
Perceptions
of Control



2

Based on marketing findings within a Business 2 Community article, which concluded that people want to be in control of the content they receive:
•  86% of people skip TV commercials.
•  44% of direct mail is never opened.
•  91% of people have unsubscribed from company emails they previously opted into.

This theory was founded by Roger S. Ulrich, PhD. Basic tenets center on the idea that the design of healthcare facilities (and their atmosphere) 
contribute to the success or failure of individuals’ healing.

How hard could it be to setup? 

As technology continues its hold as a mainstay in our culture, the craving for personalized experiences is 
also heightened. There’s a reason that people want to be delivered customized buying journeys with 
brands; it makes them feel more in control.  Whether it’s skipping past TV commercials or unsubscribing 
from email marketing lists, the fact is that we are a society that wants to feel like we have power. So when 
individuals are forced to be in a healthcare environment, they can often feel oppressed. In order to 
provide better care for patients and maximize their healing process, it’s important we understand 
how perceptions of control can factor into a patient’s experience. Here’s a deeper look. 

Perception is Reality 

As the Roger Ulrich Theory of Supportive Design concludes (based on research),  having a sense of 
control when in care is paramount to lessening stress and improving wellness. The issue is that many 
healthcare facilities are designed largely with the medical and administrative staff in mind, rather than the 
patients. Yes, hospital rooms should be set up to be accessible for doctors and nurses. But they should 
also be planned with an emphasis on furthering patients’ wellbeing. 

The experience of being in a healthcare environment is often one in which patients are stripped of 
nearly all elements that are typically within their control. Where they sit or lie down, what position they 
can rest in, what they can eat, where they sleep and even when they can use the restroom are often 
directed by someone else. The everyday liberties we take for granted are removed. Couple this with the 
inherent stress of an illness or operation, and patients are bound to feel despondent. 

The first step to changing this is becoming aware of it. Then, realize that it’s all about giving the patient as 
much control as possible – or, at the very least, the illusion of control. For example, if someone needs to 
be under a strict diet due to her condition, that’s understandable. But you can still give her options for 
meals. Just make sure that all the options she gets are in line with her medically-approved diet, and then 
give her the freedom to make a selection. When all is said  and done, her food intake is still being 
controlled, but she is perceiving that she’s the one who gets to make decisions. As the saying goes, 
perception really is reality. 
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Minutiae Matters

In order to give patients back the feeling of independence they desire (and the peace of mind they need in 
order to fully heal), start small. Focus in on the comforts of the room itself. If you can’t fully redesign it to 
be conducive to patients’ wants, you can at least rearrange it to give them control over their own 
comfort. Allow them to tweak the blinds, change the thermostat and adjust the lighting in their room 
however they please. 

Technology is another area you can use to benefit those in your care. If you haven’t already, be sure to 
implement smart televisions that put some decisions back into the patients’ hands. Seek out TVs that are 
equipped with modern, interactive technology that offers nearly limitless options for making choices, 
being educated and enjoying entertainment. Give your patients access to the TV (with ways to control it) 
and multiple offerings to choose from, like a relaxation channel that plays soothing music and shows 
nature scenes, a podcast channel, or a channel that pipes in whatever’s happening in the chapel. These 
are low-cost ways to provide alternatives to traditional CATV or satellite channels – and give the 
patient “control”. 

Make further information about their illness or operation available for interactive learning via the TV so 
they can find out more about their health if they wish. This sort of technology can also provide further 
ability to choose, by giving patients the power to add on information channels like a “joke of the day” 
channel or one that features nearby family destinations. All of this serves to increase that highly desired 
feeling of control.

When it comes to offering as many choices to patients as you can, the quality matters just as much as the 
quantity. It may be helpful to think of this in terms of a typical consumer experience. Two common 
problems that consumers encounter with televisions are inadequate signal strength and poor 
organization of the channels and layout. With this in mind, be sure to equip your facility’s televisions 
with the proper hardware that will fortify signal quality beyond a doubt. And furthermore, strive to set up 
these TVs in the most intuitive, user-friendly ways possible. Group similar channels next to one another, 
remove blank channels and double check that it’s all easy to navigate from a bedside remote. These extra 
steps toward quality can go a long way toward increasing the comfort of individuals in your care.  

Whether you’re launching a brand new healthcare facility or are looking to make some changes within an 
existing one, keep in mind how the perception of control impacts your patients. 

You have the power to use design and technology to give them a feeling of empowerment, and 
further them on their way to complete healing. 
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