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The missing middle: Healthcare affordability must be engineered, not diluted
Kevin Aron, Principal Officer at Medshield Medical Scheme

South Africa’s healthcare debate often focuses on two distinct but separate sectors: a resource-constrained public sector and a high-cost private system serving a relatively small share of the population. Yet the most pressing pressure point lies between these two extremes.

The “missing middle” – working individuals and families who earn too much to qualify for public healthcare support but too little to comfortably afford private medical scheme cover, is growing. And it is becoming one of the most consequential risks to the sustainability of the entire healthcare system.
		
According to industry data, only around 14-16% of South Africans have medical scheme cover, leaving the vast majority dependent on the State public system. This statistic masks a deeper structural issue: a gradual erosion of private cover among middle-income earners who are being priced out, not by choice, but by necessity. This is often framed as an affordability challenge. In reality, it is a system-level vulnerability with long-term consequences.

When members of the missing middle exit private cover, they do not disappear from the healthcare system. They shift into the public sector. The consequences extend beyond individual households. It shifts additional pressure onto a public system that already serves more than 84% of the population, while disrupting continuity of care and compromising long-term health outcomes. They often delay seeking care due to cost concerns, which leads to more complex and expensive health issues later. The result is a lose-lose scenario: poorer health outcomes for individuals and higher cumulative costs for the system. 

It is a structural challenge that requires a deliberate and sustainable response. If left unaddressed, this dynamic will widen the gap between public and private healthcare, entrench inequality, and reduce overall system resilience.

Affordability without erosion

The instinctive response to rising healthcare costs is to reduce benefits or introduce more co-payments in order to keep contributions manageable. While this may provide short-term relief, it introduces long-term risk. Reduced benefits often lead to delayed diagnosis, unmanaged chronic conditions, and increased reliance on acute hospital care. What appears to be cost containment is, in many cases, simply cost deferral.

True affordability cannot be achieved by stripping back value. It must be engineered through smarter system design. For medical schemes, the challenge is not only to keep contributions competitive, but to preserve meaningful access to quality care over time. This requires a shift away from blunt cost-cutting toward more deliberate, data-driven approaches to value.

Rethinking how cover is structured

Traditional models of fixed contributions and standardised benefit options do not always align with the financial realities of the missing middle. Many households experience fluctuating income or competing financial priorities that make rigid pricing structures difficult to sustain.

More flexible contribution models, including income-sensitive approaches where feasible, can help align cost with affordability. At the same time, risk pooling and cross-subsidisation remain essential to ensuring that access is not compromised for those with greater healthcare needs. The objective is not to create “cheaper” products, but to design options that are better matched to how people live and earn.

Smarter purchasing, better outcomes

Affordability is shaped as much by how care is purchased as by what members pay. Network-based models, in which schemes partner with selected providers that meet defined quality and cost criteria, offer a more predictable and coordinated approach to care delivery. These models can reduce unnecessary variation in pricing, limit duplication of services, and improve clinical outcomes.

Importantly, they demonstrate that cost control need not come at the expense of quality. When implemented effectively, they can achieve both.

Prevention is a financial strategy

Preventive care is often positioned as a clinical priority. It is equally a financial one.

Early detection and proactive management of conditions such as hypertension, diabetes, and high cholesterol significantly reduce the likelihood of costly complications later. Encouraging regular screenings, supporting treatment adherence, and enabling access to primary care are among the most effective ways to manage long-term costs.

For the missing middle, where every rand matters, preventing illness is one of the most powerful tools for maintaining affordability.

Aligning incentives across the system

One of the less visible drivers of rising healthcare costs is misaligned incentives. Providers are often reimbursed in ways that reward volume over value. Patients may not always have clear guidance on where to access the most appropriate care. Funders must balance cost containment with access. Bringing these elements into alignment is critical. 

Providers should be incentivised to deliver efficient, high-quality care. Members should be empowered with information and support to make informed decisions. Schemes should structure benefits that encourage appropriate utilisation.

When incentives are aligned, waste is reduced, outcomes improve, and affordability becomes more achievable.

Innovation with purpose

Innovation in healthcare is frequently associated with new technologies or high-end treatments. But for the missing middle, innovation must be practical and purposeful.

This includes benefit designs that prioritise essential cover while maintaining access to quality hospital care, clearer care pathways that reduce unnecessary costs, and digital tools that improve access and convenience. Virtual consultations, for example, can lower barriers to primary care. Managed care programmes can support patients with chronic conditions more effectively. Data analytics can help identify risk earlier and intervene sooner.

These are not abstract concepts. They are tangible levers that can make healthcare more accessible and sustainable.

A shared responsibility

The missing middle is not a problem that medical schemes can solve in isolation. It reflects broader economic realities, including income inequality, employment patterns, and the rising cost of living.

Addressing it will require coordinated action across the healthcare ecosystem, including regulators, providers, employers, and policymakers. Medical schemes, however, have a critical role to play. Through risk management, care coordination, and value-based purchasing, they are uniquely positioned to drive meaningful change.

Closing the gap

The real risk is not simply that more people will lose access to private healthcare. It is expected that the divide between public and private systems will continue to widen, making equitable access to quality care increasingly difficult to achieve. Closing this gap requires a different mindset. Affordability cannot be treated as a trade-off against quality. It must be built into the system's design.

For the missing middle, the stakes are high. But so is the opportunity. With the right interventions, South Africa can create a more inclusive, resilient healthcare system that delivers value without compromise.
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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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