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BRINGING PCMH TO LIFE

New laws and regulations along with longer life 
expectancy and rapidly increasing health care costs 
are forcing healthcare organizations to find new ways 
to improve care and reduce re-admissions. 

One of the most promising health care delivery 
models is called Patient-Centered Medical Home 
(PCMH). PCMH emanates from the Planetree 
movement to create environments for care that 
exhibit kindness, care, and respect. 

PCMH is about providing healthcare in a more 
personal and managed way. Primary and preventative 
care are provided by a care team that is led by 
a dedicated physician and a nurse practitioner 
or mid-level provider that oversee all aspects 
of patient care in a highly individualized fashion. 
The care team is augmented by a team of onsite 
specialists, complimentary medicine, and a robust 
electronic medical records system.  A PCMH may 
exist within a hospital, a freestanding clinic, or a 
specialty center.

Designing facilities that support the PCMH delivery 
model requires collaboration between the medical 
community and its architectural and engineering 
partners. Communication is critical from planning 
and design all the way through construction and 

operation of the facilities.  What follows is a case 
study featuring two examples of how Kluber 
Architects + Engineers engaged with their client 
partners to develop facilities that support the PCMH 
model for health care facilities. 

LIVINGWELL CANCER RESOURCE CENTER

LivingWell Cancer Resource Center strives to create 
a comfortable and healing environment for cancer 
patients and their families. Originally situated in a 
converted office building, LivingWell sought to design 
a new facility that would help people feel more 
comfortable and at home as they cope with the stress 
of a cancer diagnosis.

“We have as our main mission to provide 
compassionate care that empowers, encourages, 
supports and provides hope to cancer patients and 
their families,” says Nancy Vance, Executive Director 
of LivingWell. “These core principles are integrated 
into all our processes and provided the conceptual 
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direction for our new facility.” With this mission in 
mind, teams from Kluber Architects + Engineers, 
LivingWell staff, and volunteer leadership convened 
to discuss and determine how an environment of 
community support should operate and how it should 
look.

A Welcoming Place

It was clear from the outset that the new 
LivingWell Cancer Resource Center must provide 
a welcoming place for patients and their families 
dealing with the realities of cancer.  To create that 
warm feel, the facility’s exterior features a park-like 
feel where local limestone adorns the building’s walls. 
There are external waterfalls, ponds, patios 
and landscaping that invite a stroll around
 the facility and the embrace of nature.

The interior space echoes connections to nature 
with organic surfaces of limestone and wood. 
Calming waterfalls run quietly in the lobby. 
Visitors are greeted by volunteers trained 
and committed to helping all those who come 
to LivingWell seeking help or support. It is this 
integrated commitment to space and service that 
deliver on the promise of a ‘patient-centered medical 
home.’

“From the moment you walk into LivingWell you 
feel like you are entering a beautiful, calming, peaceful 
place,” says Regina Mazzuca, one of many visitors, staff 
and volunteers who enjoy the facility at LivingWell 
on a daily basis. “It provides a place of solitude if you 
need it, and comfort when you want it. 

It’s just what you need when you have been told you 
have cancer.”

Every detail of the facility affirms the feeling of both 
individuality and support. “It was critically important 
to us that our architects and engineers understood 
our programs, services and workflow processes,” 
says Nancy Vance, Executive Director of the Living 
Well Cancer Resource Center. 

“We needed a space that could support the needs 
of a grieving family who just lost a loved one to 
cancer and at the same time facilitate our Time Out 
program where children facing cancer could forget 
about cancer for a while and play and laugh and 
be rambunctious kids,” says Vance. “These are very 
diverse programs that need to co-exist under the 
same roof. 

“Kluber Architects + Engineers fully understood 
our needs and created a facility that exceeded our 
expectations in terms of an environment where the 
people we serve feel at home.  This was accomplished 
because they took the time to listen and learn about 

our programs and stayed engaged at 
every level-from concept to build-out,” 
said Vance.

The LivingWell facility includes a 
library where people can relax and 
explore the available literature free 
of charge.  Consultation rooms are 
woven together with greeting areas 
that feature comfortable couches. All 
the decor is contemporary in a bright 
yet relaxed style. There is a dedicated 
children’s room where imaginations 
and active personalities can roam. 



The art therapy room and demonstration kitchen 
are state-of-the-art and designed to encourage 
people to engage in activities that open worlds 
and encourage the act of living well. All these spaces 
combine to show that people do not need to close 
down their lives when cancer enters the picture. 
 
The promise of collaboration

Bringing the patient-centered health care model 
to life meant collaboration was key between 
the facility’s designer and the client.  LivingWell staff 
and administrators consulted with teams from Kluber 
Architects + Engineers to deliver a design with both 
practical and inspirational elements. “We knew that 
people coming through the door would represent 
all walks of life and varied economic and social 
backgrounds,” says Chris Hansen, VP and Architect at 
Kluber. “We also learned about the diversity in skills 
and needs among staff and volunteers, whose job it 
would be to interact with clients and utilize these 
spaces in an integrative way.”

The facility has fulfilled that integrative promise, and 
more.  Executive Director Vance notes that 
the PCMH philosophy behind the LivingWell 
model delivers their vision for the future in all 
facets of operation. “We are pleased with the 
ability of this facility to carry out our promise 
to deliver care with dignity and respect. In fact, 
we are planning future facilities around the same 
principles.”

Value systems

These values also reflect the philosophy of leading 
medical organizations such as The American College 
of Surgeons, which recently released a statement on 
New Standards of Care for Cancer that specifically 
address the psychosocial needs of cancer patients. 
The objectives for cancer care include: 

• Reduce distress
• Improve mental health quality of life
• Decrease tension and anxiety
• Decrease depression
• Decrease helplessness and hopelessness
• Decrease preoccupation with health issues
• Increase self-confidence in coping with cancer

“These standards align with our model and with 
PCMH,” Vance observes.“They serve as validation for 
the mission and programs of LivingWell and other 
community based cancer support centers. They reflect 
the changing landscape of cancer care. In combination 
with PCMH facility design these values provide a 
better experience for everyone we serve.“

“There is no guidebook for implementing PCMH 
as a model for better care and efficiency,” notes 
Chris Hansen of Kluber Architects + Engineers, 
“because it’s also true that the needs of each 
individual facility and organization are unique. 
So collaboration is important in finding the right 
ways to express organizational goals in a definitive 
fashion. Our approach is to be a thought leader from 
both a concept and implementation perspective. 
We want to bring out the best in our clients 
and deliver practical yet innovative solutions to their 
architectural needs.” 



LAKE COUNTY PUBLIC HEALTH 
FACILITIES

Lake County health administrators and medical 
practitioners worked with Kluber Architects + 
Engineers to plan and design a new PCMH-based 
facility that will serve Lake County residents. The new 
Lake County Health Department Facility is designed 
to deliver a more patient-friendly environment that 
centers on holistic healthcare for the patient. The 
county embraced PCMH concepts where medical 
teams provide care in a collaborative environment as 
their core design principle. 

The public health sector is arguably 
the health sector that benefits the most from 
implementation of the PCMH healthcare 
delivery model. Public health facilities often feel 
like cold, impersonal places where patients feel 
isolated, unimportant and disconnected. A facility 
designed around the PCMH model changes that 
by providing a more thoughtful approach 
to the interrelationship of healthcare delivery 
and facility design. 

Tony Beltran is Executive Director of the Lake 
County Health Department and Community Health 
Center (LCHD) where transition to the model of 
patient-centered health care has redefined their new 
building in Zion, IL.  “There were several reasons we 
moved to the model of PCMH,” Beltran explains. 
“We wanted to move toward a better way of 
providing care while enhancing the patient experience. 
Our principal objective in this plan of medicine 
is to provide each patient a team of health care 
practitioners that work together across the spectrum 
of health needs. Each team member works with the 
patient on the area of medicine to which they are best 
suited, from nursing to medical assistants to dietitians. 
Even dental is integrated into the whole care program 
for our patients.”

“When patients visit our facilities,” Beltran goes on 
to explain, “they get a list of who is on their team, 
and how they will work with them. But the interesting 
thing about our model is that in some ways it returns 
us to one of the original models of medicine where 
the doctor/patient relationship is emphasized. 
It’s a healthcare with dignity model in which the 
patient and team members work more closely with 
the doctor. It harkens back to a time when patients 
had a strong relationship with their local doctor’s 
office.”

This model of medical care requires changes to the 
format of traditional healthcare facilities. This is where 
the PCMH model becomes vital to the practice of 
medicine. 

“The doctor shares space with team members,” 
Beltran relates. “It has taken some time in getting 
used to this model, but once our practitioners 
see the efficiency in being able to communicate 
about patients, and address each issue more 
comprehensively, the care actually becomes more 
efficient. Nurses and case managers handle things that 
they are trained to do. Everyone on the team from 
medical assistants to nutrition counselors to doctors 
knows their important role. But the overall goal is 
understanding the patient better and building a health 
plan that produces better outcomes.”



Responsive care

The need is real.  A significant portion of the Lake 
County population had inadequate access to basic 
health care. Yet the objective going forward, 
and the reason to implement the principles of PCMH, 
is to improve the efficiency and quality of health care 
for all Lake County citizens. 

As the Lake County Health Department wrote in 
its Community Health Center Construction Act 
Grant Application, “In the current healthcare 
environment, LCHD/CHC serves as the largest 
primary care provider for low-income individuals 
and the only primary care provider that explicitly 
serves the uninsured. By constructing a new facility, 
LCHD/CHC will increase the capacity of its medical 
services so that more patients from the region can 
have access to primary care. Additionally, LCHD/CHC 
will expand the number and type of services offered 
at the site. Dental and behavioral health services will 
be added. Supportive services including nutritional 
counseling, HIV counseling, tobacco cessation, family 
planning and WIC services will be expanded.” 

As noted, the PCMH model addresses the value of 
preventative care. “Our approach now enables us 
to engage in more interviewing and education,” says 
Beltran. “That is critical to preventative care. With 
issues such as diabetes, so much of what patients need 
to know to protect their own health is a matter of 
communication. That’s what preventative care is all 
about.”

The right setup

The design for the new PCMH facility provides 
environments where experts in specific fields educate 
patients so they understand all aspects of their 
treatment and help them make better lifestyle 
choices. “We have a kitchen where we can teach 
food preparation for diabetics or people with other 
chronic diseases. The ability to learn this way really 
helps our patients gain confidence and knowledge 
about what they need to do for their health. It’s not 
good enough to just talk about recipes. We can now 
actually show people how to make them,” Beltran 
added. 

Dave McDermott is Grants Program Manager for 
the LCHD and as such has been deeply involved in 

the conversion to PCMH and its improved setups for 
doctors and patients. “The fact is that many of our 
patients are dealing with chronic conditions or have 
complex medical needs,” McDermott says. “They 
need a supportive environment where multiple team 
members are working together to help them manage 
their health. The physical facility we’ve designed 
certainly reflects this in the design of the team rooms. 
But we’ve also incorporated the community education 
room and flex “counseling” rooms where staff and 
patients get to meet together when it is conducive to 
comprehensive care.”

McDermott notes that the new LCHD facility is an 
indication of a new direction for the country as a 
whole. “The Zion building is the first building for us 
that, from day one, was designed and will be built with 
the PCMH model in mind. That being said, we are 
looking at all of our buildings to see what needs to 
be done to better encourage the model. The physical 
facility can have a big impact on the kind of care 
delivered and so I think you’ll see more organizations, 
both public and private, really looking at the PCMH 
model as they go to renovate existing buildings or 
design new buildings.” 

Creative solutions

All these dynamics are the result of collaboration with 
the architects and engineers that planned the facility. 
As Tony Beltran explains, “One of the unexpected 
suggestions that Kluber Architects + Engineers 
provided to us was the idea for a Community Room. 
It will be a multifunctional gathering spot for patient 
education and collaboration with other partners.”

At the team level the facility is designed with three 
primary care modules where teams operate. Each 
of these modules are specifically designed with 
sightlines to ensure that patients do not feel isolated. 
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This allows doctors and team members to collaborate in a smooth flow of consultation and treatment 
throughout the patient visit.

“Our old facilities were built more along the line of traditional, singularized medical care,” Beltran notes. 
“Our new facility will reflect more of a community philosophy in look as well as function. We looked at 
everything from that perspective; the materials, the color palette. All were chosen to provide a psychological 
lift and encourage the feeling of a good visit.”

A healthy new alternative

Five years ago Kluber designed the Health Department’s Administrative building in Waukegan. To maintain 
the welcoming first floor atmosphere where patients meet with their physicians and care teams, the Lake 
County Health Department moved all its administrative offices upstairs in the building. This provided 
an opportunity to consolidate facilities that were spread throughout Waukegan––which had been both 
inconvenient and inefficient––and to bring all public medical, dental and behavioral health clinic spaces under 
one roof. “Our approach in working with Lake County has been to bring the medical benefits of the PCMH 
model to life,” says Chris Hansen of Kluber Architects + Engineer, “and to create facilities that are viewed as 
an asset from a medical, patient, and community perspective.”

Sustainability is also a key component in the newest Lake County Health Department project. Green 
strategies are incorporated in the design of the facility which means the Lake County Health Department 
and Community Health Center is in receipt of the Energy Star certification. Not only is this a win for a public 
facility in terms of energy use, it results in long-term operational cost savings for the county as well.

CONCLUSION

Design and implementation of the principles behind a Patient Centered Medical Home is most successful 
when there is a collaborative relationship between the medical community seeking new or upgraded facilities 
and an architectural and engineering firm with experience and vision in how to plan, design and express those 
principles in practice as well as theory. 

This case study illustrates the importance of working with a firm that not only understands the PCMH model, 
but can leverage that knowledge into functional architectural expression.


