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MEDICAL DESIGN

This is an exciting time for 
healthcare. As the gov-

ernment is working to drive 
change from the top 
down, advancements in 
science, medicine and 
technology are simul-
taneously pushing the 
boundaries of what we 
thought was possible 
with groundbreaking 
knowledge, treatments, 
products, services and 
experiences. 

Amidst these changes 
stands one dominant theme 
that has already and will con-
tinue to play a significant role during this 
revolutionary time: hospital to home—the idea that patients 
should be released as quickly as possible back to their 
homes yet still be treated with a high enough standard of 
care to avoid readmissions. Coupled with the notion that 
the Affordable Care Act has changed the way doctors and 
hospitals are reimbursed, there is now an economic incen-
tive to create positive patient outcomes. 

Yet another key variable in this situation is that we are liv-
ing longer, and as we live longer we become more susceptible 
to chronic conditions like heart disease, stroke, cancer and 
diabetes. In fact, seven out of 10 deaths among Americans 
each year are from chronic diseases, and $3 out of $4 of 
healthcare costs can be attributed to chronic conditions.

Fortunately, lifestyle behavior changes like exercise and 
nutrition can have a positive effect on many chronic condi-
tions. As this concept of preventive medicine is becoming 
more widely adopted, the management and treatment of 
disease is no longer in the hands of just physicians in hospi-

tals but patients and caregivers in 
the home as well.

However, at times life-
style behavior changes are 
not enough, and when 
pure human motivation 
and willpower subside, 
the resulting effect is 
a lack of compliance, 
decline in health and 
heightened need for 

treatments in the hos-
pital. To break this cycle 

and increase patient 
compliance and overall 

health, it is critical to create 
hospital-to-home products that 

consistently engage and delight all 
intended users throughout the entirety of their experi-
ence. I believe that this can be most successfully accom-
plished by blending thought processes, methods and 
principles from the consumer design world with the medical 
design world.

Creating Engagement
So what does this really mean? It means understanding 
that oftentimes a hospital-to-home device is not going to be 
used by one person, such as a physician, but rather by a 
diverse group of people, including physicians, nurses, tech-
nicians, givers and patients, to name a few. It means explor-
ing the similarities and differences between the cognitive, 
dexterity and mobile limitations of each user and designing 
to those. It means understanding the span of the users’ 
education levels, and knowing that not everyone will be able 
to interact with the device in the same way, nor need to see 
all of the information, options and features all of the time. 

Hospital to Home:
A Blend of the Consumer and Medical Worlds
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controls that look tidy and interesting may not provide the 
best ergonomics, so the resulting solution is hopefully a 
graceful compromise by both disciplines. The designer’s 
job, after all, is to harmonize objectives between all R&D 
disciplines while preserving aesthetics and optimizing the 
user’s emotional experience.

More recently, industrial designers and human fac-
tors engineers have become close allies in implementing 
usability standards. This partnership has been mutually 
beneficial since early involvement of human factors engi-
neers during conceptual design results in a more thorough 
approach to the mitigation of use error. Building sound 
usability constructs into the conceptual model enables the 
team to achieve more optimized solutions than ever before, 
a true win for medical device design as a whole. Consider 
that in order to infer their function, intuitive controls should 
ideally look like they should be turned, pushed or toggled. 
However, understanding the cognitive and anthropometric 
limitations of the user is important to achieving ergonomic 
excellence. Human factors engineering brings scientific 
rigor to the design equation.

In today’s heavily regulated world of medical device 
design, over-rationalizing the appearance or applying rigid 
developmental methodologies can risk diluting the emo-
tional stimuli that affect the visceral response to an attractive 
design. Designers should also be conscious of developing a 
follow-on experience that maximizes the value of emotional 
design.

It is important to remember that all users are human 
after all, whether they are clinicians, technicians or patients. 
They can be positively (and negatively) influenced by form, 
colors, materials and finishes, and beauty still provokes 
primal sensory responses. Wherever emotional response is 
involved in the purchase decision and safe use of a device, 
it is just good business to capitalize on human behavior to 
help drive commercial success.  n
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It means understanding that there are new, more varied 
and more complicated scenarios for administering care that 
need to be understood as early in the design process as 
possible. To be successful, the devices need to blend easily 
with the users’ existing habits and ceremonies.

It means understanding the numerous environments this 
device could live in. Home environments are varied and unpre-
dictable. As designers, we need to account for everything 
from pets to children—no one wants their new blood pressure 
monitor to be eaten by the family dog or a device remote to 
find itself in the hands of a young child who might not under-
stand the dire consequences of pushing a simple button.

It means understanding people as human beings with 
emotions and developing empathy for them, their frustra-
tions and their unmet needs to increase the chances of a 
device being embraced, not rejected.

Evolving the Future
We have already begun to see this line between consumer 
technology and medical products become blurred through 
the rise of wearable devices. However, even though the digi-
tal health sector is still young and evolving, we have yet to 
see a truly “sticky” wearable device—one that engages users 
emotionally time after time by providing them with valuable 
information and education (as opposed to pure entertain-
ment) and that seamlessly blends with their everyday behav-
iors and ceremonies. 

The migration of healthcare and medical devices from 
hospital to home presents a tremendous opportunity for 
designers. Knowing how to harness users’ emotions to cre-
ate desire, change behaviors and make interactions sticky 
through in-depth design research and informed user-cen-
tered design and engineering efforts will ultimately provide 
for better outcomes. To optimize the potential for success, 
medical devices need to evolve from being products people 
need to products that they actually want. n

—Stuart Karten, IDSA, president, Karten Design
stuart@kartendesign.com






