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Abstract

This study aims to examine the differences in the impact on older adults’ health between the two pol-
icy approaches—“enhancing the supply of professional services” and “increasing financial subsi-
dies”—in the design of China’s long-term care insurance system, thereby addressing a core issue in
the current development of urban long-term care service systems. Since its pilot phase, long-term care
insurance has gradually evolved into a hybrid model characterized by service-based benefits supple-
mented by cash subsidies. However, there remains a divergence in policy practice regarding whether
insurance funds should be prioritized for purchasing professional care services or for enhancing in-
dividual purchasing power through cash payments. Based on panel data from the China Health and
Retirement Longitudinal Study (CHARLS) for 2015 and 2020, this paper employs a difference-in-dif-
ferences (DID) model. By comparing changes in health indicators among older adults in pilot regions
before and after the implementation of the system, the study found that in regions where policies pri-
oritized expanding access to professional care services (such as home care, community rehabilitation,
and short-term respite care), insured older adults demonstrated significantly greater improvements
in self-rated health, reduced depressive symptoms, and maintained functional status, compared to
regions where policies focused on providing cash subsidies for care. Further mechanism analysis in-
dicates that professional services directly address the urgent care needs of frail older adults, enhanc-
ing care quality and rehabilitation expertise, whereas the health effects of cash subsidies are highly
dependent on the availability of informal family care and may fail to translate effectively into health
outcomes due to low subsidy standards or diversion of funds for other purposes. Therefore, this study
concludes that, under the dual constraints of the long-term care insurance system’s overarching goal
of “providing basic coverage” and limited resources, policy optimization should clearly prioritize en-
hancing the supply capacity of urban professional care service systems, rather than simply expanding
the coverage and amounts of cash subsidies. It is recommended that future institutional development
focuses on building a multi-tiered, professionalized network of community and home-based care ser-
vices, strengthening supervision and standardization of service quality, and directing insurance funds
toward service programs that directly generate health benefits. This approach will more efficiently
and sustainably promote healthy aging among the elderly and facilitate a systemic transition from
“economic compensation” to “service security”.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistical results
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Table 4. Service-provision type vs cash subsidy type
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Table 7. Test results by age group
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Table 8. The regression results by gender
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