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We are living in unprecedented times for many reasons, and the effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic on the medical industry as a whole have been significant. For medical schemes in 
South Africa, the pandemic has highlighted the need for adequate cover. However, at a time 
when the unemployment rate is higher than it has ever been and pay cuts and 
retrenchments are common, many people are struggling to find the funds to continue to pay 
their medical aid premiums. With the latest medical scheme changes, this challenge has 
only increased. In the wake of these updates, gap cover is critical to ensuring effective and 
affordable private medical cover.  
 
Managing and mitigating risk  
While members are feeling the pinch, medical schemes themselves have been negatively 
impacted too. They have had to pay for treatment for Covid-19 as a Prescribed Minimum 
Benefit (PMB), but despite this, certain schemes rose to the challenge in innovative ways. 
For example, some schemes provided at-risk members with pulse oximeters, and 
implemented additional call centre capacity to follow up with members receiving treatment, 
explaining their benefits, among other efforts. Yet, this all comes at an additional cost. 
 
In addition to these extra unanticipated expenses, the usual emergency claims have still 
happened, including motor vehicle accidents, heart attacks, burns and more. These 
emergency claims are usually costly. There has also been a decrease in the number of 
planned procedures, with many of these being put on hold due to Covid-19. However, while 
people have put off procedures in 2020 year, they cannot be put on hold indefinitely, which 
means we are likely to see more people having procedures in the 2021 year, resulting in a 
possible claims bubble.  
 
Medical scheme updates 
All medical schemes are challenged with the seemingly impossible task of keeping 
premiums affordable while recovering the costs of Covid-19 and managing their risk. The 
Council for Medical Schemes is cognisant of the challenges faced by members, and 
recommended a low increase in the region of 3.9%.  
 
The majority of schemes have heeded this call, with MedShield increasing by an average of 
5.9%, Bonitas an average of 4.6%, Momentum an average of 3.9% and Bestmed an 
average of 4%.  
 
Discovery has taken a completely different approach, announcing that they will have a 0% 
increase for the first six months of 2021, after which they will announce their increases up to 
a maximum of CPI plus 2%. While this is positive for member’s pockets one would also need 
to take into account that one’s medical savings account will not increase for the first 6 
months of the year. 
 
Gap cover helps minimise out of pocket expenses 
These are by far the lowest increases we have seen in recent years, a sign of the 
unprecedented times we live in and medical schemes commitment to retaining its members. 
However, with the high rate of unemployment and the widespread salary cuts experienced 
by members, many people will be left with no choice but to opt for a lower plan. In addition, 
there will likely be very few benefit enhancements, with more sub-limits, and even higher co-
payments.   
 



Even before the crisis, medical aid increases were outstripping the Consumer Price Index 
(CPI). Members are increasingly having to take on additional financial burden by paying 
more out of pocket medical expenses. With the pandemic we have reached the stage where 
members’ ability to shoulder this burden is severely affected.  
 
The other very real issue is that, with healthcare providers also increasing their rates, the low 
medical scheme increases will result in even greater discrepancies. For example, if the 
medical aid rate has increased by 3.9% and the healthcare provider by 6%, the gap between 
what is charged and what will be paid will increase.  
 
With all of these challenges in mind, and in a time where disposable income is severely 
limited, gap cover is absolutely critical to protecting financial wellbeing and minimising out of 
pocket expenses. Gap cover providers have also come to the table during these challenging 
times, and many of them are offering reduced waiting periods during the 2020 renewal 
period. We are all feeling the effects of the pandemic in one way or another, and it is 
imperative to minimise unanticipated out of pocket expenses. Members need to work with 
their financial advisor to review their benefits in light of medical scheme updates and ensure 
that they have the right gap cover in place to augment this cover and ensure they have the 
best protection in place to safeguard their financial future.  
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As we pass 200 days since the start of lockdown, restrictions continue to be eased and life returns to 
something resembling ‘normal’. This means more people will be going back to work and school, going 
on holiday after being restricted for months, and even trying new outdoor activities as we head into 
summer. This, in turn means an increased likelihood of accidents and illness. It also means more 
people will likely have the elective medical procedures that were put on hold during the pandemic. 
This could result in significant out of pocket medical expense shortfalls that many people simply 
cannot afford if they do not have the right combination of medical aid and gap cover in place to protect 
them.  
 
Make sure you are covered effectively 
The pandemic has had a significant impact on all areas of our lives. For many, it has meant reduced 
income and heightened financial strain, and one area where  some people may have made sacrifices 
is in their level of medical aid cover. Conversely, Covid-19 has also highlighted the importance of 
having sufficient medical cover. Since there is no single medical scheme plan that covers 100% of all 
events, and affordability is crucial, it emphasised the importance of gap cover as well. 
 
As an example, many people found themselves experiencing worrying Covid-19 symptoms after 
hours or on weekends or public holidays. They were left with little option but to visit the casualty 
department of a hospital. The out of pocket expenses related to this can run into thousands of Rands, 
but a gap cover policy with a casualty benefit for illness would protect members and cover the fees.  
 
In addition, members who chose to make use of non-designated service provider (DSP) hospitals for 
Covid-19 conditions would have found themselves with co-payments and possible shortfalls, unless 
they had gap cover. For those unfortunate enough to lose the main breadwinner to the virus, gap 
cover with a critical illness benefit would also have paid out a lump sum,.  
 
Medical aid, augmented by the right level of gap cover, has been a lifeline for many members. Now, 
as we emerge from the cocoon of lockdown, our need for effective medical cover only increases.  
 
Looking beyond Covid to protect your financial future 
Although South Africa has eased lockdown restrictions, Covid-19 has not gone away, and if we follow 
the same trajectory as the rest of the world, we can expect to see a second wave of the virus in the 
weeks and months to come. In many countries this second surge has seen more cases than the first, 
which means that effective medical cover will continue to be a priority as we head into the new year.  
 
Even if the predicted second wave does not occur, gap cover remains essential. Accidents and 
illnesses still happen, and the need for medical care never goes away. With medical scheme 
increases for 2021 the lowest that they have been in years, there will still undoubtedly be an increase 
in co-payments, sub-limits and medical expense shortfalls across the board.  
 
Without gap cover in place to protect from the worst of this, many people could find themselves facing 
increased financial difficulty. Individuals should speak to their financial advisors  to ensure that they 
have the correct combination of Medical Aid and Gap cover in place before the end of the year, to 
ensure they are protected through Covid-19 and beyond.  

 
 


