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HHaving recently completed a high-rise evacuation plan for the 
University of Chicago’s new Graduate School of Business in accordance 
with the City of Chicago’s Municipal Code for High-Rise Buildings, my 
firm was awarded work to develop a relocation and evacuation plan 
for a new hospital building on the university campus.   

JBCC was engaged by the University of Chicago Hospital’s Office 
of Environmental Safety and Health to develop a standard for a patient 
unit relocation and evacuation plan for the new Comer Children’s 
Hospital at the University of Chicago’s Medical Center campus.

By John Burns, RPA
John Burns Consulting Company

President

All photographs courtesy of 
John Burns Consulting Company.

Comer Children’s Hospital on the University of Chicago’s Medical Center campus.
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Teamwork
Working in collaboration with 

the manager and safety officer for 
Environmental Safety and Health, 
the Planning and Construction office 
and the Director of Nursing, we 
developed patient relocation and 
evacuation plans for Comer Children’s 
Hospital in compliance with applicable 
NFPA, Illinois Department of Public 
Health and the Joint Commission 
on the Accreditation of Healthcare 
Organization guidelines.

Challenges/Mobility
Unlike office buildings, occupants 

of hospitals are generally not mobile. 
Moreover, hospital occupants (excluding 
staff and visitors) are patients oftentimes 
confined to a bed and can be restricted 
by medical devices. Nonetheless, in 
certain emergency situations these 
patients must be relocated — which 
is the first and preferred option. If 
necessary, patients may need to be 
evacuated from the hospital building. 
The question then to be answered is: 
Evacuated to where?

Hosting Sites
A speci f ic  re locat ion and 

evacuation plan was created for each 
floor and patient care unit within 
Comer Hospital’s new, state-of-the-art 
children’s hospital. Relocation hosting 
sites were surveyed and identified 

in two adjacent hospital buildings 
within the medical center campus and 
incorporated into the plans for each 
Comer patient care unit. Graphic plans 

and instructions were prepared and 
posted at all patient care unit stations.

continued on page 24

An example of relocation 
plans and instructions prepared and posted at all patient care unit stations.

Like office 
building evacuation 

planning, consideration 
must be given to floor 
layouts, emergency 
exiting, fire and life 
safety equipment, 

communications — 
both audio and visual 
— and, of course, 

census data.
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Relocation or 
EVACUATION
continued from page 23

Like office building evacuation 
planning, consideration must be 
given to floor layouts, emergency 
exiting, fire and life safety equipment, 
communications — both audio and 
visual — and, of course, census data. 
How many patients are in each unit at 
any given time? This obviously varies 
and is unlike office building populations 
which tend to be more predictable as 
to time of day and days of the week. 
Hospitals are literally 24/7 and staffed 
by three different shifts each day.

In this particular case the 
“where to” question was answered 
by the existence of adjacent — and 
fortunately, connected (by bridges) 
— hospital buildings. Though the use 
and function of the adjacent buildings 
were different — one primarily an 
ambulatory professional building for 
doctors offices, laboratories and testing 
facilities; the other a general patient 
care facility not designed for children 
— each offered a safe haven. Unlike 
office buildings where tenant occupant 
requirements are more general, in the 
hospital environment consideration 
must be given to availability of 
appropriate equipment at the host site. 

Working with a University Medical 
Center Fire and Safety Officer we toured 
the adjacent buildings to identify and rate 
potential host locations for Comer Patient 
Care and other units should an evacuation 
become necessary. A rating system was 
established for preliminary planning and 
inventory purposes.  This rating system 
consisted of grading spaces as “A” 
through “D” in terms of their potential 
adaptability to Comer patient and staff 
needs. For example, it was thought that 
three areas in one of the connected 
buildings — 2nd floor Recovery area, 
3rd floor Spa area, and 6th floor Infusion 
area could be rated “A” due to the 
availability in these units of medical gases 
(oxygen, suction and medical air). While 
not all patients require these, we had to 
account for the hospital’s capacity for 
such patients and ensure an appropriate 
host site was identified. This list was next 
reviewed with the Director of Nursing 
and compared to the hospitals maximum 
census capacity.
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How do we get there?
Of course, an evacuation is 

the non preferred course of action. 
The relocation of patients from one 

unit to another on the same floor 
is the first consideration. Due to 
compartmentalization, this is possible 
for some emergency situations. 

Accordingly, plans developed and 
posted at each patient care unit 
(nursing) station show graphically 
each unit with fire doors on the 
floor highlighted to indicate the 
various compartments. Directions for 
relocation indicate that if relocation 
from the unit you are in is required, 
move occupants of the affected area 
horizontally past the fire doors to the 
next unaffected area on the floor. 
Directions for evacuation provide 
directions for each individual unit on 
where to move patients if directed by 
appropriate Fire Department officials, 
for example, “Move patients to DCAM, 
3rd Floor, Primary Care — via 3rd 
floor bridge.” Here as you can see, if 
an evacuation becomes necessary and 
fire officials so direct and authorize, 
elevators are used to transport patients 
(in wheeled beds) to the required 
floor where a connecting bridge to an 
adjacent hospital building is located. 

Future implications
With ongoing evolution in the 

office building industry we have seen 

continued on page 26
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Remoc, green with glee and welcoming kids, parents and visitors in the lobby of Comer Children’s 
Hospital, wanted to know what to do in an emergency requiring relocation or evacuation of patients.
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Relocation or 
EVACUATION
continued from page 25

the emergence of the medical office 
building as a category with unique 
characteristics and requirements. Given 
the projected continued growth of the 
healthcare industry in the U.S. economy 
as projected by the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, we may well find our typical 
professional services expanding, at our 
client’s request (medical office buildings 
are now considered a coveted class for 
large investors), to include services in 
medical centers, office buildings and 
as in this case, hospitals. 

John Burns, RPA, an independent 
real estate consultant, is head of a 
strategic real estate solutions firm that 

conducts original research on office 
demand for the National Association 
of REALTORS®. A member of Lambda 
Alpha International and the Chicago 
Committee on High-Rise Buildings, he 

also serves on the advisory board for 
UIC’s Center for Urban Real Estate and 
is the former executive vice president of 
BOMA Chicago. You may visit his website 
at www.johnburnsconsulting.com.

Outdoor playground area adjacent to Comer Children’s Hospital.




