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Abstract

Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) have become the leading cause of deaths in China and many other countries
worldwide. To call for actions in strengthening primary health care (PHC) and accelerate NCD prevention and control
in the post-pandemic era in China, the 2023 Duke Kunshan Health Forum focused on innovative approaches and les-
sons learned during the pandemic that can be applied in addressing NCD challenges. In this article we summarize key
points discussed by the participants in three areas: PHC as the foundation and ultimate solution for NCD prevention
and control, post-pandemic opportunities to accelerate the NCD program with innovative approaches, and an action
framework proposed by the Forum collaborators to address remaining challenges and achieve NCD control objec-
tives in China. The core of the suggested action framework is to offer people-centered, lifetime, comprehensive,
continued, and quality NCD prevention and control services, which rely on an integrated healthcare system connect-
ing the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels of care. To achive this objective, six interconnected actions are recom-
mended in the framework: prioritizing and integrating NCD in PHC and Universal Health Coverage (UHC) framework,
engaging multiple stakeholders, directing resources to PHC for quality NCD services, leveraging advantages of new
technology, encouraging the use of PHC and improving services, and strengthening best practice sharing.
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Background

The COVID-19 outbreak further disrupted the services
for NCD prevention and treatment among others, trig-
gering a potential upsurge in the NCD disease burden in
many countries [1]. In the past three decades, dramatic
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socioeconomic changes have shaped the epidemiologi-
cal and demographic landscape in China, manifesting a
fast shift of disease burden from communicable diseases
to NCDs. According to the 2021 Chinese Death Surveil-
lance Dataset, NCDs accounted for 89.32% of all causes
of deaths in the country [2]. To address this urging chal-
lenge, with respect to the implementation of the “Healthy
China 2030” strategy and the “14th Five-Year Plan for
National Health’, the Duke Kunshan Health Forum was
convened in April 2023 in Duke Kunshan University,
China. About 200 Chinese health policy-makers, schol-
ars and health practioners attended the Forum, which
themed “Strengthen the primary healthcare, prevent
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non-communicable diseases, promote health for all”
It aimed to provide a China perspective on advancing
research and practice for NCD prevention and control in
the post-pandemic era. Three sub-themes were discussed
during the concurrent sessions, namely, epidemic trends
and risk factors of NCDs, integrated health systems for
NCD prevention and control, and technological inno-
vation for NCD control and PHC strengthening. In this
article we summarize the evolvement of policies and
implementations exchanged in the Forum, highlight the
importance of PHC in NCD control and post-pandemic
opportunities to accelerate NCD program, and discuss
key elements of an action framework proposed by the
Forum collaborators.

PHC as the foundation and ultimate solution

for NCD prevention and control in China

NCDs are preventable and controllable. The PHC, known
as the cornerstone of the health system, has been widely
acknowledged as a key to NCD response. The strong
political commitment and continuous efforts laid a solid
foundation for tackling NCD at the PHC level in China.
As part of the 2009 China health reform, the Basic Pub-
lic Health Service (BPHS) program was launched for all
Chinese citizens. Fully funded by the central and local
governments, the service package had expanded from
only 9 categories initially to 31 categories in 2022, add-
ing more NCD-related services into its scope. Since
2009, the health financing reform also guaranteed health
insurance coverage for over 95% of the Chinese popula-
tion [3]. There were also a growing number of national
policies being introduced for the “PHC-focused NCD
prevention and control” [4]. For instance, 59 out of the
124 main indicators of the Healthy China 2030 Action
Plan are related to NCDs. Reducing premature mortality
caused by NCDs is also one of the critical objectives of
China’s 14th Five-Year Plan for National Health. In Janu-
ary 2023, a policy guideline published by the State Coun-
cil of China further enhanced the importance of PHC
strengthening by adding it to the national strategies for
promoting rural revitalization.

Moreover, a series of key initiatives had been rolled
out in recent years, including the National Demonstra-
tion Areas Program for Integrated NCDs Prevention
and Control (NCDDA), China Healthy Lifestyle for All
campaign, and the Whole-of-Care Intervention to the
Prioritized NCD Population in Rural China. Many of
these demonstration programs focus on the PHC capac-
ity building and the PHC infrastructure improvement.
Other ongoing health system restructuring, such as the
Integrated County Healthcare Consortium, also wit-
nessed positive results in the BPHS service provision [5].
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Building upon all these efforts, China has made impres-
sive achievements regarding PHC strengthening and
HUHC. The 2023 monitoring report issued by the World
Health Organization and the World Bank showed that
China has achieved the UHC service coverage index over
80 since 2019 as one of the Sustainable Development
Goals [6]. Future NCD prevention and control actions
require continuous political commitment and the scaling
up of best practices from these demonstration programs
and comgaigns.

Post-pandemic opportunities to accelerate

the NCD program with innovative approaches

The COVID-19 pandemic heightened the understanding
that the traditional boundaries separating communicable
and non-communicable diseases were blurred. Individu-
als with pre-existing chronic health conditions were more
vulnerable to experiencing severe illness and mortality if
infected with the virus. Some successful experience of the
pandemic control in China provided new insights and
created an opportunity window for upgrading the NCD
management, as described below.

(1) The multi-sectoral coordination between health
and non-health sectors and concerted actions within the
health system among the three-level facilities (primary-
secondarily-tertiary) during the pandemic could be valu-
able practices for future NCD prevention and control. (2)
Innovative approaches developed by the public and pri-
vate sectors to fight the pandemic are feasible for NCD
prevention and control. Digital health interventions, such
as medical consultation apps and Internet hospitals, inte-
grated health services into one platform. NCD patients
could seek consultation, obtain prescriptions, track
medication delivery, and receive health education with-
out commuting to health facilities. Studies found that
digital health intervention generated consistently positive
results in health service effectiveness in many low- and
middle-income countries, as it improved service acces-
sibility, upgraded user experience, and expanded health-
care providers’ capacity [7]. However, limitations were
also detected for the digital tools as mixed results were
generated on NCD patients’ health outcome after the
intervention [7]. (3) Community grid management could
be modified and applied in NCD prevention and control.
This new governance mode emerged at the grassroots
level during the pandemic, which divided the commu-
nities into smaller grids and assigned responsibilities
for quick response to epidemic with the aid of informa-
tion science and broad social mobilization [8]. As NCD
prevention and control requires multiple stakehold-
ers’ engagement and effective interventions, the lega-
cies of new technology application and cross-sectoral
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collaboration would be leveraged in the future NCD pre-
vention and control action plan.

A proposed action framework to address
remaining challenges and achieve NCD control
objectives in China

After decades of efforts and resource inputs to accom-
plish the broad coverage of health services, the quality
of care improvement at the PHC level remains essential
to achieve NCD control objectives in the post-pandemic
era. There are a few challenges that require attention
from all relevant stakeholders.

(1) Given the large size of the total population, the
aging trend, and increased service demand from the
patients’ side, the national BPHS program may face con-
tinuous financing pressure, especially in some less devel-
oped provinces [9]. As the operation of PHC facilities
primarily relies on government funding, lacking subsi-
dies would result in less purchasing power to upgrade the
equipments and cover salaries for the health workforce,
which might adversely impact the service provision. (2)
Insufficient capacity building and limited career develop-
ment incentives would hinder health workforce retention
at the PHC level [9]. Shortage in human resources may
become one of the bottlenecks of high-quality care provi-
sion at the PHC level. (3) The slow progress of integration
between clinical care and public health services brought
unsatisfied patient experiences, which further dimin-
ished the trust in the PHC and drove people to bypass the
PHC services. For instance, patients might face different
doctors for every consecutive visit for NCD medication
prescriptions, as well as repeat clinical checks due to the
disconnection of different health information systems [9].
Thus, future actions would require continuous resource
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input into the grassroots levels for operation mainte-
nance, talent retention, and service improvement.

With the favored policy environment and the oppor-
tunities that emerged from the pandemic, an action
framework was jointly proposed during the 2023 Duke
Kunshan Health Forum (Fig. 1), which aimed to drive the
NCD prevention and control work to the next level.

The framework focuses on achieving a people-cen-
tered, lifetime, comprehensive, continued, and quality
NCD prevention and control services. The service pro-
vision relies on a health care system that integrates the
primary, secondary, and tertiary level care in a coordi-
native and synergetic manner. As addressed in previous
sections, six interconnected actions can drive continuous
improvement of the whole system (Fig. 1). NCD services
for the whole country population is essential as high-
lighted in the WHO initiated UHC framework and PHC
strengthening. Therefore, prioritizing and integrating
NCDs in the PHC and the UHC framework would place
the issue on a higher political agenda, which can enhance
multisectoral collaboration and direct more resources
to sustain and upgrade quality care provision. Besides,
leveraging the advantages of new technology, encour-
aging mutual learning of best practices between differ-
ent provinces, and localizing other countries’ successful
experiences would accelerate service improvement at the
grassroots [10].

Conclusions

With decades of efforts in forging UHC, China has laid
a solid PHC foundation for NCD prevention and con-
trol. However, more robust actions are needed to bring
NCD prevention and control to the next level through a
people-centered and integrated PHC system. The pan-
demic posed the urgencies and the opportunities for

Prioritize and integrate
NCD in PHC and UHC
framework

Engage multiple
stakeholders

Direct resources to PHC
for quality NCD services

N

People-centered
Life-time,
Comprehensive,

Continued, and quality
NCD prevention and
control services

~

Leverage advantages
of new technology

Encourage using PHC
and improve services

Strengthen sharing

best practice

Fig. 1 Proposed action framework to strengthen PHC for accelerating NCD prevention and control in China
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future interventions, which require continuous political
commitment and resource inputs. The action framework
the Forum proposed also called for multiple stakehold-
ers’ engagement, leveraging the advantages of new tech-
nology, encouraging patients to use PHC and improving
services, and sharing best practices. Lessons learned
from the ongoing demonstration programs, especially
the NCDDA mode, would enrich the framework and
help build up future national and local implementation
plans for extending the practice in all communities across
China, paving the way toward fully achieving SDG tar-
gets and Healthy China 2030 goals.

Abbreviations

BPHS Basic Public Health Service

NCDDA  National Demonstration Areas Program for Integrated NCD Preven-
tion and Control

NCDs Non-communicable diseases

PHC Primary Health Care

UHC Universal Health Coverage
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