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your savingsstretch

 With higher-than-usual medical aid  
 rate increases scheduled for 2017,  
 here’s what you need to know. By lisa lazarus  

  By the time mid-year rolls 
around, most average 
families have exhausted their 

medical aid savings. In my family 
of four, for instance, that means 
we have six months of unbudgeted 
medical costs ahead – and with two 
young children, there are bound to 
be multiple visits to doctors for ear 
infections, viruses and tummy bugs. 
And that’s not factoring in anything 
calamitous occurring. 

Cost shoCk
So what can you expect from your 
medical aid this year? Corlene 
Botha, a healthcare advisor at Crue 
Invest, explains that many medical 
aid schemes have priced-in rises of 

around 11% for 2017. With this cost 
increase installed, there is even less 
money available, leaving financially 
stretched families scrambling. 

Why so high? Botha explains 
that, in general, medical inflation 
outstrips normal inflation – you’ll be 
relieved to learn that this happens 
not only locally but is a common 
global trend. In South Africa, past 
trends have shown that the cost of 
healthcare rises year on year at a 
rate of the consumer price index 
(CPI) plus 4%. In addition, bear in 
mind that the decreased value of the 
rand, coupled with the rising costs 
of importing medicines and medical 
equipment have contributed to 
these steep increases. 

reality CheCk
As the entire medical aid industry has 
seen a spike in member claims, these 
increases are unavoidable to keep the 
schemes sustainable, explains Botha. 
So how can you buffer yourself and 
prepare for the year ahead? Botha 
recommends the following:

 Factor the future healthcare 
increases into your budget so you’re 
not taken by surprise. 

 Build up an emergency fund to 
cover those expenses not covered  
by medical aid.

 Take out a gap-cover policy to fund 
the difference between the cost of the 
service provider and what is paid by 
the medical aid. Providers can charge 
as much as five times the scheme 
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cover, explains Kim Matthews, an 
associate advisor at Core Wealth 
Managers. She adds that one can 
expect gap cover, which is really a 
short-term insurance product, to  
increase in cost this year as well.  
This is partly a consequence of 
medical schemes reducing their  
risk by structuring their plans so 
that they shift liability to gap-cover 
providers. 

 Guard against a knee-jerk response 
to the premium increases. Incentive-
driven health care brokers could use 
fear tactics to try and get you to 
move to a cheaper medical aid. Bear 
in mind the risk that the medical 
scheme may not stay solvent over the 
next few years.  

 Importantly, remember that your 
healthcare expenditure may suddenly 
go from low to high. Many people 
move to cheaper options because they 
have “never claimed from medical aid 
anyway”. But life is precarious; a car 
accident or severe illness can change 
everything in an instant.  

 Speak to an independent healthcare 
advisor, someone who can match 
your needs and affordability with 
an appropriate plan. Be honest 
and specific about your family’s 
requirements with respect to chronic 
illnesses, health status, family history 
and expectations. 

 Lastly, it’s worth bearing in mind 
the function of medical aids: they 
were never intended to be the funders 
of all healthcare costs you may 
face. The idea is that there is cross-
subsidising of the young and old, 
the healthy and the sick. Much like 
insurance on your vehicle, medical aid 
is not intended to cover maintenance 
and wear-and-tear costs, but rather 
large, unforeseeable expenses that are 
unaffordable to the average person. 

make your savings 
go further
1/ Use generics Where available, 
generics are a perfectly acceptable 
substitute for brand-name medicines, 
unless they are specifically ruled out 
by your doctor. “Many generics are 
clones – they can be made by the 
original brand on the same assembly 
line. It is merely the packaging that is 
different,” explains Clicks Claremont 
pharmacist Merle Rakusin. A generic 
must be “bioidentical” to the original 
brand-name medicine, which means 
it must have exactly the same:

 Active ingredient
 Strength
 Use and effect
 Dosage form (for example a pill, 

inhalant or liquid)
 Ability to reach the required level 

in the bloodstream within the right 
amount of time and to the same extent

 Testing standards.

2/ Budget Ascertain your total 
medical savings amount for the 
year. Then draw up a budget before 
the year gets going and include the 
medications you regularly purchase. 
Assess what the balance is and 
allocate an amount to each month. Of 
course there may well be unforeseen 
expenses, but this way you have 
a plan and can work out when in 
the year you’re likely to run out of 
savings, and prepare accordingly. 
Rakusin recommends you set aside 
savings for expensive medication – 
and pay cash for everyday items like 
Panado tablets or syrup.

3/ Consult your pharmacist Why 
use multiple medications when one 
will do? For instance, if you have cold 
and flu symptoms, like congestion, 
itchy eyes and headache, you could 
buy one medicine containing an 
antihistamine, decongestant and 
paracetamol combination which  
will address all your symptoms, 
rather than three separate medicines. 
Speak to your Clicks pharmacist 
about the most cost-effective 
treatment for your ailments. 

4/ Chronic needs If you require 
chronic medication, check with  
your medical aid provider whether 
there is a provision for this 
medication in your plan. Chronic 
conditions, from depression to 
diabetes, have specific allocation  
for medications, and this means  
the money will not come from  
your medical savings account.

5/ Use reward programmes Clicks 
ClubCard members can save on 
a variety of products. 
Go to clicks.co.za.
discoveryVitalityBenefits. 

The top medical schemes in SA: 
momentum.co.za/health; 
discovery.co.za; bonitas.co.za; 
libertyhealth.co.za;  
medihelp.co.za.

Worth 
knoWing  

much like insurance on 
your vehicle, medical aid 
is not intended to cover 
maintenance and wear-
and-tear costs, but rather 

large, unforeseeable 
expenses that are 

unaffordable to the 
average person.


