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Florence Nightingale once wrote on the hospital environment: “People say the effect 
is on the mind. It is no such thing. The effect is on the body, too. Little as we know 
about the way in which we are affected by form, colour, by light, we do know this, 
that they have a physical effect.”  
 
Over one hundred years later there is now a wealth of research evidence to show 
the positive impact that the environment can have on health and healing but, 
although the NHS is currently in the midst of the largest building programme in its 
history, for many patients, visitors and staff today the hospital environment still 
remains grey, soulless, drab and depressing.  
 
The King’s Fund, a health care charity founded in 1897, continues to maintain a high 
profile in its support of environmental improvements in hospitals and in 2000 
launched the Enhancing the Healing Environment (EHE) programme in the acute 
sector in London. The aim of the programme is to encourage and enable nurse-led 
teams working in partnership with patients to improve the hospital environment. Each 
participating NHS trust nominates a team led by a nurse and including service users, 
estates staff, arts co-ordinators and managers to undertake an environmental 
improvement programme in their hospital. The team undertake a King’s Fund 
development programme and are given a cash grant to undertake their project, 
which must bring demonstrable environmental improvements to an area in their 
hospital used by patients.   
 
The award-winning EHE programme has received national recognition as an 
exemplar of a nurse-led environmental improvement programme. Since its original 
launch in the capital, with support from the Department of Health, NHS Estates and 
charitable foundations, it has been extended to trusts in England and over the last 
two years has focused on improving environments in mental health and learning 
disabilities services.   
 
During 2006 we will welcome our 120th trust to the EHE programme and we are 
delighted that nearly 1,500 service users, visitors and staff have contributed to 
successful local schemes over the last five years. Participating trusts choose the 
area in which they wish to undertake their project and many have sought to 
humanise and to bring a sense of normality to the hospital environment.  Projects 
have ranged from the redesign of courtyard gardens; improvements to waiting areas, 
corridors and wards; to the creation of social areas, for example cafes, where 
patients and visitors can spend time away from the busy ward environment. The 
underlying ethos is that any changes must be conceived to promote patient well-
being and to foster a healing environment. The schemes are already showing the 
capacity and capability of front line staff working in partnership with service users to 
be stunningly creative. A directory of projects completed to date can be found at 
www.enhancingthehealingenvironment.org.uk or www.kingsfund.org.uk 



 
It is clear the EHE programme has had a dramatic impact on patients, professionals 
and the participating trusts. An independent evaluation jointly commissioned by NHS 
Estates and the King’s Fund revealed significant long-term benefits including 
increased ownership of the environment and a greater understanding of its impact on 
patients, staff and the public; the potential of improved environments to reduce 
aggressive behaviour by patients and relatives towards staff; and improvements in 
staff recruitment and retention. The programme has led to the wider use of arts, 
including the performing arts, in the hospital setting and has contributed to the 
expanding body of knowledge on the therapeutic impact of the environment on 
health and recovery. Schemes have had a catalytic effect, many leading to other 
improvements and influencing designs for new buildings.  
  
Team members have gained confidence and new skills in leadership and facilitation. 
Many have gone on to further their careers in the NHS, others have entered 
professional training as a result of their participation and a number of service user 
team members have re-entered the workforce.   
 
The EHE programme is helping to create a body of clinical and managerial staff 
within the NHS who together with service users have the skills to influence future 
healthcare environments. Many of our team members are becoming local design 
champions, ready to lead the drive to transform hospital environments. The success, 
good practice and innovation of the projects carried out so far will, we hope, spread 
throughout the rest of the country and give patients, relatives and staff hospitals fit 
for the 21st Century. 
 
The programme is set to expand further in 2006 as the King’s Fund in collaboration 
with a number of NHS Charities will be launching a series of pilot projects that will 
aim to improve environments used for end-of-life care in acute hospitals and 
hospices.  
 
Throughout the last five years one theme has remained constant, the need for 
hospital environments to be created that encourage patients to feel welcomed and 
cared for and for staff to feel valued.  
 
 
 


