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Art, meditation and cognitive science: a framework for 
museum-based community meditation programme during 
the COVID-19 pandemic in Singapore
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ABSTRACT
In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic caused mandatory lockdowns 
worldwide, exacerbating mental health issues created by social 
isolation. Aimed to improve mental health and maintain engage-
ment, the Singapore Art Museum (SAM) rapidly deployed an online 
programme called Unwind with SAM to engage the public with the 
museum's contemporary art collection coupled with meditation. 
The programme focused on the positive effect of arts on mental 
health, combined with the cognitive benefits of meditation by 
‘slow-looking’ at artworks. This practice-based report reflects on 
the processes and explores the potential between art, contempla-
tion and cognitive sciences. The first section outlines the current 
landscape of art and wellness approaches in museums. The second 
section explains the philosophical framework that guides the pro-
gramme, alongside a breakdown of components and design ratio-
nale. The final part provides a critical reflection and concludes with 
recommendations for practitioners, managers and scientists to uti-
lise the framework for designing future programmes.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 lockdowns worldwide in 2020 brought about mass isolation, lone-
liness and societal disconnect due to the uncertainty of the impact of the 
Pandemic and its regulatory implications on global citizens. Singapore was not 
an exception, but due to its geographical location and limited land mass, the local 
populace felt these effects more acutely because they were unable to travel freely. 
It is established that social isolation increases the likelihood of physical and mental 
health issues and creates long-term societal and health system concerns (Hwang et 
al., 2020; Vickhoff, 2023). To counteract these societal concerns, museums began 
offering interactive and participatory group activities, and in the United Kingdom, 
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museums are partners in a consortium that drives health and social services 
initiatives (Beauchet et al., 2020; Clift et al., 2009). Participatory group activities, 
such as those having art therapeutic effects, have been demonstrated to promote 
well-being in the general population (Beauchet et al., 2020; Camic & Chatterjee,  
2013). The World Health Organization (WHO) has also prioritised arts-based health 
interventions as a therapy and a preventative approach (World Health 
Organization, 2021). Therefore, exploring approaches to engage the public in 
health and wellness-based art interventions meaningfully is important and 
essential.

Incorporating some type of mindfulness or meditation practice as a supplement 
to the art experience is one of the increasingly common ways in which museums 
have begun to include wellness into their art programming. For instance, the mind-
fulness programme at the Rubin Museum, which has been conducted and led by 
renowned meditation teachers such as Sharon Salzberg (Fox, 2020) since 2015 (see 
Soundcloud: Mindfulness Meditation Podcast), focuses on specific Buddhist artwork 
in conjunction with talks and podcasts, that introduce various wellness topics like 
Tibetan medicine. Another is Tate Liverpool, which implemented a programme 
based on the scientific framework of the Liverpool Mindfulness Model (Malinowski,  
2013) and intended to enable museum visitors to appreciate art differently by 
utilising mindfulness techniques (Tate, 2018). Other contemporary institutions, such 
as the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam, launched a mental health programme 
called “Open Up with Vincent” in 2022 that included activities such as mindful art 
viewing and online meditation videos (Van Gogh Museum, 2022). Given that some of 
these programmes have been implemented for an extended period, there is a dearth 
of formal discourse on the programme design processes/factors, evaluation of these 
programmes, and publications that describe their engagement, which is urgently 
needed.

In May 2020, at the height of the lockdowns, the authors collaborated with the 
Singapore Art Museum (SAM) to develop a programme that combines art appreciation 
with meditation to improve well-being and help individuals cope with COVID-19 lock-
down conditions. To fulfil the above, the primary activity consisted of a progressive shared 
virtual experience, appreciation of artworks from the museum’s contemporary art collec-
tion, and a meditation programme that supported their mental well-being through self- 
reflection between the art piece and their emotions. It was envisioned that by engaging in 
the weekly programme, participants would be able to participate in meditation as a 
contemplative practice, connect with others, learn more about the science behind med-
itation, and consolidate some of the cognitive and mental well-being benefits of medita-
tion (Chan, 2018; Chan et al., 2017; Zeidan et al., 2010). Due to the multicultural society in 
Singapore, the programme was to be secular; in this way, it would address one of the 
minor drawbacks of the Rubin programme, which was heavily dependent on their Asian 
art collection, which included numerous Buddhist art items. Due to peoples’ varying arts 
and health literacy (Tan et al., 2021), the envisioned programme also needed to be 
contextually appropriate mainly for Singaporeans (i.e. local artist focus) and made freely 
available to the public to avoid a paywall scenario. After establishing these parameters, 
the next step was to design an overarching framework based on the various themes and 
incorporate overlapping evidence supporting the themes.
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Overarching framework and accessibility

The first step was to establish and define an end goal for the peak experience of the 
programme, which was conceived by the authors and the executive team at SAM to 
inculcate a “self-experience” of contemplation (through a meditation practice), com-
bined with a uniquely Singaporean art experience (drawn from the museum’s learn-
ing collection) that was more holistic than either of the parts on their own. This 
initial phase was essential because the programme consisted of numerous compo-
nents and activities, yet a unified experience was crucial to what was envisioned for 
the participants.

The programme was not intended to be a one-time experience but rather a 
programme to educate participants over time. Few arts and wellness programmes 
(except those with larger budgets) offer additional educational opportunities to 
explain the science underlying the unique experiences (Chung Yeo et al., 2007; 
Van Lith, 2015). For instance, the cognitive, mental health, and well-being benefits 
of meditation (Behan, 2020; Chan et al., 2018; Immink et al., 2017; Lomas et al., 2018) 
are rarely discussed in detail with participants; nonetheless, this was a central goal of 
this programme. It was essential to educate the audience in an applied and multi-
disciplinary manner about the mechanics underlying art and meditation. The med-
itation practice serves as a guided method for enhancing art and meditation 
concepts such as “slow-looking” (Terry, 2023; Tishman, 2017), flow-states, and con-
templation to improve the self-experience. To achieve these requirements, a founda-
tional framework for the programme’s various components/activities was developed 
(see Figure 1).

Art provides a form of contemplation (Echarri & Urpi, 2018), which overlaps with 
several aims in meditation practice, such as self-inquiry, insight, and meta-awareness 
(Dahl et al., 2015). Therefore, there is quite a natural overlap between both elements 
of art and meditation. However, the inclusion of cognitive sciences as a third element 
helped explain the experiential phenomena across art and meditation, such that 
these educational activities enhanced the experience of either art or meditation 
alone or combined. The centrepiece of the framework is an individual’s self-experi-
ence, which guides the main objective, goals and methodology that the programme 
was delivered. One could therefore plan activities around that experience and design 
ways to increase connectedness between each separate element or across all the 
elements at once (covered in detail in the next section). Additionally, an individual’s 
self-experience means that the programme explicitly did not aim to “control” the 
phenomenological experience of a participant. However, some effects after participa-
tion in contemplative practices like meditation may occur similarly across partici-
pants. For example, it would be typical for some participants to find changes to their 
attentional function, like noticing different aspects of the artwork, including colour or 
shapes. Changes in breathing patterns (faster or slower) may also arise alongside the 
awareness of these changes. More subtle effects like emotional responses to the 
artwork linked to memories or changes in time perception could also occur 
(Berkovich-Ohana et al., 2020; Bornemann et al., 2015). We also anticipated that an 
artwork’s usual gaze time (Smith & Smith, 2001; Smith et al., 2017) would change 
without conscious effort, perhaps due to an increase in slow-looking activity.

ARTS & HEALTH 3



Methodology: breakdown of activities in the programme and design 
considerations

This section aims to provide a more detailed breakdown of the activities carried out for 
readers, stakeholders and art programme managers to replicate and utilise these design 
aspects for future programmes with other organisations and contexts.

Ethical statement and declarations

This is a practice-based report, and the information gathered here is solely based 
on the authors’ reflections on the planning and execution of the programme. Due 
to its observational and reflective nature, no ethical approval was required. No data 
was collected on the participants of the programme as it was not an experiment. 
The practice report is aimed at helping readers understand the considerations of 
designing a community-based art and meditation programme. Therefore, evidence- 
based standards on Complementary and Alternative Medicine are also not 
applicable.

Figure 1. The centrepiece of the framework for the programme was the self-experience of art 
enhanced by the understanding of cognitive sciences and guided by a structured contemplative 
practice – meditation. This consisted of a once-a-week online live-streamed session (for 7 weeks) 
hosted by the museum combined with an appreciation of an art piece from the museum’s con-
temporary art collection. The goal was to have an opportunity to progressively explore different 
artistic themes and concurrently provide personal space for participants to engage in a cohesive and 
connected contemplative self-experience. Once the framework was established, the overlapping areas 
between elements provided opportunities for public engagement in other activities that supported 
that self-experience. For example, emphasis was placed on the educational aspect of the cognitive 
mechanisms across art and meditation.

4 R. W. CHAN ET AL.



Live meditation and art appreciation public sessions (online)

Before the programme started, two experienced meditation facilitators, Cheryl Tan 
(Breathe Movement) and Dr. Russell Chan (the corresponding author), were invited to 
give trial sessions of the live sessions to SAM staff members. The trial sessions were 
conducted for between 13–15 staff members. These sessions provided critical feedback to 
the facilitators before public delivery for aspects such as delivery style, mannerisms, 
language (inclusiveness), themes, artwork choice and general instructing. Some of the 
staff were meditation practitioners and could discern if the instructions were appropriate 
for the public and followed the programme’s goals. These pre-sessions were significant 
for both facilitators as it helped them to refine their sessions.

The programme then started with weekly online public sessions held between 20th 

May – 8th July 2020 during the COVID-19 lockdowns and lasted between 35 to 50 minutes 
for every session - seven were conducted in total. As shown in Figure 1, the critical 
engagement activity was the weekly live meditation programme, which allowed for the 
development of the self-experience. Cheryl Tan facilitated the first three sessions with 
mindfulness meditation as the primary technique. The subsequent four sessions were 
facilitated by Dr. Russell Chan and utilised yoga nidra meditation (Chan et al., 2017, 2020). 
All sessions generally followed this format:

Stage 1 A general introduction of new meditation concepts that is chosen by the 
teacher (e.g. explanation of setting personal intention, body rotations, imprints, attention, 
visualisation, adoption of different postures, etc.) for the week (5 minutes);

Stage 2 An art piece chosen by the session facilitator associated with a different weekly 
theme to help them explore/become aware of their feelings during the lockdown period 
(loneliness, trust, solidarity, camaraderie, etc.) through the process of slow-looking. We 
anticipated that participants would adopt slow-looking to view the art piece alongside a 
more intuitive experience;

Stage 3 The meditation practice – Cheryl Tan taught a 20-minute mindfulness session, 
and Dr. Russell Chan taught a 30-minute yoga nidra meditation. Both are considered as 
secular methods of focused-attention meditation;

Stage 4 A closing discussion lasting about 5–10 min where participants could ask any 
questions about the entire session.

The critical aspect of these live programmes was the period allocated to contemplate 
the art piece at Stage 2. At Stage 3, during the meditation practice, both meditation 
facilitators utilised guided visualisations to reintroduce the earlier subject of contempla-
tion (i.e. art piece, feelings, theme), which provided an opportunity for participants to train 
their attentional focus. At the same time, this also reinforced the programme’s central 
goal – a subjective experience (as each person would gravitate towards different aspects 
of the art piece and were free to explore arising feelings and sensations). Although the 
sessions were mainly didactic, after the first week, returning participants were encouraged 
to ask any questions at the opening introduction (Stage 1) and at the end during the 
closing discussion (Stage 4). SAM staff members (about 3–4 of them) and the mindfulness 
facilitators were online to answer questions about the chosen artworks and the mind-
fulness techniques.

The links to each week’s Facebook Live and YouTube sessions are freely and publicly 
accessible and outlined in Table 1. Participants who took part in the sessions on Facebook 
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Live were told that their engagement was strictly voluntary alongside any comments they 
chose to share, which followed the privacy rules of the platform. In addition, by partici-
pating, they acknowledged that the session was being recorded and that the associated 
videos would be curated on different social media platforms.

Mini educational online lectures and associated blog articles

To further support the live sessions with additional educational content, four 10-minute 
mini-lectures and four short blog posts were also produced. These educational exercises 
were designed to reinforce the experiential processes of the live sessions by explicating 
the benefits and cognitive mechanisms underlying meditation and art appreciation. 
These articles provided more detail on theoretical frameworks on how meditation acts 
as a form of attentional training and, in turn, alters one’s experience of art. In addition, the 
mental health benefits of this interaction were also covered. All the online lectures and 
blog article links can also be found in Table 1. These blog articles and video lectures were 
published between 1st July 2020 and 7th April 2021 during COVID-19. The specific topics 
and goals of these talks and blog articles related to the different concepts are further 
explained below.

The art and science of meditation
In the first blog article, the main topic was to explain the mechanism of cognitive control, 
in which mind-wandering is one part of several cyclical mental processes like disengage-
ment, conscious attentional shifting, and sustainment of attention (Malinowski, 2013). 
This aimed to clarify the understanding of what was happening to the brain and mind 
during meditation when using attention. The topic of “flow state” was briefly mentioned 
(Koehn & Morris, 2012), and the article explained how attentional control improvements 
were possible through the practice of focused-attention style meditation (FAM) (Tang et 
al., 2015). In the art piece by contemporary Singapore artist Amanda Heng (RootsSG,  
1996), Another Woman, Heng chose to involve her mother in the creation of it, with the 
thinking that the process would provide opportunities for communication and connec-
tion between them. The blog also had a link for participants to experience the associated 
live session with FAM. The artwork was selected as it was envisioned that the art and 
meditation session could be an activity where family members could bond and contem-
plate through art. The “reconnection” theme also intended to inspire optimism that 
individuals will soon be able to reunite with their loved ones once lockdown restrictions 
were lifted.

Meditation and the control of attention in art
This second blog post extended the discussion of the cognitive function of attention. For 
instance, how focalisation enabled attention to function as a zoom aperture lens that 
prioritises goal-relevant information dependent on any engaged task (Lutz et al., 2015). 
The beneficial effects of meditation, even when mindfulness was practiced just once in a 
person’s life, were described (Chan, 2018; Chan et al., 2017, 2018). This was intended to 
encourage individuals who were new to meditation to practice it as an attentional task. 
The featured art piece in this article was Army Boys (RootsSG, 2006) by Jing Quek. The art 
piece was part of a series where ordinary people and common everyday situations and 
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environments in Singapore were stylised like celebrities. In context, conscription in 
Singapore is a rite of passage for all males, and typically, strong friendships and camar-
aderie are formed during the 2.5 years together. During the lockdown, many national 
servicemen were redeployed to the healthcare sector to contain the spread of COVID-19. 
The art and meditation activity focused on teamwork and appreciating the people we met 
in our lives, along with the concept of “camaraderie” and a link for participants to enjoy 
the corresponding live session. The “camaraderie” theme was intended to make the 
people understand that it was essential to encourage one another at this challenging 
time and that they were not alone in their difficulties and mental states.

Meditation and the cultivation of creativity in art
The third blog article introduced a different meditation style called “Open Monitoring 
Meditation” (OMM). It intended to explain that OMM may induce mental states that could 
enhance insight and lead to inventive problem-solving. Creativity in art is frequently seen 
as a trait skill; however, it was argued that OMM might provide a more formalised 
approach to induce internal states that could stimulate creative solutions. The mechanism 
of OMM was explained, and this was driven through the cultivation of greater awareness 
towards sensory processes in a non-judgemental manner, leading to states of mental 
silence that are conducive for the development of divergent thinking (Hommel & Colzato,  
2017). Aunties & Uncles (RootsSG, 2009) by Jing Quek reintroduced the themes of “decon-
structing stereotypes” and “non-judgment,” which aimed to raise awareness of self- 
judgment and why it is often a reflection of our own judgemental views toward others.

Meditation and art therapy wellness benefits
The fourth and last blog post described the function of art therapy and how its processes 
and outcomes intersect with those of meditation. Art therapy and meditation, for 
instance, both foster self-reflection, may facilitate flow states, give a set of tools that aid 
in improving mental health and are solid practices that one could rely on throughout life. 
Mamashop (RootsSG, 2012), the artwork by Dawn Ng used during the final live session, 
reintroduced the concept of “self-reflection.” During the live sessions, it was explained 
that our externalised yearnings for the traits of others (e.g. “I wish I were more patient”) 
often reflect innate qualities that require cultivation and development following self- 
reflection.

Discussion

This reflective practice-based report’s primary objective was to outline the content and 
thought processes of a community meditation programme developed in conjunction 
with a Singaporean art museum to address social isolation and mental health issues 
during COVID-19 lockdowns. It began with in-depth conversations with the stakeholders 
to clearly define the program’s objectives and agreed-upon outcomes. Once these gen-
eral organisational objectives were identified, the authors had a considerable measure of 
latitude to create the programme’s framework and specific activities. The primary objec-
tives were to enhance participants’ experience of an artwork (through guided virtual 
appreciation) and to develop their attentional skills via meditation. The programme was 
supported with blog articles and online mini-lectures on cognitive science concepts to 
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further explain how art and meditation mechanisms complemented one another. The 
following provides a critical reflection of the framework and concludes with recommen-
dations for other museum practitioners, wellness practitioners, managers and scientists to 
utilise the framework for designing future programmes with diverse organisations across 
contexts.

Programme adaptation and replication

It was not possible to properly evaluate the success of the programme as no behavioural 
measures were collected. Nevertheless, based on the commentary received during and 
after the live programme, as well as the number of online engagements (over 133,000 
views across Facebook Live and YouTube) and overseas visitors, it can be concluded that 
stakeholders were reasonably satisfied with the outcome. The authors agreed that it is 
essential to share this programme’s design, thought process and background for others to 
adopt and replicate so that other communities may benefit from the documentation. 
While in most parts of the world, COVID-19 has eased, the likelihood of future pandemics 
is unpredictable and future lockdowns may be implemented. This would continue to 
isolate communities; therefore, this practice-based report serves as a guide to designing 
such programmes. The approach took a much more practical approach (partly due to time 
constraints) rather than a long drawn-out planning process to establish efficacy for a 
broader societal approach. There is no right or wrong and readers are encouraged to 
copy, adapt and/or replicate with other stakeholders to achieve similar or better results.

Critical reflection of the programme

From the authors’ perspectives, one of the initial reflections was the relatively low level of 
community consultation of the programme (due primarily to the urgency of the short 
operating time frame required to roll out the programme) compared to a community 
bottom-up approach or more balanced approach compared to other museum initiatives 
(Jensen, 2013). For instance, the majority of choices about the actual direction of the 
programme were made at the executive level in consultation with the corresponding 
author, trialled once with internal staff members for feedback and subsequently released 
to the public. The programme might have been more bottom-up focused, emphasising 
grassroots proposals to establish stronger community partnerships for social sustainability 
(Panda, 2007). Another option is to adopt a balanced approach in which projects are more 
permanent (e.g. annually and less ad hoc), input is requested, and the programme is revised 
using formalised processes in subsequent iterations. This depends on funding and other 
organisational constraints (programme planning) that may not be immediately apparent.

The duration and timing of future programmes is another factor to consider. Other 
community-based programmes that utilised participatory art activities to mitigate the 
impacts of loneliness during the COVID-19 epidemic showed efficacy following the end of 
a 3-month, weekly participation programme in virtual activities associated with art 
museums (Beauchet et al., 2022). The current programme only comprised of 7-weeks 
and had two different teachers (i.e. potential issues of consistency and teaching style) and 
could be considered less progressive in comparison. Specifically for mindfulness, con-
siderable debate exists on how much practice is needed to induce noticeable beneficial 
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effects for well-being and health (Luken & Sammons, 2016). In terms of timing, the overall 
implementation of the programme could have been more aligned with the release of 
other educational activities, like the online lectures and blog articles, that were a bit 
disjointed. The publication of these associated activities was occasionally given lower 
priority than other museum news, resulting in new educational material being issued at 
irregular intervals, which was suboptimal for continuity and engagement with the general 
public.

This leads to the third reflection that the current programme did not capture any 
behavioural, self-report measures or surveys to understand changes/effectiveness from 
the current programme (Schonert-Reichl & Roeser, 2016). The programme had a general 
goal to alleviate loneliness and mental health issues, but without formal measures, it is 
hard to understand its impact. Any positive effects of the programme were mostly 
anecdotal (e.g. based on comments from the social media platforms) and also assumed 
from other similar programmes in this space that involved participatory interaction with 
art for social isolation (Beauchet et al., 2022). Moving forward, the authors recommend 
implementing earlier planning with a formalised research programme (partnership with a 
university/research institute) utilising specified health and well-being metrics. With more 
lead-up time, participants in the program could be invited to participate in research 
involving mixed methodologies, like combining behavioural measures with pre-post 
surveys and short interviews for thematic analysis. This could be very insightful to under-
stand the participants’ motivations, experience levels and effects of the programme to 
derive a deeper understanding of effectiveness for future iterations and improvements. In 
this case, where the public was involved, it would be challenging to implement typical 
gold-standard comparison groups for the mindfulness practice, but utilising a wait-listed 
group design could be appropriate (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015).

Privacy was another issue that required a delicate balance with engagement. Since 
SAM already had a relatively engaged following on Facebook, Facebook Live was the 
chosen platform that would result in the highest level of engagement. We reiterate that 
participants were aware when they took part and acknowledged that the information 
they shared was voluntary and that the data was publicly available on the platform. 
However, because the programme did not have ethical approval, it was difficult to report 
on the audience’s age groups, ethnicity, or other socioeconomic attributes. Knowledge 
about the audience was solely based on what they chose to reveal about themselves, e.g. 
participants were international – from the United Kingdom, Australia and the United 
States of America (despite time zone differences). Some participants revealed that they 
were long-term practitioners in meditation and curious about the combination with art 
and that some others took part with their families.

Related to the topic of research, one of the most significant aspects of public engage-
ment during the COVID-19 pandemic may be the effect of mediated encounters; in this 
case, the impact of mediated mindfulness practice using slow art delivered via a digital 
platform. Studies have been conducted on mediated learning experiences (Keng et al.,  
2022; Okoye et al., 2021) and mediated meditation (Oliveira et al., 2021), but none have 
been published on mediated meditation through slow looking during the Pandemic. It 
was a missed opportunity to formally document such a practice during the Pandemic due 
to the lack of behavioural data collection and data collection on audience perceptions of 
the mediated experience collected by the programme.
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Future directions and research

With the lifting of lockdown restrictions and accommodations to new norms, there is 
considerable opportunity for future interdisciplinary research between diverse constructs 
such as art and meditation. At the basic science level, research on aesthetic art judgement 
and cortical dynamics (Kontson et al., 2015) could leverage on more recent work of 
cortical dynamics from meditation (Lee et al., 2018) to outline parallels and predictions 
of shared cognitive processes. This could lead to the understanding of mechanisms for 
creativity and art appreciation. At a broader mental health and wellness level, further 
investigations combining art therapy (Hacmun et al., 2018) with adjunct meditation 
programmes could lead to understanding if there are increased positive effects. Due to 
the diversity of personality types, individualisation of programmes is also a vital future 
trend for maximising cognitive, health, and well-being outcomes in the general popula-
tion. In conclusion, more interdisciplinary programmes incorporating art and formal 
research objectives would serve to provide more evidence for the health and well- 
being of society in multiple ways.
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