Guidelines for Health Care Artwork

Art is often the most visible component of the entire interior design package.  Think about the last time you walked into a doctor’s office and noticed the carpet!

But artwork hits you right at eye level, it’s stimulating both in color and subject matter, it’s something you can often identify with, and it can start you thinking about a memory or a time in your life.
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(Ask yourself where your eye goes in the picture above

 – to the chairs, the carpet, or the artwork?)

Art can produce a deeply-felt emotional reaction in the patients in a health-care setting. It serves as a focal point in this confined, sometimes institutional environment, and offers a release/escape from unfamiliar and often frightening surroundings.

The goal of any art selection for health care has several components:

1. help to create a healing, supportive, enriching environment

2. relieve stress brought on by the setting

3. reflect and enhance the image/brand of the facility

4. creative a positive work environment for staff

5. create distractions for patients to get their mind off procedures

6. de-institutionalize the environment

7. way-finding

8. show sensitivity to a culturally or ethnically diverse population

Each year in the United States, we spend $20 billion on hospital construction with estimates of 1/8ths of 1% going to art purchases ($250-$500 million yearly). With those kinds of dollars, it’s obvious it is important to wisely select artwork in health care settings and know what is appropriate (and not) for imagery.

The consensus across studies is that nature imagery is the single more favored subject matter for both patients, family, and staff.  Calm or slowly moving water, flowers, foreground openness, park-like settings, verdant foliage, and birds or other non-threatening wildlife are all cited as excellent examples of this type of imagery.  All symbolize wellness, nature, growth, health, and are familiar to people from their every-day experiences.
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A secondary subject matter that humans notice and are positively effected by are smiling or sympathetic human faces.
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On the other hand, people in hospitals often report reacting negatively to abstract art or any image that is ambiguous, surreal, disconcerting, frightening, or can be interpreted in multiple ways.
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In general, we seem to prefer nature scenes over scenes with either urban content, sports scenes, or still lifes.  However nature scenes that are not vibrant and/or show solitude are not desirable and clear, sunny weather is preferred over winter or moody scenes. Avoid vacant chairs, leafless trees, lonely beaches, out of focus images, and large blotches of colors without shape or reality.

Other things to consider:

(1) the ethnic make-up of the population – if your facility serves primarily African-American, white, Hispanic, and Asian populations, include either pictures of people from these groups or artwork that references these cultures.
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(2) special needs population – if the majority of the patients in an area will be in wheelchairs, hang artwork lower; if it’s an area where people are required to fast, don’t hang anything appealing to the appetite or food; if your patient population has failing eyesight, select artwork with crisp, clear outlines vs. the more impressionistic look.
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      Is more easily seen due to crisp imagery        Is harder to see and may look blurry

(3) location of artwork.  Particular environments may need to be taken into account.  For example, an MRI area where a patient will be in a prone position for longer periods of time may need a larger picture so it can fill the patient’s view; images of water would be inappropriate where patient’s bladders are full, as in ultrasound or renal scan areas.  If patients are being encouraged to eat to build strength, colorful pictures of food can stimulate their appetite and aid their progress so cafeterias may feature brightly colored fruits and vegetables.
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          Nice in a lobby, but not in ultrasound area      Brighter colors encourage appetite

The location of the pictures may also help determine the color palette to use – in general, a balanced color-way that blends or coordinates well with the over-all color scheme in the seating, carpet, and wallcovering looks best.  But avoid reds in areas with heart patients or in the emergency room as they can increase our heart rates or stress levels– use cool blues and greens instead.  

A special note about Pediatrics areas.  

Research indicates that children 5-7 years of age prefer children’s art, but once they reach 7-17 years, they instead prefer nature images with bright colors, water features, and non-threatening wildlife.  Likewise, while young children find their own artwork appealing, they are not so much interested in the work of others.  Many successful pediatric units commission interactive 3-dimensional artwork that children can play with while waiting to distract them from their surrounds in an active, one-on-one way.
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appealing to 5-7 year old children
       more appealing to 7-17 year old children

So in summary, appropriate subject matter for hospital settings is:

Landscapes (spring, summer, fall; regional; visual depth or open foreground, verdant, green, luxurious, growing

Waterscapes (calm or slightly moving; not turbulent)

Floral (familiar flowers, gardens with open foreground, garden/bouquet style of gardens, familiar rather than exotic flowers

Figurative – (observational, people in relaxed natural surroundings; positive family interactions)

Examples of actual artwork that are appropriate for health care (and not appropriate) can be found by hitting the back button and then choosing  “Examples of Art”.







