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Life expectancy trends in China in the post-COVID-19 era

According to data released by the National Health
Commission of China, life expectancy at birth
increased from 77-9 years in 2020 to 78-2 years
in 2021.' Mortality and life expectancy trends in
the postpandemic era are important indicators to
study;’ they can reflect a country’s governance and
the resilience of its health-care system. The study by
Ruhai Bai and colleagues in The Lancet Public Health?
predicts that the life expectancy at birth in mainland
China will be 81-3 years in 2035, exceeding the target
of 80 years set by the State Council’s Healthy China
2030 plan.# Specifically, the authors applied the
approach developed by Kontis and colleagues in their
2017 report, which projected age-sex-specific life
expectancy to 2030 for 35 industrialised countries.®
Importantly, Kontis and colleagues were unable to
account for “"unexpected events and changes in the
social, technological, and health systems determinants
of health”. The COVID-19 pandemic is among such
unexpected events. Bai and colleagues projected
future life expectancy in mainland China by assuming
that the life expectancy at birth would return to
the prepandemic trajectory in 2022. It is difficult
to estimate the nadir of life expectancy in China
following the pandemic, since China has recently
experienced excess mortality as a result of ending
the zero-COVID policy. It is also unclear when China’s
life expectancy at birth will return to its prepandemic
trajectory. The postpandemic resilience of China’s life
expectancy could greatly affect the projections.
COVID-19-related death in people
contributed a substantial proportion of the life
expectancy deficits in most countries.® COVID-19

older has

vaccinations have saved lives globally” However,
a substantial proportion of older people in China,
especially those aged 80 years or older, have been
reluctant to take vaccines. According to a nationwide
survey on COVID-19 vaccination status and hesitancy
among China’s older people, the rates of primary series
and booster shots in people aged 80 years or older were
71-.9% and 46-7%, respectively, in 2022.8 A study by
Cai and colleagues published in May, 2022, modelled
an excess of 1.5 million deaths due to COVID-19
if China ended the zero-COVID strategy with its
current vaccination status.® The vaccination rate did

not increase substantially before China ended the
zero-COVID strategy in December, 20227 Although
it is not yet possible to estimate the excess mortality
associated with COVID-19 in China, it is probable that
the rise in mortality due to the high infection rate and
the relatively low immunity level of Chinese people
will translate into excess mortality and some losses in
life expectancy.®® A revisit of China’s life expectancy
trends will be important once excess mortality data are
available in the near future.

Like in many other countries, the health-care
system in China has been challenged by the COVID-19
pandemic. To recover from COVID-19, China’s
academic institutions, media, and other relevant
stakeholders such as the private sector should improve
collaboration, rebuild public trust, and engage
communities in the pandemic response amid the
postpandemic era. Moreover, there are potential gains
in life expectancy through achieving healthy ageing
and reducing inequalities, particularly for the ageing
population living in rural areas.” Last but not least,
it is crucial for China to strengthen the health system
and prepare to manage chronic conditions and prevent
functional disability—these are the present major
threats to public health impeding future increases in
life expectancy.”
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