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Population aging has become a shared global challenge. Data
from the World Health Organization indicate that around 2020,
the number of people aged 60 and above outnumbered children
younger than five years, marking the transition into a phase of
rapid global aging'". China is also experiencing an unprecedented
aging process. Within the built environment, aging residential
communities commonly suffer from steep steps and outdated
facilities, which have become critical barriers to the daily lives of
older adults and people with disabilities. In the context of urban
regeneration, spatial interventions should go beyond superficial
improvements and instead engage with the deeper fabric of the city.
In this regard, the development of accessible environments should
be considered a key pathway to addressing pressing social needs
and advancing spatial justice'”. As a crucial medium, the systematic
construction of accessible environments not only safeguards the
fundamental spatial rights of vulnerable groups, but also serves as
a cornerstone for building a well-being-oriented society. It plays
a vital role in promoting social equity and safeguarding human
dignity, while reflecting national soft power and the potential for
sustainable development.

On September 1, 2023, the Law of the People’s Republic of China
on Building Accessible Environments came into effect, marking
a shift from policy encouragement to law-based governance. The
construction of an accessible well-being-oriented society requires
coordinated efforts across multiple dimensions. At the policy level,
initiatives such as the promotion of elevator retrofitting in old
residential communities by the Ministry of Housing and Urban-
Rural Development, and requirements for accessible services in
railway and highway systems by the Ministry of Transport, provide
clear strategic direction. At the spatial level, measures including

the installation of ramps and elevators in residential areas and the
improvement of accessible connections at transportation nodes
help ensure continuous accessibility in public spaces™. At the
educational level, integrating “barrier-free design” and “universal

" into both general and professional education systems'

design
helps reshape the value systems of future designers, while also
fostering public awareness and a culture of empathy and inclusion.
At the societal level, breaking down attitudinal barriers is essential
to promote an expansion of design paradigms from barrier-free
design to universal design and further toward inclusive design',
enabling accessibility to be embedded in everyday life through both
technological innovation and human-centered care.

However, in advancing the development of accessible
environments, implicit barriers rooted in social perceptions and
cultural norms remain a central challenge that must be addressed.
A persistent misconception among the public is that accessibility
facilities are merely special provisions for older adults or people
with disabilities. Such a narrow view often leads to these facilities
being overlooked, misused, or left idle in everyday contexts, thereby
hindering broader societal recognition and support for inclusive
spaces. In fact, accessibility is not an exclusive demand of specific
groups but a universal need across the human life course. Parents
with strollers, travelers carrying heavy luggage, individuals with
temporary mobility limitations due to injury, and middle-aged
populations experiencing declining physical capacity all directly
benefit from accessible environments. It is therefore essential
to foster a societal shift in perception, reframing accessibility
initiatives from a welfare-oriented provision for particular groups
to a universally shared right.

The realization of a well-being-oriented society depends on
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fine-grained interventions at the community and household
levels”"®, From the installation of indoor handrails and sensor-
based lighting to age-friendly retrofitting, to multi-stakeholder
negotiations in community-level elevator installation, and further
to the optimization of end-point public service provision such as
accessible transportation, all require incremental interventions at
the micro scale. These efforts gradually remove both physical and
attitudinal barriers. Coupled with sustained educational initiatives,
accessible and inclusive environments can become a normalized
foundation of social operation.

Meanwhile, with the comprehensive digital transformation of
society, the scope of accessibility has extended from the physical
built environment to virtual digital spaces. The digital divide
is increasingly emerging as a structural barrier that limits the
integration of vulnerable groups into contemporary society.
Addressing this challenge requires a deeper commitment to digital
inclusion and the effective leveraging of technological innovation.
Stakeholders across sectors should actively embrace the principle
of “tech for good,” accelerate age-friendly adaptations of smart
devices, and promote the adoption of artificial intelligence
applications such as voice interaction and screen reading.
Furthermore, by harnessing the Internet of Things and smart city
systems, it is possible to advance the deep integration of digital
services with physical spaces and to build a seamlessly connected
smart ecosystem. This approach not only helps diverse populations
bridge the digital divide, but also reshapes patterns of social
interaction in a more inclusive way, repositioning accessibility from
a form of basic spatial accommodation to a comprehensive enabler
of everyday life for all.

In conclusion, the development of accessible environments
is a long-term and systematic social endeavor. Moving forward,
it is essential to take policy frameworks as the guide, spatial
optimization as the core, education as the foundation, and social
collaboration as the support, in order to further explore design
methods and technical pathways centered on accessibility.

Only by fostering a highly inclusive and accessible well-being-
oriented society can diverse populations overcome physical and
physiological constraints and equally share spatial rights. This is
not only a fundamental demand for social well-being, but also a key
trajectory in the evolution of modern civilization.

Inclusiveness enables care and shapes the future.
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