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Connecting to Nature in the design of healthcare facilites by U+ Design Partners. 
 

 

Hospitals that Breathe 
Theory / Intro 
 

“How can design have an impact on health 
and healing?” This is a question many healthcare 
designers and architects ask when embarking upon 
the challenge of designing new and existing 
healthcare facilities. And while the demands of 
such a complex, dynamic and interconnected group 
of functions which make up the hospital program 
may seem, at first, mind boggling; one need not 
venture much further than to pause…take in a 
deep breath, and reflect upon our most 
fundamental need, to breathe.  

To create a building that breathes, can 
mean many things, metaphorically, but practically 
speaking it may be most directly linked to the 
human symbiosis with nature that is at its essence, 
efficient and beautiful. The delightful interplay of 
man and nature, technology, and sustainability, is 
at the core of the designer’s challenge; to simplify, 
clarify and make an elegant solution of the 
seemingly chaotic list of functional requirements 
presented by each project.  

Several Key themes have been observed 
which impact the occupant experience of the 

Image:  1  (Pukou Hospital Interior Concourse) 

“… researchers found that being in nature 
reduced feelings of isolation, promoted calm, 
and lifted mood among patients.”(1) 
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hospital typology, of which this article expands 
upon.  

• Connection to Nature 
• Unity with Contextual Whole 
• Clarity of Circulation Systems 

 
Connection to Nature  

First, it should be understood that the 
psychological benefits of connecting to nature are 
many. Recent studies by Yale researchers have 
uncovered that spending time in nature improves 
health and the rate of healing , reduces stress and 
anxiety and can even lessen aggression. (1) 

As such, it is an innovative approach to 
focus on nature as a design driver and tool for 
creating more efficient and joyful spaces. 1) 

In this way, U+ Design Partners have taken 
this exciting approach to the design of their most 
recent, award winning, healthcare project in 
Nanjing China. 

 
The Project Situation 

Nestled into a serene urban setting at the 
foothills of Laoshan Mountain which borders the 
Chengan River; a tributary to the nearby Yangtze 
River rests the existing Pukou Hospital campus. The 
hospital is an important service to the Pukou 
District in Nanjing, the capital of Jiangsu Province. 
The design for this new 371,753 m2 full service 
hospital building provides a new branding 
opportunity for the client while meeting the needs 
for high-quality medical resources.  

The design sought to maximize efficiency, 
sustainability, and patient experience while placing 
an overall emphasis on patient-focused care. The 
conceptual metaphors of “sky”, “waterfall”, & 
“forest” invite a sense of breath into the design by 
celebrating the many life-giving elements found in 
nature; recognizing their important role to heal and 
sustain quality human life. 

 

 The Project Challenges 
To note, the city of Nanjing is perfect for 

the exploration natural elements applied to 
architectural design, as it is the home to several 
geographic and cultural landmarks.  Bordered by 
the famous Yangtze River, water is an important 
part of the natural experience and culture of the 
city. As well, the city is bordered by the majestic 
Lao shan mountains that quietly occupy the 
western horizon with a sense of strength and 
permanence.  Leveraging the natural features on 
site as well as maintaining views of these two 
natural landmark features is always a priority when 
designing buildings in Nanjing City.  

Image:  2 (Natural Features Context Map at Pukou district, Site located ) 

http://www.ud-arch.com/
https://e360.yale.edu/FEATURES/ECOPSYCHOLOGY-HOW-IMMERSION-IN-NATURE-BENEFITS-YOUR-HEALTH


www.ud-arch.com           Hospitals that Breathe 

Furthermore, the project designers sought to 
resolve the integration of the building into the built 
and natural contexts, while simultaneously working 
to unite the new structure with the existing 
hospital campus. Urban design solutions at 
multiple scales as well as the interworking’s of a 
complex program of needs for emergency, and 
visitor access to the site presented unique 
challenges for this hospital expansion project.  

The following featured healthcare project 
design exemplifies the call to nature within the 
healthcare environment, with formal and 
placemaking strategies that express a deep 
appreciation for nature, sustainability, context and 
metaphor, the project weaves a delightful interplay 
of natural elements, formal gestures, bio-mimicry  
techniques and technological support features that 
all create an optimum architectural environment to 
assist the “wellness experience” for patients, 
visitors and staff.  

Concept - Drivers 
The design of the hospital take on the life of 

natural metaphors of Sky, Waterfall, and Forest. 
Each of the forms, of the podium, with a curving 
gesture that cradles the interior landscape and the 
tower with it’s gentle curve, both mimic the soft 
forms of the elements of wind and water.  

 

Unity with Contextual Whole 
Integration of the campus masterplan  

In nature, Continuity, is an important 
aspect that has phenomenal impact. The 
continuous flow of breathing in and breathing out 
is just one example of the fluidity and reciprocal 
relations found in nature, where objects do not 
exist merely in a vacuum, but are without 
exception, part of a larger system of 
interconnected components.  

As the spatial needs of healthcare facilities 
are often changing as technology advances, and 
demographics change, It is a common design 
problem, to consider the evaluation and 

http://www.ud-arch.com/
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repurposing of existing facilities and their 
relationship to newly proposed campus expansions 
with the natural principles of continuity in mind. 

 Such is the case at the Pukou Hospital 
Campus, which hosts two of a three phase campus 
site existing. The final phase (Phase III), calls for a 
new full service hospital to meet the challenges of 
an outstanding 12-15,000 Outpatient visitors a day, 
as well as 1,080 Inpatient beds & 800-100 
additional Emergency visits. The total buildout of 
the project is slated to be approx. 371,753 m2 and 
is a full service Independent General hospital 
building integrated into the existing campus. 
Additionally, as part of Phase III, the Existing 
buildings will be renovated to match the 
architectural language established by the design of 
the new structure. 

 To address the challenge of creating 
Continuity in the design of the new structure, the 
design team found two elements to aid in created 
the desired continuity on the site.   

First, the tower placement was verified 
with an examination of the potential locations for 
the tower. (Image 5) From this sequence is it 

apparent that the best location for the tower on 
the site would be set back on the furthest most 
edge in order to create a large green plaza. Any 
other position would have prohibited the expanse 
of space for the urban courtyard, which not only 
defines the space but also allows an area or refuge 
and privacy that is ideal in a healthcare setting.  

 The diagram sequence in image d 
subsequently reveals how the form of the tower 
and major program elements (inpatient tower, 
outpatient, emergency and medical functions) was 
generated in order to respond to the existing 
conditions of the site, and also to complete the 
space, creating an urban environment at the 
ground level center forest courtyard, but also in 
the vertical urban space of the skyline with the 
juxtaposition of the new and existing towers. 
 What the design team though was most 
important in this project, was that the building 
should unite the campus by creating an expansive 
urban green “central” park at the heart of the 
campus with the new building flowing, like water 
around the park, with gentle curves and a wave like  

http://www.ud-arch.com/
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podium, as well as a gently curved tower that picks 
up the lines of the existing bed tower opposite it.  
 Secondly, an extensive canopy design was 
developed in order to unite the buildings on the 
campus.  As shown in figure c, the location of the 
canopy indicated in red. Additionally, detailed 
glazing strategies for the canopy sought to consider 
patterns and forms that would support the effort 
to connect to nature with images of healing plants 
integrated into the canopy glazing details.  

 
Through these Methods, the campus 

masterplan is brought to a natural completion. An 
“oasis” in the midst of what might be an ordinary 
banal open-space void of life. At Pukou, however, 
the metaphors of sky, waterfall, and forest were 
reflected in the building design continuously with 
the masterplan strategies. The tower, therefore, 
reflecting images of the sky, the podium terraces as 
a waterfall, and finally a forest at the base of the 
scheme in the central park.  

 

The Circulatory System  
Movement 

Movement, a phenomenon in nature that is 
constant. Therefore, the aspects of the project that 
reflect a sense of movement and flow became an 
important focus for both the formal and functional 
aspects of the hospital design.  

An important requirement for the clinical 
and functional program was to streamline both the 
horizontal and vertical circulation routes. Because 

the hospital program requires the separation of 
patient, staff, and visitor routes a particular 
challenge was to create separate circulation routes 
while maximizing efficiency. One measure shown 
to increase efficiency in the design was to anchor 
the vertical sanitary cores, one on each end of the 
bed tower which extend to the basement loading 
area (confirm).  

 Horizontal circulation, as can be seen in the 
bed tower plan, figure b,  the 12 story inpatient 
bed tower floor plan is divided into two wards, 
united by a spacious visitor waiting area at the 
center “waterfall” part of the tower.  Furthermore, 
all the patient rooms are located facing south (the 
optimum orientation for patient rooms), with 
horizontal circulation corridor parallel with the 
staff corridor running along the north side of the 
tower. 

The architecture also introduces the same 
“ease of flow” with soft lines and gentle cures of 
both the form of the tower and podium, as well as 
the façade elements. The horizontal façade screen 
of the podium introduces a linear jog pattern that 
inspires movement into and around the public 
spaces of the project in the podium.  

http://www.ud-arch.com/
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Conclusions 
In this healthcare project, it’s easy to see 

just a few of the possible ways of engaging with 
natural elements both in the interior and exterior 
of the building as well as in formal and landscape 
strategies. In the realm of healthcare design, it is 
critical to consider how nature is integrated into 
the project design in order to promote and support 
the healing properties that nature so freely offers. 

 A recap on major themes of hospitals that 
breathe: 

• Connection to Nature + placemaking 
(images and atmosphere) finishes and 
textures.  

• Unity with urban context with visual 
continuity and areas of refuge. (see 
dynamics of delight) (breathe in breathe 
out principle) 

• The circulatory system, physical 
movement and flow of information 
(service area) 

 
 

Terms & Sources: 
Ecopsychology 
https://e360.yale.edu/features/ecopsychology-
how-immersion-in-nature-benefits-your-health 
 
 
 

Credits: 
Pukou Hospital: 
Design Team: U+ Design Partners, Wilmot Sanz 
Architects, SZAD, CTA 
 
*Winner of 2020 AIA NOVA: Award of Excellence (Unbuilt)  
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