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Medical Waiting Room Must-Haves

ll of us have
experienced waiting
in a healthcare
environment, whether it
was for a routine physical or
an unexpected trip to the
emergency room. Waiting
can be anything from an
inconvenience to a frightening
experience. With this in mind,
planning considerations for
a waiting room should take
into account much more than
just how many seats need to
fit in a room. Good planning
and design can lessen the
negative aspects of the waiting
experience. The five key
elements of a waiting room
include: wayfinding, privacy,
amenities, choice, and comfort.
Let’s look at each of these
elements individually.
n Wayfinding. Wayfinding
begins with the placement
of the entry, reception desk,
and waiting area that make
up a waiting room. The main
purpose of an entry is to inform
patients and visitors about
where they should go, what they
should do, how they should act,
and what will happen next. Lack
of information and a poorly laid
out waiting room causes chaos
and congestion. There should
be a direct and clear route from
the entry to the registration
desk along with a view into
the waiting area. Position the
reception desk so that it faces
the majority of the incoming
visitors. Place the desk so that a
queuing line does not infringe
on the waiting or the circulation
areas.
n Privacy. Keeping
confidential information private
while checking-in is a necessity.
To ensure auditory privacy,
queuing lines should be at least
4 feet away from the counter.
Divider panels between check-in
stations can aid in dampening
sound between stations. Fullheight glass panels can prevent
sound from traveling yet still
allow for unobstructed sight
lines.
n Amenities. Amenities in
the check-in and waiting areas
should not be considered as
costly luxuries but rather key
opportunities for a positive
waiting experience. A self-checkin kiosk in close proximity
to the desk gives patients a
private and time-saving choice
as to how they want to checkin. Restrooms and drinking
fountains should be nearby as
many patients and companions
do not want to venture too far
away from the waiting room
in fear of missing information
while they are away. We live
in an age where everyone has
a smart phone or a portable
electronic device, so providing
WiFi is essential for keeping
patients and their families
connected to the outside world.
With portable devices comes the
need for charging capabilities.
Some furniture manufacturers
now incorporate power outlets
into furniture and an emerging
technology is wireless power
incorporated into surfaces.
Work surfaces for patients and
companions also allows for
connectivity to work or loved
ones. A beverage counter is
a thoughtful amenity that
makes patients and guests feel
appreciated.

n Choice. Choice is cherished
in healthcare because so much
about health is out of one’s
control. Offering seating choices
for different sized groups
gives patients and companions
options about how they want
to wait. Breaking the waiting
room into an active zone, semiprivate zone, and a private
zone offers choice. Active
zones should include tables
and chairs to allow for visitors
to work on activities. Seating
arrangements affect how people
converse. L- and U-shaped
seating arrangements allow for
face-to-face communication
whereas long bus-station style
seating arrangements hinder
communication. Active spaces
should have direct views of the
check-in desk; this reassures
patients and companions that
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they have not been forgotten.
Semi-private zones can be
used for TV viewing. A word
of caution about TV locations:
Not everyone enjoys TV viewing
while waiting, so position the TV
in an area that doesn’t require
the entire waiting room to be a
captive audience. Private seating
areas allow for solitude. Highback chairs can create the effect
of a quiet sanctuary for reading
or quiet contemplation. Views
to the outdoors or landscape
photography provide muchneeded positive distractions in a
stressful environment.
n Comfort. Waiting room
seating needs to accommodate
different age groups, sizes,
and mobility. The chair arms
should be rounded and extend
past the seat; to aid in exiting
the chair. Arms also act as

space division. The seat height
should be at least 18.5 inches
to facilitate sitting and egress
out of the chair by patients
and companions with limited
mobility. The chair base should
be open to allow the user’s feet
to be firmly planted underneath
for chair egress. Bariatric chairs,
or settees rated for bariatric use,
should be planned for at least
10 percent of the seating count.
These chairs can also act as
parent/child seating.
As you can see, thoughtful
consideration should go into
designing the ideal waiting
room experience as it is the
first impression into the health
system. Hopefully these five
must-have elements have
given you a tool for planning
your next waiting room that is
positive and welcoming.
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