QUAESTUS MULTIDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH JOURNAL

ANALYSIS OF THE ACCESSIBILITY OF COMMERCIAL
SPACES FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES. CASE STUDY:
MALLS IN BUCHAREST

Carmen Ileana DOBRESCU
Camelia TEODORESCU
Florian Alin BUTOI

Abstract. Equal access to the physical environment and public services is a universal
right, but people with disabilities face barriers that limit their independent access,
both in public and commercial spaces. The purpose of this research is to study
accessibility and identify the obstacles faced by people with mobility, vision, or
hearing disabilities, particularly in commercial spaces. The main objective is to
assess the degree of accessibility and the daily experience of people with disabilities
in Bucharest malls such as Mega Mall, Veranda Mall, and ParkLake Mall. The
specific objectives analyze transportation infrastructure, assess internal
architectural barriers, and evaluate wayfinding and information systems. A mixed-
methods approach was used, based on direct observations during fieldwork in the
malls, the identification of encountered obstacles, and discussions with some
customers. The ethnographic method, using semi-structured interviews, captured the
opinions and experiences of people with disabilities, while the cartographic method
identified the locations of the shopping centers and the means of transportation
available for access. The results highlight certain barriers, such as the distance from
the transit station to the entrance, separate entrances with different doors,
inadequate elevators, poorly designed information signs (with small print or at an
inappropriate height), as well as the lack of Braille signage. There has also been
some progress through the implementation of assistive technologies (the STEP HEAR
app used at Mega Mall) and the availability of accessible ramps and elevators, as
well as moving walkways. These malls are of interest not only for retail but also for
certain specialized services (medical), population registration, and passport
issuance. Further modernization is needed in all malls to make them as accessible as
possible.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Purpose and Objectives of the Study

The main objective of the study is to assess the current state of accessibility
and the challenges faced by people with disabilities when attempting to access
commercial spaces and their interiors. The study aims to shed light on the
difficulties and obstacles faced by people with mobility issues, visual impairments,
or hearing difficulties while shopping.

The overall objective of the study is to assess the level of accessibility and the
daily experience for people with disabilities in shopping malls in Bucharest (Mega
Mall, Veranda Mall, Park Lake Mall, and others). It highlights physical, social, and
communication barriers that hinder participation in social life through commercial
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spaces.
The specific objectives of the research are:

- Analysis of external accessibility and transportation infrastructure, and
assessment of the distance from bus/tram stops to the entrance or from accessible
parking spaces

- Assessment of mobility and internal architectural barriers by identifying
corridor dimensions (including elevator functionality and size, types of entrances,
and accessibility to shelves and fitting rooms in stores)

- Studying ancillary facilities and services by verifying the degree of
adaptation of: restrooms for people in wheelchairs, as well as the comfort of
furniture in relaxation areas (restaurants, cafes, movie theaters)

- Evaluating wayfinding, information, and technology systems: by checking
the visibility and accessibility of information panels (with light signals or Braille)
or technology via the STEP HEAR app

- Analyzing social interactions and service quality

1.2. The perspectives of people with disabilities on accessibility in
commercial spaces

People with disabilities face limitations in their mobility, vision, or hearing.
They have the same rights as everyone else, but they do not constitute a
homogeneous group. The most important right for people with disabilities is access
to the physical environment, public services, and public spaces (Tullio-Pow S.,
Hong Yu, Strickfaden M., 2021).

The needs of people with disabilities and initiatives for a barrier-free life are
promoted by the World Health Organization (2015) and regulated by the laws of
respective countries (Tullio-Pow S., Hong Yu, Strickfaden M., 2021).

According to experts, the rights of people with disabilities are violated in the
areas of transportation, health services, and employment, as these individuals are
not integrated into everyday social life. Thus, all people have the right to integrate
into social life as independent and equal individuals and must have access to use
all public spaces. Commercial spaces also fall within the scope of public services.
Shopping is an activity that is part of the mundane life. People with physical
disabilities face daily challenges, particularly when it comes to visiting stores and
shopping centers to purchase the necessities of life (Yilmaz, M., 2018).

Vulnerable customers do not have equal opportunities when purchasing goods
and services, particularly due to mobility issues on public transportation and in
shopping centers, which is why they must plan their shopping trips in advance and
familiarize themselves with the routes and modes of transportation to shopping
centers, as well as the accessibility within the stores (Goksu, K., Ozbek, K., Ozge,
L., Hiiseyinoglu, Y., and Oflag, B., 2023).

Mobility within a shopping center is the greatest challenge faced by people
with physical disabilities, as they encounter a series of barriers, which negatively
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impact the shopping environment. Barriers begin at the entrance, such as entrances
that are too narrow in some stores, and the long distance between bus stops and the
entrance to the shopping area. Others are caused by design issues in shopping
centers, such as: the absence of ramps, yellow guide strips, the lack of elevators,
and the lack of accessibility in shopping areas, the presence of restrooms not
adapted for people with disabilities, and the lack of parking spaces for these
individuals (such as shopping carts left in these spaces or their occupation by
people without disabilities) (Afacan Y, 2012).

1.3 Retailers' Perspective on Accessibility for People with Disabilities

Shopping centers are among the most important retail services in everyday
life; they are public spaces where the social and physical environments intersect,
playing a significant role in social participation through interactions between
customers, employees, and the environmental factors of the services provided
(Goksu, K., Ozbek, K., Ozge, 1., Hiiseyinoglu, Y., and Oflag, B., 2023).

Among other important issues is interaction with store staff and security
personnel, which is crucial. They do not always behave appropriately, do not pay
attention to or assist them, have a negative attitude, and at the cash registers they
are forced to wait in long lines, and there is no assistance with handling cash or
cards (especially for the people with visual disabilities). Education is a solution for
overcoming social barriers and raising awareness regarding the issues faced by
people with physical disabilities. (Y1lmaz, M., 2018)

The emotions arising from these interactions and the barriers to accessing
shopping centers and moving around inside them can lead to negative emotions
such as despair, mistrust, embarrassment, irritation, and social discrimination. In
some cases, there are situations where people with disabilities cannot ask for help
and feel alone and unhappy. A key factor in this process is the state, which has the
responsibility to ensure a good standard of living for people with disabilities, to
monitor the implementation of these regulations to improve the quality of life for
people with disabilities, which includes the inclusive design of commercial
environments with well-conceived signage and wayfinding systems, by taking into
account the suggestions of the individuals concerned and by improving their
communication with staff (Afghantoloee, A.; Mostafavi, M.A.; Edwards, G.;
Gharebaghi, A., 2020).

Service providers in shopping centers must comply with standards and enforce
regulations required by law. Service providers in shopping centers, restaurant
owners in the food service industry, and service providers in movie theaters must
improve services to ensure barrier-free mobility, taking into account the needs of
people with disabilities. (Goksu, K., Ozbek, K., Ozge, 1., Hiiseyinoglu, Y., and
Oflag, B., 2023)

By providing appropriate accessibility services, shopping centers have the
potential to become attractions for people with disabilities, thereby ensuring their
inclusive participation in social life (Eskyte, 1., 2019).
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2. METHODOLOGY

To gain insight into the experiences and challenges faced by participants in
these shopping centers, field observations are conducted with the aim of assessing
the current state of accessibility and identifying the issues that arise both in
accessing these centers and within them (Goksu, K., Ozbek, K., Ozge, 1.,
Hiiseyinoglu, Y., and Oflag, B., 2023).

One method that helps shed light on these challenges involves walking through
stores and observing how people with mobility impairments, visual impairments,
or hearing difficulties navigate their surroundings and what obstacles they
encounter.

Direct observation was also used to study the condition of parking spaces
adapted for people with physical disabilities, sidewalks, nearby bus stops, main
mall entrances, store aisles, escalators, and restroom accessibility, with
photographs taken of these elements.

The qualitative method of semi-structured interviews with people with
disabilities or other customers was also used to gather opinions on accessibility
within commercial spaces. This method was a key component of the ethnographic
approach and proved extremely useful in highlighting the experiences of the study
participants.

The selection of significant malls was based on their importance and the level
of need for the services they offer. A mapping method was used to represent their
locations and travel times to them using various modes of transportation (private
car and public transit).

3. RESULTS

People with mobility problems face a multitude of barriers when accessing
commercial spaces (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). Based on observations and discussions with
people with physical disabilities, it was found that mall entrances are not always
located near public transportation stops.
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For example, at Bucharest’s largest mall (Mega Mall), the entrance is located
near the bus and tram stops; in the case of the Veranda mall, the distance from the
bus and tram stops to the entrance is greater, but a longer ramp has recently been
built, which facilitates access to the mall (Fig. 3 and Fig. 4).
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Fig. 3 and Fig. 4. Mega Mall and Veranda Mall: Personal archive

In most shopping malls, the doors are automatic, but there are also doors with
handles that must be pulled or pushed, which poses a challenge for people using
wheelchairs, canes, or walkers, requiring them to wait for someone else to assist
them. Elevators or platforms are usually easy to find with the help of signs, but
they are not always the right size or can only accommodate one person (Fig. 5, Fig.
6, and Fig. 7).

Fig. 5, 6 and 7: Entrance and escalators at Mega Mall
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Fig. 8,9,10 and 11: Entrance to the Veranda Mall, escalators, moving
walkway, and symbols indicating the level of accessibility: Personal archive

The aisles are wide and well-lit, with signs indicating the stores on each floor,
but some signs are sometimes placed too high, have letters that are too small, or
cannot be accessed by people with visual impairments because they are not
equipped with Braille or light signals (Fig. 8 and Fig. 9). Mega Mall uses STEP-
HEAR technology, which operates using a sensor system and an alert system to
help people with visual impairments and those using wheelchairs find the safest
route (Fig. 10 and Fig. 11). This app must be installed on your phone; it is free for
10S and Android devices.
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Figures 12 si 13: Color among Mega Mall stores: Personal archive
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Fig. 14, 15, 16, 17 and 18: Information signs showing the location of stores on
each floor: Veranda Mall and Megamall Personal archive

In shopping malls, in addition to stores, there are also restaurants, cafes, and
movie theaters with Wi-Fi; however, not all of them have comfortable,
appropriately sized tables and chairs, they are uncomfortable and unstable and do
not allow people with disabilities to use them (Fig. 12—-Fig. 18). Additionally, malls
such as Park Lake and Veranda Mall offer civil registry services and passport
issuance with online booking (Fig. 19).
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Fig.19. Map of services offered by Veranda Mall
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Fig. 27-29: Other activities offered by the Veranda Mall

The restrooms are quite spacious and well-marked (although people with
visual impairments may sometimes have difficulty finding them); people with
mobility impairments can enter with a wheelchair and close the door; the sinks and

hand dryers are located at accessible heights.

Fig. 30-31: Accessible restrooms for people with disabilities: Mega Mall and

Veranda Mall
Among the factors that can pose an obstacle are lighting conditions (if lighting

is too dim, it affects visibility, while adequate lighting enhances comfort). Noise
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levels must be kept low, as loud noise can create orientation problems, especially
for people with visual impairments, and crowding creates problems when foot
traffic is too heavy and people with disabilities cannot move around comfortably;
therefore, they prefer days, when malls are not so crowded.

People with disabilities shared their views on the attitudes of the staff they
interacted with. The attitudes of people with and without disabilities fell into
categories of positive or negative behavior. Not all store customers show sufficient
understanding, often displaying impatience or feeling annoyed.

Some employees are unaware of the needs of people with disabilities and do
not know how to respond, so they often hesitate to assist them and fail to provide
quality services. People with physical disabilities face significant obstacles when
they cannot reach high shelves or do not have enough space to maneuver their
wheelchairs in the aisles of the store in question, thus being forced to ask store staff
for help.
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Fig. 35-36: Areas and entrances inaccessible to people with mobility
impairments: Personal archive

In addition, some people need assistance when trying on clothing or
accessories such as shoes. Direct observations in the field indicate that some people
with physical disabilities encounter difficulties both in selecting these products
based on their characteristics and during the payment process, due to concerns
about potential unfair practices or a lack of transparency on the part of some staff
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members. As for people with hearing impairments, they face barriers to
communication and understanding when there is no staff trained in sign language
or when time is not allocated to provide the necessary information in written form.

There are also people who can interact openly and support them by providing
a sense of security and inclusion in society, which is also beneficial for making
commercial spaces truly inclusive for everyone. Family members and friends of
the individuals in question provide them with more assistance and accompany
them; guide dogs also offer significant help, facilitating unobstructed access.

To support staff, one solution could be to organize training sessions on the
needs of people with disabilities and on how they can be treated equally with all
other members of society throughout this process.

4. DISCUSSIONS

Research has shown that shopping malls are just as important for people with
physical disabilities, as they offer a wide variety of stores in one location, as well
as services such as the Civil Registry Office (Veranda Mall) and passport issuance
(Bucharest Passport Service - Ilfov Park Lake), a range of medical services
(Veranda Mall: pharmacies, X-ray clinics), recreational venues (cafes, restaurants,
movie theaters), and playgrounds for children.

Accessibility for people with disabilities is facilitated by modern information
panels; however, in this case, although Mega Mall has them equipped with
technology, they are not adapted for wheelchair users, whereas Veranda Mall has
panels adapted to their height.

Mega Mall has a system based on the STEP-HEAR app for people with visual
impairments, which helps them navigate more easily and contact specialized staff
with ease. In general, the malls have wide, well-lit aisles, as do the aisles between
store shelves, with the exception of two stores, a sporting goods store and a candy
store in Veranda Mall, which have narrower aisles and are less well-lit.

Additionally, all malls have elevators directly accessible from the parking lot,
but Veranda Mall offers easier accessibility due to an additional elevator entrance
in front of the mall and escalators between floors.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, malls are the most popular shopping centers because they offer
a wide variety of goods, including those necessary for the daily lives of people with
physical disabilities. They have wide entrances, spacious aisles, and are well-lit.
The space between the shelves allows for easy access for people in wheelchairs.
They are equipped with modern information kiosks, which are also positioned so
that they can be accessed by people in wheelchairs. There are also areas for
relaxation and leisure in a pleasant, inclusive environment for all members of
society.

Older and smaller malls should be modernized according to a new universal
design that allows people with disabilities to access them. Educating the general
public about the challenges faced by people with disabilities and fostering their
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inclusion in society through public spaces, such as commercial areas is also
essential in this regard to create an environment where these individuals feel
included.

While writing the present article, the author(s), Camelia TEODORESCU, Carmen DOBRESCU
and Alin Florian BUTOI used ChatGPT in order to check the translation of the article. After using
this tool/service, the author(s) reviewed and edited the content as needed and take(s) full
responsibility for the content of the published article.
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