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Defining the Health 
Protection Gap

The amount of financial stress households face 

from unpredictable direct medical expenses

Health 
Protection 
Gap

Stressful out-of-
pocket medical 
expenses

Notional cost of 
unaffordable and 
foregone treatment
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About the survey

12 Markets

16,000 consumers

Emerging markets:

Mature markets:

• GDP per capita ≤USD15k

• China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, 
Thailand and Vietnam

• GDP per capita >USD15k
• Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, Singapore and Taiwan
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The Health Protection Gap in Asia

China
805bn

India
369bn

Japan
218bn

Korea
144bn

Indonesia
82bn

Taiwan
41bn

Vietnam 
36bn

Malaysia
47bn

Hong 
Kong
23bn

Singapore

23bn

Philippines

32bn

USD 1.8 trillion

1.4 trillion in 

Emerging Asia

0.4 trillion in 

Mature Asia

Thailand

6bn

Size of bubbles not drawn by scale
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The Health Protection Gap in Asia – as a % of household income

China
13.2%

India
10.2%

Malaysia
46.3%

Korea
13.0%

Japan
7.3%

Indonesia
24.7%

Taiwan
13.4%

Vietnam 
11.4%

Hong 
Kong

11.9%

Singapore
22.2%

Philippines

5.7%

11.4 % annual 

household income

12.1% in 

Emerging Asia

9.6% in 

Mature Asia

Thailand

1.7%

Size of bubbles not drawn by scale 
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40 million
households did not undergo medical 

treatment to avoid financial stress

97% 3%
Emerging 

Asia
Mature 

Asia

USD1.8tn Health Protection 
Gap in Asia

Households across Asia are vulnerable to financial 
stress arising from necessary medical treatment

Simple products can 
help address this gap
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Asia’s Health 
Protection Gap –
Key themes

Confidential

Overconfidence 
in own health 

perception

Prevalence 
of chronic 
conditions

Emerging health 
and wellness 
behaviours



Key trend 1-
Overconfidence
Many self-reported healthy 
consumers are overconfident 
about their health
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Consumers are overconfident about 
their health

(1) Health perception in this slide refers to the perception of the respondent, which has been used as proxy for household health 
perception for the purpose of estimating protection gap

14%

38%

17% 20%
11%

27%

21%

26%

39% 27%

28%

59%
73%

36%
44%

53%
61%

16,39710,994

6%

USD1,377bn USD448bn USD1,825bn5,403

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

Healthy

Unhealthy

Neutral

Protection gap vs. respondent distribution by health perception1



Key trend 1-
Overconfidence
~ 1/3 of consumers who 
describe themselves as healthy 
don’t exercise and ~ 1/5 are 
every-day smokers

(1) Proportion of consumers who exercise only once a month or less, while exercise is defined as physical activity more than 20 minutes long
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71% 67% 69%

29% 33% 31%

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

Distribution of exercise frequency of self-reported healthy consumers

Active (Exercise more than 
once a month)

Inactive (Exercise only once
a month or less)

7,572 2,395 9,967

61% 63% 62%

16% 17% 16%

23% 20% 22%

Smoker

Non-Smoker

Ex-Smoker

Smoking experience of self-reported healthy consumers 

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

7,480 2,385 9,865

No. of 
respondents

No. of 
respondents



Key trend 1-
Overconfidence
Across Asia, self-reported 
“healthy” consumers, whilst 
overconfident, are more likely to 
buy insurance 

54%
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75%

46%

62%66%

42%

56%
65%

40%

55%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

Healthy Neutral Unhealthy

Propensity to purchase insurance by health perception

6,702 2,324 637 2,211 1,925 807 8,913 4,249 1,444
No. of 

respondents

4,997

1,007

5,568
1,525

811

2,373

412

326

787



Key trend 2-
Prevalence of 

Chronic 
Conditions

Households managing chronic 
illness are a major driver of the 

protection gap

Over half of households surveyed revealed prevalence of 
chronic illness, attributing to nearly half of the health 
protection gap

Top 3 Chronic Conditions for Total Asia

20%
30%

17%
22%

34%
23%23%

36%
25%

HypertensionDiabetes High cholesterol

Low income

Medium income

High income
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Protection gap by household1 health condition

38%
24%

43%
28%

39%
25%

48%
53%

42%
53%

46%
53%

15% 23% 15% 19% 15% 22%

USD449bnUSD1,377bn 10,644 5,444 USD1,826bn 16,088

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

(1) Number of respondents who report health conditions for themselves or any of their household members 

No medical conditions

Chronic conditions

Critical Illness

Total: 16,389

934

1,373

782
2,169

3,341

2,218450

698

487

No. of 
respondents



Key trend 2-
Prevalence of 

Chronic 
Conditions

Households managing Chronic 
Conditions and Critical Illness have 
higher propensity to buy insurance
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68%

35%

55%

75%

46%

63%

76%

48%
65%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

No Medical Conditions Chronic Conditions Critical Illness

Propensity to purchase insurance by health condition1

3,303 5,604 1,737 1,574 2,972 898 4,877 8,576 2,653
No. of 

respondents

(1) Number of respondents who report health conditions for themselves or any of their household members 

2,251

558

2,659

4,189

1,375

5,393

1,325

434

1,715



Key trend 2-
Prevalence of 

Chronic 
Conditions

Higher propensity to buy Medical 
Reimbursement amongst 
households with Chronic 

Conditions
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Emerging Asia

Propensity to purchase insurance by health condition1

23%

36%

14% 14%

19%

27%27%

38%

20%
17%

24%
29%

29%

37%

24%

16%

27% 29%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Critical Illness / 
Cancer

Medical 
Reimbursement

Critical Illness / 
Cancer

Medical 
Reimbursement

Critical Illness / 
Cancer

Medical 
Reimbursement

No Medical Conditions
(3,303)

Chronic Conditions 
(5,604)

Critical Illness
(1,737)

(1) Number of respondents who report health conditions for themselves or any of their household members 

747

1,199

224 223

933

1,3211,501

2,139

602
491

2,064

2,500512

649

213

147

718
759

Mature Asia

No Medical Conditions
(1,574)

Chronic Conditions 
(2,972)

Critical Illness
(898)

Asia

No Medical Conditions
(4,877)

Chronic Conditions 
(8,576)

Critical Illness
(2,653)



Key trend 3-
Health & 
Wellness
High level of engagement in 
Health & Wellness activities 
across Asia

80% of consumers engage in health and wellness 
activities in Asia

16% 15% 13%

39%

6%

28% 20% 22%

50%

11%

38%
25% 27%

55%

19%

Wearables/Fitness 
Apps

Gym or fitness 
program

Other 
sports club

Dietary 
supplement

Nutrition/Dietician

High income (1,953)

Low income (4,598)

Medium income (9,846)

Overall Asia (16,397): 80%

% of respondents engaging in health & wellness activities by income
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18% 18% 12%

35%

9%

29% 22% 18%

48%

11%
37%

27% 25%

54%

19%

Emerging Asia (10,994): 81%

14% 12% 13%

46%

4%

25% 18% 22%

56%

8%

35%
19%

29%

58%

15%

Mature Asia (5,403): 79%

Wearables/Fitness 
Apps

Gym or fitness 
program

Other 
sports club

Dietary 
supplement

Nutrition/Dietician

Wearables/Fitness 
Apps

Gym or fitness 
program

Other 
sports club

Dietary 
supplement

Nutrition/Dietician

High income (1,413)

Low income (2,989)

Medium income (6,592)

High income (540)

Low income (1,609)

Medium income (3,254)

26% 19% 20%
48%

11%

27% 20% 19%
45%

12%

24% 16% 22%
54%

8%



Key trend 3-
Health & 
Wellness

54%
Health & wellness participants have a higher propensity 

to buy insurance 
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2 types of H&W activities

0 H&W activities

1 type of H&W activity

3 types of H&W activities

4+ types of H&W activities

Propensity to purchase insurance by level of participation in health and wellness activities

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

55%

25%

42%

68%

40%
57%

74%

45%

62%

80%

49%

67%

85%

56%

73%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

1,677 2,603 2,203 1,696 1,528 908 1,364 1,125 842 723 2,585 3,967 3,328 2,538 2,251No. of 
respondents

922

226

1148

1,778

547

2325

1,635

501

2136

1,352 

416 

1768

1,304 

408 

1712

The higher the engagement in 
Health & Wellness activities, the 
higher the propensity to buy 
insurance



Key trend 3-
Health & 
Wellness
Wearables and fitness apps are 

used more in Mature Asia. 
Consumers are willing to share 

data with insurers, but expect 
something in return
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Willingness to share fitness data with insurers

16% 19% 17%

45%
57%

50%

39%
24%

33%

Emerging Asia Mature Asia Asia

No, I would not be willing to do this

Yes, definitely (require no premium discount)

Yes, but depends on premium discounts

No. of 
respondents

10,994 5,403 16,397

Health & wellness participants have a higher propensity 
to buy insurance, and expect a high level of premium 

discount in exchange for sharing fitness data with insurers



Overconfidence 
about health 

status

Chronic conditions 
are a key contributor

Health & wellness 
behavior is 
increasing

Key trends of 
Asia’s Health 
Protection gap

• 60% perceive themselves as 
healthy but many are inactive 
and smoke

• Risk of inadequate health 
protection contributing to just 
over half of the gap

• Over 50% of the gap due to the 
financial stress relating to 
managing and treating chronic 
conditions 

• Direct positive correlation 
between increasing health 
awareness and increasing 
propensity to buy insurance
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Simple products to 
achieve a baseline 
level of protection

Solutions to broaden 
and deepen 

coverage to build 
greater resilience

Closing the gap for 
the “overconfident” 

and those with 
chronic conditions

Opportunities 
for insurers

• Low to medium income 
segments 

• Emerging Asia

• Medium to high income segments
• Insurance owners who are under-

protected
• Targeted insurance products for 

different medical expense stresses

• Raise awareness and incentivize 
healthy behaviors for the overly 
optimistic

• Integrate disease management to 
address the rising prevalence of 
chronic disease across Asia
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Partnering with the 
health ecosystem to 

make Asia more 
resilient

Government (Re)insurers

Academia

Healthcare

Communities

Health is a 
complex issue 
and spans 
beyond just the 
insurance 
industry
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How we can drive 
behavioural change

Attract 

healthy lives

Promote 

higher engagement and 
retention of policy holders

Help 

insureds maintain 
a healthy lifestyle
– the ‘shared 
value proposition’
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2018 Asia Health 
Protection Gap  

Key takeaways

It's big: USD1.8tn – largely 

attributable to emerging markets such as 
China and India 

It means: ~11% of average household 

income is vulnerable to the financial stress 
due to unpredictable medical expenses

The reality: >40m households in Asia 

foregoing treatment to avoid this financial 
stress
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Legal notice
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©2018 Swiss Re. All rights reserved. You are not permitted to create any modifications 
or derivative works of this presentation or to use it for commercial or other public purposes 
without the prior written permission of Swiss Re.

The information and opinions contained in the presentation are provided as at the date of 
the presentation and are subject to change without notice. Although the information used 
was taken from reliable sources, Swiss Re does not accept any responsibility for the accuracy 
or comprehensiveness of the details given. All liability for the accuracy and completeness 
thereof or for any damage or loss resulting from the use of the information contained in this 
presentation is expressly excluded. Under no circumstances shall Swiss Re or its Group 
companies be liable for any financial or consequential loss relating to this presentation.


