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n the year 2000, China met the United Nations’ criteria for

being considered an ageing nation, as 7% of its population

was aged 65 and above (Lu and Liu 2019)." Since then, the
country has experienced an increasing demand for elder care and
has suffered an insufficiency of public health services, institutional
care, integrated medical and care systems, long-term care insurance
systems, and a physically and socially age-friendly environment
(Han et al. 2020). The significant drain on public resources imposed
by its ageing population has prompted the Chinese government
at different levels to seek immediate solutions to the deterioration
of older adults” health and early admittance into nursing facilities.
As the ecological theory of ageing is one of the most striking ideas
presented by Lawton and Nahernow, who conducted a study of
dynamic connections between housing conditions and the physical
capacity of older adults “to maintain themselves in the community”
(1973: 619), China has been keen to incorporate this idea into its
policy agenda as part of a long-term elder care strategy in the name
of ageing in place (AIP), aiming to make living environments more
autonomous, pleasant, safe, and cost-effective for older adults,
without depending on public amenities.

However, attaining such living environments through urban
renewal requires a long time to plan, design, and construct. The
Chinese government started incorporating barrier-free design
elements into the indoor and outdoor spaces of residential areas
in the 1980s.” This endeavour aimed to enhance safety and
accessibility for older adults and individuals with disabilities within
the city. Despite decades of preparation, it was not until the early
2000s that AIP gained global recognition as a new paradigm in
elder care policy as indicated by a significant rise in the number
of AIP publications (Vasunilashorn et al. 2012). In line with
this worldwide trend, China also embraced the introduction of
AIP programs starting from the mid to late 2000s, serving as an
alternative to traditional nursing homes for its elderly citizens.

At the beginning of policy implementation, China treated AIP as
a straightforward concept to encourage older adults to continue
living at home. The policymakers conjectured that, with indoor
and outdoor environmental quality and facilities improved to bring
convenience, comfort, and safety, older adults would feel both
physical and psychological well-being as they live without needless
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obstacles and in a familiar home and neighbourhood. Yet, due
to physical and cognitive decline, older adults who age at home
increasingly need third-party physical, health, and/or social care.
In other words, AIP can allow older adults to comfortably age at
home or in place, provided that they can receive proper care and
support supplied by an unaffiliated person, company, or entity such
as ageing under home or community care (Stewart et al. 2014;
Fernandez-Carro 2016; Konstantinidis et al. 2019), or ageing in
serviced studio apartments or senior cohousing (Thang and Hong
2015; Greig et al. 2019; Lépez Gémez, Estrada Canal, and Farré
Montala 2020). To achieve this, privatisation and/or grassroots
community participation are the usual prescriptions, as they can
create a momentum to drive supply of AIP care’ (McFadden and
Lucio 2014; Hodgson 2022).

Numerous problems in China have driven its AIP care toward
negative or unsatisfactory outcomes. For example, the following
problems pose a threat to China’s AIP care: (1) age-unfriendly urban
development (Chui 2008); (2) poor geriatric nursing support (Li and
Yang 2012); (3) lack of home-based care (Fang et al. 2015; Liu et al.
2015); (4) low social trust (Jiang, Lou, and Lu 2016); (5) significant
social inequality (Yu and Rosenberg 2017). Among all these
problems, Han et al. (2020: 14) maintain that from the perspective
of public health, the working conditions of migrant or laid-off AIP
workers, who are usually inexperienced, less educated, poorly
paid, inferior in social status, and lacking in professional identity,
are the main cause of the shortage or loss of the nursing caregiver
workforce for older adults in China.

It can be observed that the four characteristics below are critical
factors in China’s botched first attempts at resolving its infrastructural,
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social, and particularly its workforce and professionalism problems.
First, because of family-oriented culture and the serious understaffing
of public nursing homes (Li 1988; Chu 2003; Chen 2019), China’s
AIP care providers are keen to explore other possible forms of
nonprofessional, noninstitutional care such as care by family
members (Zhang 2018; Zheng, Wong, and Hickson 2023). Second,
since China has a more diverse economic structure and ethnic
population than many other countries, its AIP care has difficulty
adapting to diverse elder demographics with a one-size-fits-
all approach. For instance, China’s ethnic diversity with various
environments, communities, and specific contexts may require a
variety of AIP care systems. The existence of state efforts to provide
AIP care in addition to local caregivers or family members results
in the bureaucratic inclination to organise the workforce into a
horizontal rather than a vertical structure and provide more general
than specific care services. Third, given the dense population of
Eastern Chinese coastal cities, where labourers from rural areas
and poor provinces flock to find jobs, scarce land in the urban
areas is used to cope with rapid urbanisation. Chinese older adults
residing in urban areas with a population density of 147 individuals
per km? face challenges in terms of their ability to choose ageing
arrangements such as living in detached single-family residences
or spacious retirement communities. This contrasts with countries
such as Australia, with a population density of three individuals
per km?, or Canada, with a population density of four individuals
per km** where such options are more feasible. Fourth, instead of
using public funds to sustain AIP programs or subsidise grassroots
communities that run their own projects, Chinese authorities,
especially in large poor rural areas, have tended to commercialise
elder care services. Since 2013, foreign and private investors
have been allowed to invest in the elder care market. China’s
State Council has vowed to transform this sector into a “sunrise”
industry.” Yet, despite the growing presence of private sector
participation, the public sector remains indispensable in providing
aged care services. Collaborative endeavours between the public
and private sectors have expedited the development of home and
community-based elder care due to the implementation of different
forms of public-private partnership (Zhang and Chan 2023). In
short, these four characteristics have greatly influenced the onward
revisions and performance of China’s AIP care.

Despite being overshadowed by its early floundering
experiences, the Chinese government has learnt its lesson and has
adopted a range of new measures to address its infrastructural,
social, and particularly workforce and training problems. Taking
account of the four characteristics, China has managed to hammer
out the following measures to deal with the problems. While the
WHO Centre for Health Development® has remarked that “aging
in place is designed to prevent or delay more traumatic moves to a
dependent facility, such as a nursing home,” China has constructed
a large variety of partially dependent or semi-independent satellite-
constellation-like small facilities in close proximity to the older
adults they aim to serve. For example, while New York has
established around 300 older adult (or community and senior)
centres to serve 4.6 million New Yorkers aged 65 and over with
traditional leisure activities, healthy meals, classes, fitness programs,
and social services,” Beijing has installed four times (1,201) that

number to provide a similar population (4.4 million) of Beijingers
in the same age range with not only traditional but also digital and
drop-in multi-purpose care.® In addition, according to Cheng et
al. in this special feature, “[tlhe Beijing Civil Affairs Bureau aims
to build community care facilities within a service radius of 1 km
from potential patrons’ residences” (p. 24). These self-contained
residential units, such as the 36 units in Huangshi City,” are
commonly referred to as “mini-neighbourhoods” (mini xiaoqu 3£/}
&) due to their smaller scale.”® This term contrasts with the larger
sizes typically associated with other neighbourhoods in Beijing,
such as Hepingli (5.02 km?), Yayuncun (5.13 km?), and Panjiayuan
(4.3 km?). Despite the small size of these mini-neighbourhoods,
close relationships with their older residents allow service
providers to provide immediate, specific, and purposeful care. As
an illustration, to enhance the safety and convenience of the living
environment for elderly residents in Shanghai, the government
has undertaken various initiatives since 2015. These include
widening 24 roads and demolishing walls spanning a total length
of 159 metres within Lane 760 of Yangqu Road. Consequently,
these transformations have resulted in the creation of a “mini-
community” aimed at catering to the needs of the local elderly
population." As of 2022, Shanghai has designated 102 of these
microscale neighbourhoods as age-friendly communities officially
recognised by the Shanghai Municipal Health Commission.” In
partnership with the family members of older adults, the effect of
a well-trained mini-neighbourhood community of volunteers or
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private service providers can be significant. They can constitute an
asset if the government leverages them to build AIP care teams. The
implementation of this novel strategy has been officially titled “Butler
services” (guanjia shi fuwu 'EZFKFRT) and “Nearby and accurate
elder care grid” (jiujin jingzhun yanglao fuwu wangge FtiTfE/EE
Z BRF4H8) by the Chinese government.”

This revised concept of AIP care in China is becoming
increasingly apparent. Since most AIP programs aim to reduce
public spending by encouraging older adults to continue living in
their homes or neighbourhoods independently without reliance
on public facilities, older adults who reside alone or lack support
in AIP programs would commonly experience concurrent
comorbidities such as depression or anxiety. To address these
issues, China chooses to resolve conflicts between older adults
(who expect elder care) and care providers (who promote elder
independence) through combined public and nonpublic efforts.
This logic assumes that the prevention of concurrent comorbidities
of AIP programs is more effective than the promotion of
independent living in alleviating public spending on aged care.
Case studies across China have illustrated that the underlying
rationale behind China’s revised AIP programs is primarily centred
around boosting government expenditure on the establishment of
a substantial number of small community centres or care teams
designed with the involvement of relatives, friends, and volunteers
in order to resolve conflicts among different stakeholders (Li,
Yu, and Rosenberg 2023; Wang, Zhang, and Zhan 2023; Wong
2023; Yang et al. 2023; Zhang and Chan 2023). In light of these
findings, further investigation is warranted to examine more of
these combined efforts in both the public and nonpublic sectors.
A revised perspective for China’s AIP is also called for by Yu and
Rosenberg (2017: 194), whose “study finds Western theorization
and interpretation of aging, place and health are not well suited
to a Chinese case.” Hence, the four articles in this special feature
entitled “Ageing in Place in China: Small Facilities, Community-
family Care Integration, and Governmental Coordination”
highlight the latest elements of AIP programs in China. With a
considerable number of interviewees and empirical data, they
provide not only academics but also policymakers and other
stakeholders with significant insights into how the concept of AIP
can be further refined and implemented in China.

Zhang and Zhang, in their paper titled “Practice Models of
Rural China’s Ageing in Place: From the Perspective of Multiple
Collaborative Governance,” document three main AIP practice
models in rural Jiangsu, i.e., home-based care provided by
volunteers, day care in community centres managed by (semi-)
volunteers, and institutional care by small village-based happiness
homes and senior apartments run by individuals at a scale of
less than 300 m”. These three community models are different
from traditional family care because the government plays the
role of coordinator and regulator to foster and facilitate synergic
collaboration between diverse stakeholders. Various elements,
including virtual nursing homes, time banks, and professional social
organisations are employed and coordinated to facilitate teamwork
between volunteers and other care providers for older adults in
rural China.

Cheng et al. have further illustrated the dynamic and nonlinear
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joint efforts of China’s AIP care in six community care facilities in
Beijing from a historical, spatial, and integrative perspective in their
article titled “Provision and Utilisation of Community Care Services
in Beijing, China.” They find that, in addition to financial difficulties
in care provision and limited government support, poor perception
and personal evaluation of AIP care by older adults can also bring
the services to a low utilisation status. After scrutinising maps of
different timings and opinions expressed in in-depth semi-structured
interviews over the sufficiency of AIP care with an analytical
framework based on the structuration theory, the authors elaborate
on how local governments, communities, the private sector, and
older residents have joined forces to reduce negative perceptions of
AIP care.

Based on an analysis of sociodemographic and family structure
variables of 4,076 older adults in Yibin, Sichuan Province, Chen
and Fu's article titled “Family Structure and Subjective Well-being
of Older Adults in China: Impacts of Grandparent Coresidence,
Grandparenting, and Family Support” reveals that older adults
who live with both their adult children and young grandchildren
and help take care of their grandkids can enjoy positive well-being
outcomes. However, living in skipped-generation households (i.e.,
without their adult children, who usually work in other provinces)
and assuming the full responsibility for looking after their grandkids
is not associated with subjective well-being. Nevertheless, their
article also shows how social support provided by frequent contact
with members of their family network can increase the subjective
well-being of supportive grandmothers.

Zheng and Zhang's paper titled “The Effects of the Internet
on Well-being Among Older Adults Ageing in Place: The Roles
of Subjective Income and Social Trust” finds that although
internet use provides older adults with closer connections to
family members and richer social networks, a negative internet
experience can jeopardise the subjective income and social
trust of older adults, particularly those exhibiting symptoms of
dementia, who may possess a higher susceptibility to harmful
online propaganda or content that encompasses elements such as
bias, discrimination, offensive language, or deceptive activities.
In this regard, the Chinese government has vowed to keep a grip
on content censorship by establishing an elderly-friendly digital
environment for older adults. For example, internet platforms can
utilise intelligent recommendation algorithms to selectively screen
out images or short videos that promote materialistic values or
monetary-focused attitudes.

In retrospective, to address the accompanying comorbidities of
AIP programs such as anxiety or depression, the literature has turned
the ecological concept of the early AIP model into remedial models
such as social-gerontological, gerontechnological, environmental-
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gerontological, and normalcy-gerontological,' among others. The

13, “FEERE — 0T IR E B Z MBI/ ER" Xicheng goujian “yi jian hu” jiujin
jingzhun yanglao fuwu tixi, Xicheng builds a “one-click call” nearby precision
elderly care service system), Bj.chinanews.com (FEIFTEAILR), 6 January
2023, www.bj.chinanews.com.cn/news/2023/0106/89224.html (accessed on 16
September 2023).

14. Normalcy-gerontology refers to a specialised field of gerontology that studies the
hedonic and passive aspects of ageing based on the disabled elderly oriented ageing
concept by Hanson (2015).
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motives inherent in these revisions in terms of social interaction
(Schulz et al. 2006), gerontechnology (Micera, Bonato, and Tamura
2008), contextual environmental elements of place (Golant 2015),
and comfort zone and/or mastery zone at home (Hanson 2015) are
to alleviate public spending by promoting the autonomy of older
adults who age in place. This allows them to engage in self-care for
longer periods of time without moving to a nursing home.

Instead of these revised systems of AIP, China is considering other
options according to its characteristics, i.e., family-oriented culture,
diverse demographics, dense population, and state coordination.
It is notable that the Chinese government has ended up wih the
policy slogans of “Butler services” and “Nearby and accurate
elder care grid.” Through the examination of empirical data in
China and a comparative analysis with AIP literature, several novel
findings have emerged in this special feature. These include the
integration of community-family care, the establishment of diverse
satellite-constellation-type small facilities in close vicinity to the

elderly population they aim to assist, and the governmental role
as a facilitator among various stakeholders. These ideas constitute
fundamental elements within China’s AIP programs in the mini-
neighbourhood of community-family care.

Given the trend of an ageing population and the continuous
expansion of AIP programs in China, future research can focus
on exploring various facets. It would be intriguing to refine these
concepts through the lens of alternative research disciplines and
delve into the practical effectiveness of China’s AIP initiatives in
conjunction with its grid system of mini-neighbourhood communities.
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