
 

 

 

 

Investing in 
Accessibility in 
Asia and the 
Pacific 

Overview  

This policy brief focuses on an investment 

approach to improving accessibility in Asia and 

the Pacific so as to narrow gaps and build an 

inclusive Asia and Pacific for all. An investment 

approach to improving accessibility can:  

 

• Reduce barriers to participation for 

persons with disabilities; 

• Bring about social and economic benefits 

for society; 

• Result in costs savings for governments; 

and 

• Benefit the whole of society. 

Asia and the Pacific are home to an estimated 

690 million persons with disabilities. This figure 

includes persons with physical disabilities, 

those who are blind or experience low vision, 

deaf or hard-of-hearing, and those with 

learning disabilities, cognitive/developmental 

disabilities, psychosocial disabilities, 

deafblind, and those with multiple disabilities. 

This figure is expected to increase over the 

coming decades, owing to population ageing, 

longer life expectancy, and an increasing 

number of injuries resulting from situational 

and natural disasters, among other factors.1 

Persons with disabilities face numerous 

barriers that restrict their full and effective  

 
1 World Health Organization (WHO), 2011. 

 

 

 

 

participation in society on an equal basis with 

others and are among those at highest risk of 

being left behind in the development process. 

The inadequacy and lack of accessible built 

environments, accessible information and 

communication, including information and 

communications technology (ICT), and 

accessible services are fundamental barriers 

that widen this inequality.  

What is accessibility? 

‘Accessibility’, in simple terms, is the breaking 

down of the barriers across these sectors that 

prevent persons with disabilities — and the 

broader population — from participating in 

society on an equal basis with others. Take, for 

instance, steps entering into a building, this 

would pose a barrier to mobility for wheelchair 

users, persons with strollers, luggage or older 

persons using walkers. Thinking about 

information at a train station, if this was only 

available in text, this would pose a barrier to 

persons with reading challenges such as 

persons with developmental disabilities, 

tourists who do not read the local language or 

older persons. In this regard, the ‘accessibility’ 

of something describes the level of access 

enjoyed by a broad range of people with 

differing characteristics. 

‘Access’ differs from ‘availability’ and 

‘affordability’ and focuses on ability of 

something to be experienced. Moreover, its 

scope is not confined to entering and exiting a 

physical environment or being able to retrieve 

information. Rather, access refers to the 

complete and seamless interaction with an 

environment, good or service, on an equal basis 
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with others. For example, online information, 

web pages and other media that are accessible 

must not only be easily retrieved, but also 

provide all users, including those with 

disabilities, with the option to edit, 

communicate and fully interact with the 

resources. 

Making something accessible requires breaking 

down the barriers that can prevent certain 

people from experiencing it on an equal basis 

with others. 

Why is accessibility so 
important to this region? 

As society ages this will have a major impact on 

the prevalence of disability as older persons 

tend to face higher risk of experiencing physical 

and mental conditions.2 Age-related disabilities 

include sight impairment and blindness, and 

deafness and hearing loss, musculoskeletal 

diseases and mental disorders. According to 

United Nations estimates, more than 46 per 

cent of older persons —those aged 60 years and 

over — have disabilities. 

Asia and the Pacific has nearly 60 per cent of the 

world population. Among the 4.6 billion people 

living in the region in 2019, more than 400 

million are aged 65 and over.3 As a result of 

falling fertility rates and increasing life 

expectancy, Asia and the Pacific is experiencing 

substantial growth in the number and 

proportion of older persons in their population. 

Between now and 2030, the number of persons 

aged 65 and over is expected to increase by 50 

per cent, totalling 605 million people and 

representing 12 per cent of the total population 

in the region. Between the period 2015 to 2030, 

the proportion of older persons will change 

dramatically in all five subregions. While East 

and North-East Asia takes the lead, subregional 

 
2 United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and 

Pacific (ESCAP), 2012. 
3 Note: The age threshold for older persons differs across 

countries and areas. In this regard, references to data on 

differentials will range from 18.1 per cent to 8.2 

per cent (see Figure1). 

Population ageing is poised to become one of 

the most significant social transformations of 

the twenty-first century, with implications for 

nearly all sectors of society, including the  

demand for goods and services, such as 

housing, transportation and social protection.4 

Thus, the breaking down of barriers to build an 

accessible world by investing in creating 

environments, goods and services that meet 

the needs of everyone, is of paramount 

importance so as participation on an equal 

basis in society can become the norm for all. 

Figure 1. Growth in persons aged 65 and over in 

Asia and the Pacific by subregion, 1950 – 2030. 

Source: United Nations ESCAP Design, based on data from 

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 

(DESA), 2019. 

 

older persons in this report will specify the age threshold 

used. 
4 Suzman, R., J.R. Beard, T. Boerma and S. Chatterji, 2015. 



 

 

What is an investment 
approach to accessibility? 

An investment approach to accessibility is not 

only about financial resources, it is also about 

commitment to laws, policies and programmes 

on accessibility that have a measurable impact 

on the creation of accessible environments, 

products and services, as does investment in 

human resources such as capacity building and 

consultation. Investment through these means 

has the potential to yield social and economic 

benefits for society, in which persons with 

diverse functional difficulties, including 

persons with disabilities, can participate and 

contribute in political, economic and cultural 

life on an equal basis with others. 

Benefits of investing in 
accessibility 

Investing in accessibility can yield economic 

outcomes that have yet to be fully tapped into 

(see Figure 2). In fact, business-oriented 

approaches to investing in accessibility remain 

unexplored and underused. While the rights of 

persons with disabilities are the foundational 

and inextricable core of the motivation for 

accessibility provision, exploring the economic 

value of inclusion is helpful in promoting the 

wider understanding and adoption of 

accessibility across different sectors. 

Employing an economic-focused mindset 

underpinned by the human rights-based 

approach to disability in both the process and 

outcome of investment allows for inclusion of 

persons with disabilities as well as stronger 

economic impacts. This includes empowering 

persons with disabilities themselves to play a 

part in economic growth and development 

alongside their peers. 

 
5 Victorian Council of Social Service, 2008. 

Figure 2. Economic benefits of disability-

inclusion 

Source: United Nations ESCAP Design, based on data from 

Return on Disability Group, 2014. 

In addition, investing in accessibility can also 

save governments money in the long run. For 

instance, investing in accessible housing can 

help prevent and reduce the risk of falls and 

subsequent injuries, particularly for older 

persons. This then delays the need for a move 

into residential care, as such, decreasing 

government expenditure on this and hospital 

costs.5 

Beneficiaries of investing in 
accessibility 

Persons with disabilities are the obvious 

beneficiaries of investing in accessibility, as 

they continue to face barriers to participation in 

all aspects of society compared to their peers 

without disabilities. 

However, across Asia and the Pacific country 

prevalence rates of disability vary considerably, 

it is likely that many persons with disabilities 

are not being counted, and by extension their 

needs for accessible environments may not be 

met. In this regard, the returns on investing in 

accessibility for persons with disabilities likely 

go far beyond the number of persons with 



 

 

disabilities officially counted in national 

surveys and census data. 

Furthermore, investing in accessible 

environments will benefit and support the 

needs of a much wider segment of the 

population than conventionally considered – in 

fact, fully accessible environments benefit the 

entirety of the population by creating an equal 

basis for participation. For example, accessible 

environments not only benefit persons with 

long-term impairments, however also people 

experiencing temporary or situational barriers 

to access such as an arm injury, a person 

carrying luggage or an older person using a 

walker (see Figure 3). 

This broader view of multiple difficulties 

experienced both by persons with and without 

disabilities is helpful for looking at how 

accessibility measures can break down 

environmental barriers, as it demonstrates how 

investment in accessibility contributes to the 

common good for all of society. 

Figure 3. Understanding wider needs for 

accessibility 

Source: Adapted from the persona spectrum within Microsoft’s 

inclusive design toolkit manual, Microsoft, 2016. 

Policy Recommendations 

In order to remove barriers to access and build 

an inclusive Asia and Pacific for all it is pertinent 

that governments adopt an approach that goes 

beyond ‘business as usual’, promoting a 

broader understanding of accessibility and its 

value for all of society. 

A crucial component is the involvement of 

persons with disabilities, who should be 

consulted from the onset of the development 

and throughout the implementation and 

follow-up of all efforts in this regard. 

The following recommendations across five key 

areas of focus will assist in ensuring that 

societies are built to be sustainable and 

inclusive. 

1. Positioning accessibility as a core component 

of national development strategies 

Recognizing at the highest levels of leadership 

the value of investing in accessibility is a 

necessary step in motivating policymakers to 

embed accessibility in their work.  

 

• At the highest levels, issue statements of 

support and commitment to the 

embodiment of the principles and 

dimensions of accessibility across all 

development actions; and 

• Mandate integration of accessibility 

through Universal Design across national 

development plans, including economic 

stimulus plans, urban development plans, 

education and social welfare plans, among 

others. 

2. Leveraging the economic potential of 

accessibility 

 

• Conduct research and cost-benefit analysis 

on accessibility implementation and make 

use of existing resources that highlight the 

potential economic returns on accessibility 

investments; 

• Conduct analysis to identify areas of 

investment of accessibility in relation to 



 

 

broader populations beyond only those 

with disabilities; 

• Promote within government and to the 

business sector the potential added 

economic value and benefits, including 

reduced costs, expanded workforces and 

markets, and development of innovative 

goods and services; 

• Empower and engage entrepreneurs with 

disabilities to play a key role in advising and 

implementing activities and investment in 

accessibility; and 

•  Partner with media and other stakeholders 

to campaign and advocate for the social 

and economic value of investing in 

accessibility. 

3. Employing a whole-of-government and 

whole-of-society approach 

 

• Ensure involvement of all branches of 

government, including executive, 

legislative and judicial, in implementing 

accessibility at national and local 

government levels, including through 

establishing an accessibility coordination 

committee; 

• Provide training and knowledge building 

opportunities for all stakeholders in 

government, focusing on how to 

mainstream principles of accessibility 

through Universal Design across all areas of 

work; and 

• Establish partnerships with and conduct 

regular and sustained meetings involving 

the diverse array of relevant stakeholders 

for investing in accessibility – namely 

persons with disabilities and their 

representative organizations – to discuss 

coordinated actions, including but not 

limited to needs assessment, policy 

development, implementation, monitoring 

and evaluation. 

4. Establishing an inclusive and comprehensive 

legal and policy framework  

One of the major barriers for governments to 

effectively promote and create accessible 

environments is that dimensions of 

accessibility are addressed separately across 

different laws and policies, and often with a 

limited target group in mind.  

As well, the lack of recognition of the right to 

access and prioritization by governments in 

legal frameworks puts up further barriers. An 

unbalanced or narrow approach of law and 

policy with regard to anti-discrimination and 

programme activities, along with ineffective 

provisions for enforcement, can also contribute 

to potentially exclusionary and limited legal 

and policy environments. 

In this regard, the following actions should be 

taken: 

 

• Ensure that accessibility laws and policies 

align with the Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and make 

efforts to ratify the CRPD; 

• Ensure that accessibility laws and policies 

target all of society, while simultaneously 

recognizing the specific and additional 

barriers faced by persons with diverse 

disabilities, including often underserved 

groups such as persons with intellectual 

disabilities, and also recognizing the 

cultural dimension of accessibility such as 

through the legal recognition of sign 

language;  

• Adopt anti-discrimination law that 

recognizes accessibility as a right, and the 

lack of provision of accessibility and 

reasonable accommodation as disability-

based discrimination; 

• Adopt public interest law as a supplement 

to anti-discrimination law to support 

claims to accessibility; 

• Adopt programmatic laws that 

operationalize the rights set out in anti-

discrimination law and accompany these 

with budget and time-bound targets; 

• Ensure that laws and policies on 

accessibility cover all dimensions, 

including that of the built environment, 

transportation, ICT and services, as well as 

take into account the various spaces and 



 

 

contexts of societal life in which their 

application is relevant and necessary; 

• Ensure that laws and programmes improve 

accessibility of both new and existing 

infrastructures, and revisit exemptions in 

law and policy on accessibility 

requirements including age, size and 

budget-based exemptions, among others; 

• Mainstream accessibility across both 

disability-specific laws and policies as well 

as other sectoral laws and policies which 

are not necessarily targeted to persons 

with disabilities, in relation to 

procurement, technical standards, 

transportation, labour, education, 

reproductive health and rights, disaster risk 

reduction, emergency response, recreation 

and tourism; and 

• Ensure that laws and policies to promote 

and ensure accessibility target both public 

and private entities. 

5. Making change through robust and 

responsive implementation 

 

• Implement technical standards on 

accessibility in line with International 

Organization for Standardization (ISO) or 

other internationally recognized standards 

across various dimensions of accessibility; 

• Ensure that accessibility criteria are 

mandatory requirements in appraisal of 

projects across the built environment, 

transport, ICT and services; 

• Ensure that an adequate and sustained 

budget for investment in accessibility exists 

to support implementation of all laws and 

policies;  

• Apply enforcement measures that include 

both penalty components such as fines, 

and incentive components such as 

certifications and tax deductions; 

• Ensure grievance procedures are 

operational, through which individuals and 

groups can make claims to their rights in 

response to accessibility-based disability 

discrimination; 

• Establish baseline data and performance 

indicators, and frequency for effective 

monitoring and evaluation, at the onset; 

• Mandate submission of monitoring and 

evaluation reports by responsible 

government entities periodically; 

• Involve persons with disabilities in the 

above monitoring and evaluation activities; 

and 

• Utilize accessibility audit techniques and 

on-site inspections to monitor and 

evaluate progress of implementation. 

Conclusion 

Investing in accessibility has the potential to 

transform societies in Asia and the Pacific into 

truly inclusive ones. Investment in accessibility 

is a step toward ensuring that all individuals 

and groups can enjoy the richness of benefits 

brought by equitable access to and equal 

opportunity for participation in society. 
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