
 

Architecture and design help the brain to
recover

November 1 2011

How does the hospital environment affect our rehabilitation? New
research from the University of Gothenburg, Sweden, into how the space
around us affects the brain reveals that well-planned architecture, design
and sensory stimulation increase patients' ability to recover both
physically and mentally. Digital textiles and multisensory spaces can
make rehabilitation more effective and reduce the amount of time spent
in care. 

In an interdisciplinary research project, Kristina Sahlqvist has used
research into the recovery of the brain to examine how hospitals can
create better environments for rehabilitation.

"We want to help patients to get involved in their rehabilitation, a side
effect of which can be an improvement in self-confidence," says
Sahlqvist, interior architect and researcher at the University of
Gothenburg's School of Design and Crafts (HDK).

The project drew on all the expertise used on a ward, with input from 
neurologists, rehabilitation doctors, nurses, psychologists, occupational
therapists and physiotherapists. The result is a conceptual solution for an
optimal rehabilitation ward.

"Our concept gives the ward a spatial heart, for example, where patients
and their families can prepare food and eat together, which allows for a
more normal way of spending time together in a hospital environment,"
says Sahlqvist.
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In tandem with her research work, she has teamed up with a designer
and researcher at the Swedish School of Textiles in Borås on an artistic
development project where they redesigned furniture, developed easy-
grip cups and cutlery and used smart textiles, in other words textiles with
technology embedded in them. The concept includes a table and chairs, a
rug and a muff with integral heating, a cardigan with speakers and a soft
bracelet that is also a remote control.

In order to measure and test the research theories Sahlgrenska University
Hospital will be developing an intensive care room featuring multimodal
stimulation, where all the senses are affected. The work involves an
architect, doctors, hospital staff, musicians, a designer, an acoustician
and a cognition specialist. In a bid to see what kind of results the
environment can produce in practice, the researchers will take account
of the entire social situation of patients, family and staff.

There are other interesting tricks in the field of neuroarchitecture, where
it is possible, for example, to use spatial expressions to improve learning.
Although these are currently used predominantly in schools, they could
also have potential for the elderly.

"It's worth wondering why there are so many educational models for
preschool children but so few for the elderly. Many old people need a far
more stimulating environment than they have at the moment," says
Sahlqvist. 
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