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Healthcare

Mike Bink

B
Science and technology are pushing healthcare forward
at a fast pace, and spaces devoted to healthcare need
to follow suit. As the effects of a patient’s physical
surroundings become more and more evident,
traditionally designed medical facilities are being
replaced by HUMAN-CENTRIC, SERVICE-ORIENTATED
HEALING ENVIRONMENTS that are created to ease
treatment and, ultimately, to stimulate recovery.
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‘WE SUFFER NEW but generic hospital
buildings, contractor-led delivery of
depressing concrete monoliths, with
only occasional one-off attempts
to do better,’ says architect Alex de
Rijke, founding director of Londonbased firm DRMM. And he is not
the only designer that feels the
necessity to improve and transform
healthcare environments. Japanese
architect Kengo Kuma agrees. ‘Take
a look at the hotel industry,’ he says.
‘Hotel design is ever-improving in
order to accommodate various user
needs, whereas hospitals – I’d say
90 per cent of them – show no sign
of changing, in my view.’ Mecanoo
architect Francine Houben also thinks
movement is slow: ‘Ten years ago,
it was thought that an institutional
hospital would no longer exist by
2020 and that only satellite functions
would be spread around a city. This
process seems to be taking longer
than expected.’ Ralf Lambie, creative

consultant at Tinker Imagineers,
believes there is room for disruption.
‘Of course, hospital rooms need to
meet high standards of hygiene, safety
and privacy,’ he says, ‘but we should
not be afraid to question certain
customs or protocols. Why does every
consulting room have a desk, three
chairs and a desktop computer in
it? Why would the sound of playing
children annoy people rather than
motivate or inspire them?’
Despite sharing strong opinions
about the need to rethink the
healthcare environment, these
designers have something else in
common: each has been commissioned
to put their ideas into practice. So just
how do they challenge typical cold
hospital design? And what can we learn
from it? Based on recent case studies,
we dissect five design strategies that
hospitals and healthcare facilities
are using to increase physical and
emotional wellbeing.
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➀ Transform Treatment
into Play
For certain forms of recovery, spaces should
activate, motivate and empower both mind
and body. Although nobody goes to the
hospital for fun, fun can stimulate recovery.
Especially for children, becoming ill doesn’t
mean they stop playing altogether. Their urge
for activity should be supported with stimulating interactive architecture. The experience
architects of Utrecht-based Tinker Imagineers understand the desire for play. For a
temporary location of COACH – the Centre
for Overweight Adolescent and Children’s
Healthcare of the Maastricht UMC+, where
staff coach kids to live a healthier and more
active life – the architects made a demount-

Set to open in 2024, 3XN’s Copenhagen Children’s Hospital has
an informal atmosphere that allows patients and their families to
maintain their daily routines, including play time, as much as possible.

able environment, a space that’s been reused
for the permanent (and current) location. At
COACH, play is half the treatment. Consultations take place in colourful pavilions, while
intersecting lines and surfaces are reminiscent of a mashup of various playing fields.
An array of interactive games require stretching, climbing, swinging, riding, moving and
working together. In the open waiting room,
where nobody actually waits, ‘treatment’
starts before the appointment does. Tinker
Imagineers’ design strategy proved successful: 70 per cent of the participants lose weight
and adopt a healthier lifestyle under the
supervision of COACH. »
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The programme’s founder, Anita Vreugdenhil,
offers a positive assessment: ‘In the interactive environment, children feel at home and
tend to start exploring. They learn about a
healthy lifestyle without any pressure. The
room does not refer to a hospital environment, and the playful consulting rooms help
us to keep it light.’
Competition winner 3XN incorporated the healing qualities of play into its
winning design for the Copenhagen Children’s Hospital, expected to be completed
in 2024. Shaped like two clasped hands
reaching up, the interior of the paediatric hospital is a mix of unpainted wood,
colourful toylike furnishings and biomorphic forms: elements meant to evoke a
sense of play. The aim of the design is to
revolutionize the entirety of the patient
and family experience during treatment.
The hospital will give patients the opportunity to be together with their families,
thus enabling them to maintain their daily
routines as much as possible. Specialists
visit the patient instead of the other way
round. ‘When our children become ill, the
whole family is affected,’ says Kim Herforth
Nielsen, creative director and founder of
3XN, confirming that the designers’ goal
was ‘an environment where the family can
stay close to the patient and have a life
very much like the one they’re used to.
We worked a lot with the healing qualities
of architecture, considering factors from
airflow to daylight while integrating possibilities for play and creativity.’ »

Mike Bink

‘We should
not be afraid
to question
certain
customs or
protocols’
In and around a series of colourful polygonal pavilions,
kids at COACH reach, stand on their toes, form a
human chain, swing, climb and cooperate with others,
even their parents, to meet a variety of goals.
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➁ Create
Homelike
Warmth

In his design of the Seijo Kinoshita Hospital, Kengo
Kuma combined greenery and timber, inside and
outside, to give the space a domestic feel.

Toru Hiraiwa

Feeling at home is therapeutic, yet many
healthcare environments are relatively internalized, unconnected to the world outside
and seemingly oblivious to the benefits of
family, daylight and nature for stimulating
a patient’s ability to recover. Research has
shown that rooms with views of trees –
rather than brick walls – can be linked to the
need for less pain medication and shorter
hospital stays. Contemporary designers are
responding to this information with domestic
atmospheres for spaces dedicated to healing.
It’s a concept that Kengo Kuma &
Associates (KKA) used for the design of the
Seijo Kinoshita Hospital, a leading Japanese
institution dedicated to obstetrics and
gynaecology. ‘We designed a verdant and
woody ward for a hospital known for its
principle of putting patients’ comfort first,’
Kuma says of the complex, located in Setagaya, Tokyo. KKA’s natural-wood louvres
form a sculptural façade, allowing the building to blend like a house into its peaceful
residential surroundings. The ‘warmth and
tenderness of a house’ characterizes the
interior as well, with its views of a courtyard
garden. ‘Old, conventional hospital designs
are cut off from our daily life,’ says Kuma.
‘We imagined that patients would prefer a
hospital that could be even more comfortable than their own homes.’ »
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Adrien Williams

➂ Include Positive
Distractions

Cannon Design and Neuf Architectes
integrated art – therapeutic and
wayfinding – into the 22-storey CHUM
complex in Montreal.

Positive, stress-reducing distractions are
appearing increasingly in healthcare environments. Such diversions are part of modern
waiting rooms, as well as treatment rooms.
‘Animation’ in a healthcare institution’s
public areas stimulates the senses and,
when employed correctly, blocks worrisome
thoughts. The ultimate goal is to put patients
at ease from the moment they arrive until
they leave.
At the University of Montreal Hospital Centre (CHUM), distractions include
making space for family and friends, who play
a role in the healing process. Distractions at
the teaching hospital take second place to its
main cultural contribution, however. Cannon
Design and Neuf Architectes added art to
the architecture in the form of 13 large-scale
works, giving the hospital campus the highest
concentration of public art in Montreal since
Expo 67. ‘We integrated the art directly into
the architecture of the complex in ways that
blur the lines between the two and provide a more human experience,’ says Azad
Chichmanian, partner and architect at Neuf
Architectes. ‘In fact, many components of »

146

HEALTHCARE

FRAME LAB

147

Adrien Williams

➂ Include Positive
Distractions

Cannon Design and Neuf Architectes
integrated art – therapeutic and
wayfinding – into the 22-storey CHUM
complex in Montreal.

Positive, stress-reducing distractions are
appearing increasingly in healthcare environments. Such diversions are part of modern
waiting rooms, as well as treatment rooms.
‘Animation’ in a healthcare institution’s
public areas stimulates the senses and,
when employed correctly, blocks worrisome
thoughts. The ultimate goal is to put patients
at ease from the moment they arrive until
they leave.
At the University of Montreal Hospital Centre (CHUM), distractions include
making space for family and friends, who play
a role in the healing process. Distractions at
the teaching hospital take second place to its
main cultural contribution, however. Cannon
Design and Neuf Architectes added art to
the architecture in the form of 13 large-scale
works, giving the hospital campus the highest
concentration of public art in Montreal since
Expo 67. ‘We integrated the art directly into
the architecture of the complex in ways that
blur the lines between the two and provide a more human experience,’ says Azad
Chichmanian, partner and architect at Neuf
Architectes. ‘In fact, many components of »

148

HEALTHCARE

FRAME LAB

At CHUM, cultural enrichment in the form of art
is an integral part of the patient’s healing and a
highlight of the visitor’s experience.

Jasmin Sohi

Adrien Williams

Maggie’s Oldham challenges cold hospital
design through its elimination of corridors.

➃ Simplify Circulation
When illness seems to take over their lives,
patients need to feel safe, comfortable and
in control. Straightforward circulation is
one way to facilitate these requirements.
Minimizing spatially disorientating routes
and patient transfers reduces stress as well
as the chance of infection.
In Manchester, cancer centre Maggie’s Oldham ‘challenges typical healthcare
environments through the elimination of
corridors’, says Alex de Rijke of Londonbased studio DRMM, the firm responsible
for the design. ‘The absence of walls created
an open plan with deep views and distribution of daylight,’ he says. ‘Cancer patients do
not benefit from architectural or structural
gymnastics, fancy façades or heavy foundations. Nor do they need plasterboard walls
and ceilings, toxic paint, fluorescent lights
or air conditioning. The large glass and
laminated timber construction [and resultant
aesthetic] of Maggie’s Oldham is a manifesto
for modern healthy architecture and interiors.
It’s more about content than form.’ »

Tony Barwell

the buildings themselves can be considered
works of art, including the amphitheatre, the
reconstructed steeple [which now features
a sound installation], Maison Garth and
the Space of Contemplation . . . a series of
architectural objects animating Saint-Denis
Street. Perhaps the best example,’ he says, ‘is
the passerelle, an aerial bridge now spanning
Sanguinet Street with its translucent arch
emerging from the perforations of the copper
shroud enveloping it.’
Incorporating art into architecture
reduces stress, offers moments of reflection,
supports wayfinding and yields a cultural
and social hospital experience that benefits
everyone involved.

Maggie’s Oldham – a floating, mid-century modern-inflected, wood-clad
box with interior garden – is the first building constructed from hardwood
CLT (cross-laminated tulipwood) and thermo-treated timber cladding.
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➄ Adopt a Town-Like Approach
At Zaans Medical Centre, an internal street lends
access to hospital departments and wards, while
providing a number of sheltered waiting areas.

To entertain kids and make them forget the
more serious side of a hospital stay, Mecanoo
installed a spiral slide that connects floors.

Courtesy of Mecanoo Architecten

Some hospital designs can be described as
a ‘stack of villages’ or as a ‘small-town master plan’. This type of design, which usually
appears in larger developments, is used by
architects to break up the various functions,
to make orientation easier and, in so doing,
to create a human-scaled environment.
At the centre for cancer treatment
at Guy’s Hospital in London, Rogers Stirk
Harbour arranged services in stacks of
four two- or three-storey ‘care villages’ that
occupy four blocks. The design replaces
what might have been a less personal
14-storey tower.
Mecanoo went one step further in its
design for Zaans Medical Centre, located in
the Dutch city of Zaandam. A key element
is an internal ‘street’ that runs the entire
length of the hospital, lending access to
all departments and wards while providing sheltered waiting areas. Landscaped
courtyards at both ends of the street draw
daylight into the building.
Lining a ‘health boulevard’ – positioned adjacent to Zaans Medical Centre – are shops, a ‘rehabilitation hotel’, a
pharmacy, an eye clinic and a supermarket,
functions familiar to people living in
a small town. Mecanoo wanted to give
patients more control and more freedom
of movement, thus making them feel at
ease. Outpatients can avoid the waiting
room by using shops, catering services and
library. Inpatients can explore the different
environments while they wait for clinical
treatment or before leaving the hospital. ●
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