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Abstract

Against the backdrop of rapid global population aging, social isolation has emerged as a significant
social risk threatening the physical and mental health of older adults. Moving beyond individualistic
explanations, this study adopts a sociological structure-action perspective to reconceptualize social
isolation as a socially constructed process, rather than merely a psychological state or individual
choice. Drawing on life course theory, structuration theory, and social network theory, this paper
constructs a three-tiered structural mechanism underlying the generation of social isolation: the
stratification mechanism of spatial accessibility, the mechanism of social network fragmentation
and reconstruction, and the mechanism of collective identity dissolution and reconstruction. Build-
ing on this foundation, the paper further proposes a “therapeutic” conceptual framework for com-
munity public spaces, establishing a multidimensional evaluation index system (physiological, psy-
chological, social, empowerment, and contextual) based on two dimensions: environmental em-
powerment and scenario creation. Existing research has found that community public spaces do not
inherently possess social integration functions. Only when a space can provide older adults with
institutionalized channels for social participation—such as regular activity schedules, predictable
social networks, and accessible social roles—and help them transition from social disembedding to
social re-embedding can the space truly fulfill its role in social integration. The extent to which this
function is realized depends on whether the social arrangements underlying the space create suffi-
cient structural opportunities. Based on this, this paper proposes a pathway for optimizing commu-
nity public spaces, including a dynamic assessment toolkit, scenario-based design, and participa-
tory design. The paper argues that alleviating social isolation among the elderly requires a shift
from individual interventions to structural reforms, focusing on power relations and inequalities in
spatial practices, and rebuilding the social agency of the elderly through participatory governance.
This research offers a new theoretical perspective for understanding social integration issues in an
aging society and provides policy implications for building an elderly-friendly society.
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