximum annual benefi t for chemotherapy on a plan is RMB 100,000, 
when a full chemotherapy treatment may cost RMB 500,000 or more.
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ACTUAL COSTS OF MEDICAL 
TREATMENTS AND SURGERIES

To be sure, public hospital costs are quite aff ordable. The following cost are for the larger 
university-affi  liated hospitals that have the highest costs among public healthcare facilities:

Treatment Cost in RMB

General Outpatient Consultation 14

General Dental Scaling and Polishing 300

Single Tooth Filling 20 - 40

Basic Wound Cleaning and Suturing 20 - 100

Lab Tests 3 - 130

X-ray 10 - 40

Ultrasound 10 - 60

Electrocardiogram 10 - 25

MRI 350 - 550

CT Scan 170 - 200

PET/CT 4,500 - 7,500

The examples provided in the previous section show a plethora of potential potholes on 
the road to having comprehensive medical insurance. To plan out how much coverage you 
will actually need, though, you will need to have a picture in your mind of just what level of 
benefi ts is actually needed.
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ACTUAL COSTS OF MEDICAL 
TREATMENTS AND SURGERIES
As you can see from the items listed above, most routine procedures and lab tests are very 
aff ordable in public hospitals. Private hospitals and clinics, unfortunately, are less public about 
the costs of care in their facilities, but some do advertise costs of various ‘packages’ they off er. The 
following table outlines some prices that can be found online:

The numbers above confi rm that basic services will 
be signifi cantly more costly in private hospitals when 
compared to public ones. It is safe to assume that 
major health treatment such as surgery and those 
featuring new medications will see a similar diff erence 
in costs. It is at this point where we begin to see 
the value of having a comprehensive private health 
insurance policy while you are living in Shanghai, 
and that having high maximum benefi ts could be 
necessary for serious ailments.

Hospital / Clinic Treatment / Package Cost in RMB

 
Vista Medical Center

 
STD Check-up Package

 
2,094 - 2,215 

 
Vista Medical Center

 
Health Check-up Package

 
2,680 - 12,200 

 
Bayley & Jackson Medical Center

 
Physical Check-up 1,250 - 9,100

 
United Family Healthcare Diabetes Management 

Package
7,567

 
Shanghai East International Medical 
Center

 
Woman’s Elite health 

Screening Package 4,999

 
(Typical VIP Clinic / International 
Hospital)

 General practitioner 
consultation 300 - 1,000
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If you look at your company-provided insurance policy documents and 
decide that your plan may fall short of your needs in some specifi c 
areas, the best option to fi ll these gaps is with your own private health 
insurance plan. This would be an entirely separate plan that may have 
overlapping coverage with your current plan. The benefi ts of using this 
method are as follows:

Keep in mind that there are a number of factors that go into underwriting a new health Keep in mind that there are a number of factors that go into underwriting a new health 
insurance policy, so premiums will vary based on a number of factors including age, insurance policy, so premiums will vary based on a number of factors including age, 
family health history, gender, pre-existing conditions, and more.family health history, gender, pre-existing conditions, and more.

No control over your plan by your employer, meaning that 
benefi ts will continue regardless of your employment status

Pre-existing conditions can be covered

New plans can come with international coverage so you will be 
covered in countries all around the world

Benefi ts beyond what company plans usually provide, including 
dental, maternity, wellness, out-patient, vision and more

Freedom of choice means that you can choose any doctor, 
hospital or clinic that you want for your medical care. You will 
not be restricted to specifi c networks or hospitals

With a new plan, you can choose to have high limits on benefi ts, 
which will ensure that your most pressing concerns are well 
addressed

1.

•    

•    

•    

•    

•    

WHAT SOLUTIONS DO I HAVE?

NEW MEDICAL INSURANCE PLAN

“

“

•    
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Rather than choosing option 1, which would see you purchase an entirely new 
policy, you can end up paying less for your health insurance by arranging for 
a top-up plan that will be complimentary to your existing employer-arranged 
health insurance. The company plan would cover conditions up to their 
maximum benefi t level, but any costs beyond this would begin to be covered 
by the top-up plan. 

The biggest drawback with a top-up plan is that you may end up having to 
deal with more than one insurer for covering the same condition. Additionally, 
top-up plans require that claims are eligible on both policies, and will only pay 
out as long as the insured does not make a profi t on any claim. Let’s look at an 
example of how a top-up plan may work vis-à-vis a corporate plan:

As far as other advantages of top-up policies, other benefi ts not covered on 
the original policy can be covered on the top-up plan. This includes popular 
coverages like dental, maternity, wellness, optical, and more. Thus, top-up 
plans are the ultimate compliment to a group health insurance plan with very 
basic coverage and low benefi t limits, and allow you to get the coverage you 
need without paying the full premiums that would be required by an entirely 
separate plan. Furthermore, top-up plans have portability, so they can be 
taken with you to a new employer if you change jobs.

2.

Insurer 1 
Company Plan 

Insurer 2 

Top-Up Plan

Insured claims RMB 7,000 
for accident

Insured claims RMB 7,000 
for accident

Zero deductible RMB 3500 deductible

Insurer 1 evaluates 
and pays on claim

Insurer 2 evaluates claim for RMB 
7,000 to off set deductible 

limit (now at zero)

Insured charged RMB 100,000
for surgery

Insured charged RMB 100,000 
for surgery

Insured opts to claim to 
Insurer 2 because of a limit on 

surgery coverage

No deductible remains, 
so Insurer 2 settles claim for 

RMB 100,000

WHAT SOLUTIONS DO I HAVE?

TOP-UP SOLUTIONS
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you 
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Pacifi c Prime China is an insurance broker in China with offi  ces in Shanghai, 
Beijing and Hong Kong, as well as other parts of Asia and the Middle East. 
With over 17 years of experience in global health insurance, our 130,000+ 
worldwide members are a testament to the quality policies and excellent 
service we provide.
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All information contained within this document is accurate at the time of its publishing. 
All statements made are for informative purposes only, and are not indicative of any policy specifi cs.
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