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Study on the path and impetus of Chinas hierarchical healthcare system reform: An analysis
based on the policy diffusion theory
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[ Abstract] The hierarchical healthcare system reform policy development process is a typical policy diffusion
process which is conducted from county-level in the policy demonstration and initial piloting phase to national-level
promotion for the final stage of development. Generally, the process underwent three phases, namely the policy dem-
onstration period from 2006 to 2009, the partial piloting phase from 2009 to 2015, and the full pilot period from 2016
to present. From the perspective of policy diffusion, the process has got three basic characteristics including the S-
type distribution in time, the promotion of differences between urban and rural areas, and the pilots scaling in the re-
gion. Starting from the micro-scale of policy diffusion, this paper found that the central compulsory promotion has en-
abled rapid adoption and promotion of the policy countrywide, imitating the strategy of reduced policy-making costs
under time pressure, and practicing the diversification of local policies under the competition mechanism. However,
from the perspective of actual implementation effect, this policy’s promotion process has been constrained in adapting
to local conditions during specific implementation. Some problems occurred during the policy’s symbolic implementa-
tion, convergence and one-size-fits-all, which made China’s hierarchical healthcare system reform loud and small in
terms of grading diagnosis and treatment. In addition, the lack of systematic top-level design and insufficient central

budgets input has seriously constrained the participation and motivation of local government in the policy diffusion.
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