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Why chronic disease management is South Africa’s most urgent healthcare priority
Kevin Aron, Principal Officer at Medshield Medical Scheme

For decades, a vicious cycle held our healthcare system hostage: treat illness when it appears, then manage complications as they worsen. But with chronic diseases such as diabetes, hypertension, heart disease, asthma, and HIV now among the leading causes of death and disability, this approach is not only outdated – it is unsustainable.

The reality is that chronic diseases account for a disproportionate share of healthcare costs, straining both households and the national healthcare system. What's worse, they not only affect health, but they also erode productivity, family stability, and national development. The challenge, then, is to develop effective, sustainable programmes that reduce long-term expenses while improving the quality of life for millions of South Africans.

Why chronic diseases weigh so heavily

Unlike acute illnesses, which typically resolve after short-term treatment, chronic conditions persist for years and often for the remainder of one's life. Their costs accumulate steadily: consultations, diagnostic tests, medications, monitoring devices, specialist referrals, and, in many cases, hospital admissions when conditions spiral out of control.

Take diabetes as an example. Left unmanaged, it leads to costly complications such as kidney failure, blindness, or amputations. Hypertension, if untreated, contributes to strokes, heart attacks, and heart failure – conditions that require intensive, expensive hospital care. Beyond direct medical costs, there are also indirect losses: absenteeism, early retirement, and reduced earning capacity.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that the economic burden of chronic disease in low- and middle-income countries is rising faster than GDP growth: "Chronic diseases inflict an enormous direct and indirect economic burden on the poor, and push many people and their families into poverty. Existing knowledge underestimates the implications of chronic diseases for poverty and the potential that chronic disease prevention and health promotion have for alleviating poverty in low and middle-income countries." 

South Africa is no exception. Without systemic intervention, chronic diseases will continue to consume a larger share of both household and scheme healthcare budgets. 

Effective management with a human element

It's important not to reduce this conversation to numbers alone. Behind every chronic disease is a person navigating daily struggles: a breadwinner skipping medication because it's too expensive, a parent juggling work and endless clinic visits, a young adult too embarrassed to disclose their HIV status, or an elderly grandparent feeling isolated while managing multiple conditions.

These stories matter. Chronic disease management is not just about clinical protocols; it's about dignity, empowerment, and helping people live whole, productive lives despite their diagnoses. An effective chronic disease management programme should be:

1. Proactive through early screening for conditions like diabetes and hypertension.
2. The treatment is tailored to each patient's medical history and lifestyle.
3. Coordinated across care teams, i.e. GPs, specialists, dietitians, mental health professionals.
4. Digitally enabled, using telemedicine and monitoring tools to improve adherence and reduce unnecessary visits.
5. Educational, ensuring patients understand their condition and treatment.
6. Supported by the community, reducing isolation and stigma through shared experiences.

Medshield's approach: turning intent into impact

At Medshield Medical Scheme, we have built chronic disease management into the heart of our benefit design. We recognise that successful interventions start with prevention and extend across a member's health journey. That's why our benefits are structured not only to treat conditions, but also to anticipate and manage them. Our chronic disease benefit covers the Prescribed Minimum Benefits (PMBs) for a wide range of conditions, ensuring members have access to essential treatment. 

· Members across all Medshield plans are covered for chronic conditions on the Chronic Disease List (CDL) – everything from hypertension, diabetes (Type 1 & 2), and asthma, to more complex illnesses like multiple sclerosis, Parkinson's disease, and Crohn's disease.
· The higher-end options provides access to an expanded list of chronic conditions, totalling up to 48, including less obvious issues such as acne, allergic rhinitis, Alzheimer's disease, and calcium supplementation.

Significantly, these benefits are complemented by our preventative and wellness benefits – screenings, vaccinations, and health risk assessments (HRAs) that help identify conditions before they escalate. By combining preventative care with long-term chronic management, we help our members achieve better health outcomes while protecting their financial stability.

Why this matters now

South Africa's healthcare costs are rising faster than the rate of inflation. Chronic diseases are among the leading contributors to this trend. If left unmanaged, they will continue to drive up scheme contributions and out-of-pocket expenses, putting effective healthcare further out of reach for many. However, when managed effectively, chronic conditions become predictable, controllable, and significantly less costly. Early intervention means fewer emergencies, fewer hospital admissions, and fewer families derailed by unexpected medical crises. 

Healthcare cannot remain reactive. Every player in the system must adopt a preventive, proactive mindset. Chronic disease management programmes must be designed not only to save costs, but to enhance lives. We encourage every medical scheme member to understand the benefits available to them and take an active role in their health journey. Don't wait for symptoms. Don't wait for crises. Chronic diseases may be lifelong, but with the proper support, they don't have to be life-defining.
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EDITORS NOTES

FURTHER MEDIA INFORMATION AND INTERVIEW REQUESTS

· Stone issues this release on behalf of the Medshield Medical Scheme.
· For media enquiries or interview requests, please contact Willem Eksteen, CEO of Stone or a media liaison member of the Stone team at media@stone.consulting / 011 447 0168
· Alternatively, contact Lilané Swanepoel at Medshield at 010 597 4982 / lilanes@medshield.co.za 

MORE INFORMATION ON THE 2026 MEDSHIELD BENEFIT OPTIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Benefits and Contribution amendments are subject to CMS approval.

Please refer to the 2026 Product Page on the Medshield website at https://medshield.co.za/. 

You can review the benefit adjustments, and value adds and download the 2026 benefit guides by visiting https://medshield.co.za/2026-products/2026-benefit-options/ or by scanning the relevant QR code:
	Benefit package and descriptor
	QR code to view more detail

	
	

	PremiumPlus provides Corporate Executives and mature families and professionals with unlimited hospital cover in a hospital of their choice, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at 200% Medshield Private Tariff, and the freedom to manage daily healthcare expenses through a comprehensive Personal Savings Account and extended Above Threshold Cover.
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	MediBonus provides mature families and professionals with unlimited hospital cover in a hospital of their choice, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at 200% Medshield Private Tariff, and the independence to manage daily healthcare expenses through a substantial Day-to-Day Limit. 
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	MediSaver is perfect for independent individuals and young professionals thinking about expanding their families. MediSaver offers unlimited hospital cover in the Compact Hospital Network, with the freedom to manage daily healthcare expenses through a generous Personal Savings Account.
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	MediPlus provides middle to upper-income families with complete healthcare cover for major medical and daily healthcare needs. Unlimited hospital cover is provided through a choice of two hospital networks, Prime or the value-focused Compact Hospital Network. Daily healthcare expenses are covered through a generous Day-to-Day Limit. Benefits are identical in both categories, Prime and Compact, with care coordination and doctor referral mandated on MediPlus Compact. 
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	MediCore is ideal for healthy individuals looking for comprehensive hospital cover, with daily healthcare expenses self-managed. This option offers unlimited hospital cover in the Compact Hospital Network, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at Medshield Private Tariff 200%. Day-to-day healthcare expenses are self-funded.
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	MediValue is the ideal option for growing families. It offers affordable cover for major medical and daily healthcare needs. Unlimited hospital cover is provided through a choice of two hospital networks, Prime or the value-focused Compact Hospital Network. Daily healthcare expenses are covered through a sizeable Day-to-Day Limit. Benefits are identical on both options, MediValue Prime and MediValue Compact, with care coordination and doctor referral mandated on MediValue Compact.
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	MediPhila is ideal for families seeking first-time access to affordable private medical cover. As a MediPhila member, you have unlimited hospital cover  treatment in the Compact Hospital Network, and Day-to-Day cover for your essential daily healthcare needs.
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	MediCurve If you are young and healthy, then MediCurve is the ideal first-time option for you! MediCurve provides unlimited hospital cover in the Compact  Hospital Network combined with unlimited virtual General Practitioner consultations and essential optical and dental cover through network providers.
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MORE ABOUT MEDSHIELD MEDICAL SCHEME

· You never know when you or your family member/s may require medical care or treatment, and most importantly, whether you will have funds available to cover the costs. Medshield is a healthcare fund where all members contribute to the fund every month to cater for medical coverage should the need arise. Medshield is a healthcare fund where all members contribute towards the fund monthly to cater for medical cover should the need arise. 
· Medshield has been in operation since 1968, making us one of the most experienced, knowledgeable, and reliable medical schemes in South Africa. Our extensive experience in the healthcare sector guides our understanding of our members' needs. Our excellent cover and benefits and the best quality systems and services have resulted in our exceptional size and strength. 
· Each of our options offers affordably priced benefits. We continuously review and improve the range of benefits in each option to bring you what you need.  
· We partner with our stakeholders to enable access to sustainable and affordable quality healthcare through innovative products and benefits.
· Our impeccable reputation of prompt payments to hospitals, doctors, pharmacies and other medical caregivers guarantees approval from service providers when you present your Medshield membership card. 
· Our extensive partner networks place us in the perfect position to offer exceptionally competitive rates to our members. 
· Medshield is well-represented throughout all nine provinces and provides seamless access to service providers in your area. Our geographical spread provides convenience if it becomes necessary for you to have a personal discussion with one of our experienced consultants. We also have a streamlined online claim submission system and immediate contact centre assistance, making it easier to manage your membership and claims from the convenience of your home or office. 
· Another distinguishing factor is our extensive range of additional benefits and services. These benefits and services have been designed to give members additional support when needed, for instance, in an emergency or when suffering from a chronic or life-threatening condition. 
· Compared with other medical schemes, our trustworthiness, impeccable history, and exceptional service guarantee that we come out tops! 
· As the interface between the Scheme and our members, Medshield staff are the backbone of our customer service delivery. The successful delivery of service depends entirely on the calibre of our people.
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