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Research in Graublinden

Towards a more open psychiatry
How open doors and new spaces shape everyday clinical life

What happens to the atmosphere on an acute
psychiatric ward when bright spaces, open doors
and greater freedom of movement become part of
everyday life? This question guided a study by the
Psychiatric Services of Graubiinden (PDGR), which
accompanied the construction and redesign of the
emergency ward at Waldhaus Clinic in Chur. Zoltan
Katonai, Head Physician at the Psychiatry Centre
Davos and specialist in psychiatry and
psychotherapy at the PDGR, worked with a research
team, including Henrike Wolf, Rahul Gupta and

Andres Schneeberger, to explore how architectural
Healing architecture: courtyard of the emergency ward at and organisational changes might influence
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Emergency psychiatric wards care for people in acute psychological crises, including depressive, manic or
psychotic episodes, often with risks of self-harm or harm to others. Open areas encourage movement, trust
and personal responsibility, while closed areas provide protection and safety.

The new ward was designed according to the principles of the “healing environment”, which assume that
architecture itself can support recovery. Bright, generous spaces, quiet areas for retreat and green courtyards
are intended to foster well-being. The redesign also included the introduction of an open-door policy,
replacing previously closed areas with partially open ones. To assess how these changes affected the ward
climate, several surveys were conducted between 2018 and 2023. They examined perceptions of safety,
cohesion and therapeutic support. Katonai compared the first and last survey; in total, 238 patients took
part. To ensure robust comparisons, the study also included patients from other clinic wards.

The findings were more nuanced than expected. Overall, the climate across the clinic remained stable. In the
newly opened section of the emergency ward, two key aspects, safety and therapeutic support, developed
more positively than on other wards. In other subgroups, results varied slightly, showing both positive and
negative tendencies. It remains difficult to pinpoint whether the open-door policy or specific architectural
elements were responsible for these patterns. The surveys also took place during a period marked by the
pandemic and global crises. “These events may also have shaped the ward climate and patients’
perceptions,” says Katonai.

Despite these complexities, his conclusion is clear: “The study supports the shift toward a more patient-
centred, humane and less restrictive psychiatry. Research like this helps refine care models, improve the
quality of life for those affected and reduce the stigma surrounding mental illness.”
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About PDGR

The Psychiatric Services GraubUnden are responsible for psychiatric care throughout the canton. In
collaboration with national and international partners, they continuously develop treatment approaches and
promote innovation. They also offer training and research opportunities in medicine, psychology and nursing.
www.pdgr.ch
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