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Cluster «DESIGN OF HEALTHCARE FACILITIES» Politecnico di Milano
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MAIN GOAL
Re-think the design of “Architectures for health”
according to the recent economic, social and technological changes

ACTIVITIES
• Research and development

- monitoring the principal national and international experiences
• Education and training

- specific expertises both in the field of healthcare facilities design and urban health
• Consulting and projects development

- validation of sanitary service’s qualitative level
• Drafting of feasibility studies

- innovation in healthcare and construction project 
• Communication

- cooperation between different cultural, scientific and professional skills
- cultural exchange between experts 

TOPICS
Flexibility / Sustainability / Humanization / Soft qualities / Therapeutic landscape design
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Therapeutic Landscape Desing
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We’re interested on the topic "Green and Health“.
We promote annual conferences and seminars on
the issue.

Each 6 months, at Politecnico di Milano, we organize
a course for students and professionals on emerging
topic "Healing gardens”.

The main purpose is to create research synergies
between architects, engineers, doctors, agronomists,
environmental sociologists and psychologists.
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Importance of Therapeutic Green Spaces in Healthcare Facilities
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The importance of therapeutic green spaces in healthcare facilities it has been
scientifically demonstrated by international experiences. Nowadays, in Italy, only few
examples represent the healing gardens’ principles.

A comfortable healthcare environment, associated with a green space is beneficial for
patient care, improving the management quality of healthcare facilities, reducing the
time of hospitalization and saving healthcare costs.

PATHWAYS SPATIAL RELATIONS LOCALIZATION OF FUNCTIONS
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Benefits of Therapeutic Gardens
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There are many impact on the architectural design:
in the United States, Canada and northern Europe,
there are many examples of gardens realized
according to the contemporary green design
guidelines. Italy lacks these kind of design guidelines,
regulations and assessments of processes of care’s
improvement.

SOURCE: www.twigterrariums.com
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Which healthcare facilities for Healing Gardens ?

The healing gardens have got a key role in supporting the traditional treatments if
realized within acute care facilities, such as hospitals and healthcare centers, but also
in places hosting medium and long-term hospitalization or residential low-care
structures such as Hospice, Alzheimer centers, day-care centers and nursing homes.

CASE STUDY: Legacy Emanuel Medical Center, Portland - Oregon
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Healing Gardens in Italian Hospitals:

the current condition
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The first question of research was:
“How many Italian hospitals have a
real therapeutic garden?”

A previous analysis, conducted on the
basis of data obtained by the Italian
Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), has
determined that the presence of
hospitals with healing garden is not
uniform in the national territory.

Of the 634 surveyed hospitals only
the 4% (25 of them) has a therapeutic
green space.
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Healing Gardens in Lombardy Region: the current condition

8

Only 11 of 20 regions have at least one healthcare facility with an healing garden inside 
dedicated to therapy. In the Lombardy Region, of 54 hospitals found, only the 13% (7) 
equipped with healing garden.
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Hospital Niguarda Cà Granda, Milano Fondazione IRCCS, Istituto
Nazionale dei Tumori, Milano

Azienda Ospedaliera Papa 
Giovanni XXIII, Bergamo

Hospital Sant’Anna, Como

Hospital San Carlo 
Borromeo, Milano

Healing Gardens in Lombardy Region: 5 hospitals analyzed
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Specific Research Objective
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Specific objective of the research is to build an evaluation protocol of the current
status of existing green spaces inside the Italian hospitals, in order to understand the
peculiarities and give intervention’s guidelines to improve their physical
characteristics, according to a "healing" approach.
In particular, the research was aiming at achieving a sort of “identity card” of the
current state of the therapeutic garden, if available, or any informal space that
highlights problems and potentialities of the place.

The study analyses the relationship between indoor and outdoor spaces, in terms of
visual and spatial realization according to the healing gardens’ characteristics.

By applying the Evidence Based Design’ principles, the outdoor spaces are qualitatively
observed and quantitatively compared in order to determine the effectiveness of the
planning and assume any improvements for a correct and successful use of gardens.
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Evidence Based Design Method
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Therefore, using collected data by the Evidence Based Design method,
it triggers a rigorous decision-making process divided into 8 points:

1. defining evidence-based goals and objectives;
2. finding sources of relevant evidence;
3. interpreting critically relevant outcomes;
4. creating and innovate design concepts based on EBD method;
5. developing a hypothesis;
6. collecting basic performance measurements;
7. monitoring the design and construction phases;
8. Post-Occupancy Evaluation and results’ measurement.
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International Scenario
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In Italy, there are no hospitals accredited EDAC, nor this approach is considered 
for the validation of healing gardens located into healthcare facilities.
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Italian usefulness & stakeholders
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 Provides a solid base of collected data, that can be used for possible interventions, 
modifications and improvements from the point of architectural and landscape 
layout.

 It provides a contribution to the health staff, which could make use of this 
instrument to target the patients to their types of care or activities.

 It gives patients direct knowledge of spaces and equipments available, in addition to 
furniture and activities that could play within it, through the preparation of synoptic 
descriptive boards.

 It provides a methodical analysis tool, used regularly and in an extended periods of 
time, for an update of the state of the place.
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Outdoor areas
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In particular, the outdoor areas has 
been evaluated features like: 

• safety 
• security and privacy 
• accessibility 
• physical and emotional comfort 
• positive distraction
• engagement with nature
• maintenance and aesthetics 

sustainability.
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Relationship between the (indoor) built environment and (outdoor) green areas 
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IN/OUTDOOR CONNECTIONS GREEN AREA

Layout

Architectural elements

Connection garden/hospital

Connection garden/outdoor
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Relationship between the (indoor) built environment and (outdoor) green areas 
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IN/OUTDOOR CONNECTIONS GREEN AREA



HEALING GARDENS IN ITALIAN ARCHITECTURES FOR HEALTH
A quali-quantitative approach to evaluate existing green areas in hospitals

Our IDENTITY CARD compiled for each hospital garden
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• registry of the hospital
• location
• type of outdoor space
• indoor / outdoor connections
• description of the individual garden
• photographic survey
• analysis of the green in terms of surfaces and grrenery
• problems and potentials
• qualifying interventions
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Critical Aspects and Strengths
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Engagement with nature

Positive distraction

Safety /Security / privacy 

Physical and emotional 
comfort 

Maintenance and aesthetics 

Sustainability

Accessibility
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Improvement Strategies and Qualifying Actions
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Engagement with nature

Positive distraction

Safety /Security / privacy 

Physical and emotional comfort 

Maintenance and aesthetics 

Sustainability

Accessibility
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Comparison of result: Types of Green Spaces
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ATRIUM GARDEN
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PERIPHERAL GARDEN

BORROWED LANDSCAPE

PLAZA

ROOF TERRACE

VIEWING GARDEN

EXTENSIVE LANDSCAPE GROUNDS

COURTYARD

Types of Green Spaces

The most frequent type of green space, in the analyzed Italian 
Hospital gardens, regarding the identified sample, is the roof garden
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Result’s Comparison
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Among the most significant weaknesses
lack of signage was found

• the patient does not have enough ways of orient themselves in the building
• the therapeutic garden, frequently, is not properly indicated

lack of adequate furnishings
• lack of seating
• lack of shading elements (missing the effect of refreshment and physiological well-being)

The accessibility to therapeutic green spaces is often compromised, especially for users in wheelchairs 
or with walking difficulties: 

• the paths within gardens are not diversified and structured to provide more choices to users 
• the lack of an automatic opening / closing system makes difficult to reach the gardens
• the width of the paths is sometimes insufficient for the potential leeway
• the presence of differences in height, followed by the lack of ramps, constitutes a real obstacle 

to the use of open spaces

Strong points of interest, found in the sample, are:
• the h24 accessibility, for every day of the week
• a good level of scheduled maintenance, which in most cases includes the involvement of patients in 

the maintaining operations of the therapeutic gardens
• presence of numerous spaces dedicated to vegetable gardens
• organization of collateral activities of stimulus, involvement and treatment
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Conclusions
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 in the Italian architectures for health, access to nature and outdoors spaces needs
to be better understood through the definition of specific design guidelines

 The application of the evaluation protocol to the case studies has proven effective
in determining exhaustively the qualities of the individual green spaces in all of
their therapeutic values, addressing the analysis and suggesting effective
solutions to emerging issues.

 The protocol implemented is innovative for Italian context, as it provides the basis
on which, simultaneously, the technical designers (architects, agronomists,
engineers) and health professionals (doctors, nurses), can evaluate individual
aspects which make up the therapeutic green space

A possible development of the research work, it may head towards a quantitative
analysis of the readings made, in order to provide numerical data and indicative
parameters necessary to make even more objective the comparison of the structures
and very different study cases. The further deepening of research, might lead to the
distribution of questionnaires to patients, visitors and medical staff, in order to
identify a more complete picture of needs.
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