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Abstract
This article describes an arts-based intervention program for seven care dyads of elderly per-
sons and their caregivers who are foreign domestic workers (FDWs) in Singapore. The inter-
vention aimed to introduce interdisciplinary tools of artmaking and mindfulness that could be 
used to improve the communication and relationship between the care dyad and to support the 
stress reduction and self-care of caregivers. Following a client-based approach, eight sessions 
were conducted, once weekly, over a 2-month period in hybrid structure, at the home of the care 
dyad and through the use of Google Meet. Qualitative data were collected in personal inter-
views, questionnaires, and visual data, and they were connected with art therapists’ fieldnotes 
and reflection journals. At the end of the program, an online feedback session was offered to the 
elderly participants’ family members, and their feedback was collected using a questionnaire. 
The data analysis confirms the impact of the artmaking intervention on the communication 
and relationship of the dyad. Participants reported that artmaking combined with mindfulness 
tools contributed to their understanding of their care-recipient (CR)/caregiver, improved their 
daily care activities, and helped caregivers explore new ways of self-care and stress relief. 
The hybrid model of implementation was effective and encouraged caregivers to explore and 
practice the tools learned independently between sessions. The results of this pilot program 
inform the development of intervention programs for care dyads as well as training programs 
for both caregivers, art therapists, and other care professionals. The intervention for care dyads 
highlights the importance of dyadic care as part of a holistic approach to caregiving. The inclu-
sion of FDWs in the program suggests that both CRs and caregivers are one unit in which 
their well-being is interdependent. Further research may explore specific artmaking activities 
for other dyads of caregivers and CRs with differing care needs and backgrounds. Potential 
training activities and models could support the use of this intervention by therapists and other 
professionals.

Keywords: art-based, mindfulness, care dyad, self-care, homecare, elderly, domestic workers, hybrid 
intervention, Singapore

摘要
本文介绍了一项以艺术为基础的干预计划，该计划已应用于新加坡的七对年长者以及担 
任其照顾者的外籍家庭佣工。该干预计划旨在引入艺术制作和正念的跨学科工具，改善 
护理二分体（即年长者与其照顾者形成的一个单位）之间的沟通和关系，并支持照顾 
者减压和自我照顾。该计划遵循以个案为中心的方法，历时两个月时间，以每周一次， 
一共八次，混合式结构的方式，在护理二分体的家中通过使用 Google Meet 视频会 
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议进行干预。本研究通过个人访谈、问卷调查和视觉数据收集定性数据，并将这些数 
据与艺术治疗师的实地记录和反思日志结合起来。在干预计划结束时，计划实施者为 
年长参与者的家人提供了一次在线双向反馈会议，并通过问卷收集了家人的反馈。数据 
分析证实了艺术制作干预对护理二分体的沟通和关系的正面影响。参与者报告说，艺术 
制作与正念的工具相结合，有助于他们了解对方（照顾者/被照顾者），改善他们的 
日常护理活动，并帮助照顾者探索自我照顾和缓解压力的新方法。实施的混合式模型 
是有效的，并鼓励照顾者在视频会议干预以外的时间独立探索和练习所学到的工具。 
该试点计划的结果为护理二分体干预计划的制定以及照顾者、艺术治疗师和其他护理专 
业人员的培训计划提供了信息。针对护理二分体的干预计划强调了二分体式的护理 
作为全面护理方法的一个重要组成部分。将外籍家庭佣工纳入该计划表明，被照顾 
者和照顾者是一个单位，他们的福祉相互依存。进一步的研究可以探索针对其他具有 
不同护理需求和背景的照顾者和被照顾者的特定艺术制作活动。潜在的培训活动和 
模型也可以支持治疗师和其他专业人员使用这种干预。

关键词 : 以艺术为基础, 正念, 护理二分体, 自我照顾, 居家护理, 年长者, 家庭佣工, 混合式干预, 新加坡

Introduction
This article presents an arts-based program (ABP) intervention that aims to reduce 
stress and improve the communication and relationship of care dyads composed of 
foreign domestic workers (FDWs) and elderly care recipients (CR) in Singapore. For 
this article, the term arts-based program represents the incorporation of the cross-
modality and transdisciplinary practice (Colbert & Bent, 2018), using materials that 
support visual arts activities, games, literature, body and mindfulness activities, 
and creative expression. The program introduced daily activities in artmaking and  
mindfulness as an avenue to improve the care environment, communication 
and  relationships between the care dyad, and the quality and sustainability of 
care-work.

The aging of the population is a global phenomenon, influencing the provision of 
long-term care for an increasing number of frail older people who are cared for at 
home. The interactions between caregiver and CR influence the quality of care as well 
as the health and quality of life in the care dyad environment. There are many factors 
that impact the life experiences and well-being of both caregiver and CR, including 
challenges faced by FDWs in the host country, the burden of care-work, and medical 
conditions of CR. In this context, the ABP explored the impact of artmaking activities 
on the care dyad communication and relationships and experiences of stress reduction 
and helped in training caregivers for self-care to reduce burnout due to the burden of 
care.

The ABP was implemented over 9 weeks from April 1 to June 7, 2021, with seven 
care dyads. Using a hybrid model of implementation, weekly sessions of 60 to 90 minutes 
were conducted at the care dyads’ homes and online (using the Google Meet platform). 
Following a client-based approach, various artmaking activities and mindfulness tools 
were implemented. Data were collected through personal interviews, questionnaires, 
field notes, and observations by the author, which were documented during and after 



202	 Daphna Arbell Kehila

© 2021 Inspirees International. Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic License

each session. In addition, visual data in the form of photographs of artmaking and 
artworks were documented and provide rich information to support in-depth qualitative 
analysis.

Recognizing the connection among arts, healing, and public health (Fancourt & 
Finn, 2019), this program confirms that daily creative engagement can enhance 
communication (verbal and nonverbal), decrease anxiety, stress, and mood disturbances, 
and improve psychological and physical well-being and the quality of life of the care 
dyad. During the ABP implementation, the care dyads experienced a shared space and 
activities, which worked toward overcoming language and cultural barriers (Kirsty-
Bennett & Arbell-Kehila, 2021) and learning about each other. The hybrid form of 
the program’s implementation was found to be an avenue for improving the support of 
the isolated and sometimes marginalized care dyads and stimulated a continuing self-
learning process.

The results of this program inform the development of a replicable model of 
program for use in the care dyad environment and aid toward the improvement of 
the quality of life, communication, mindfulness, and art appreciation. This program 
suggests a new model of home-based care practices that could be implemented to 
support a wider group of beneficiaries in Singapore. The study of this program 
highlights gaps in current home-based care services and informs and conveys the 
importance and significant impact of this field to clinicians and professionals from 
other healthcare, welfare, and psychological disciplines. Based on this program, 
broader research that could look at global implications of art-based programs for 
long-term home-based care is recommended. Continuing train-the-trainer programs 
for art therapists, social workers, and other paramedical staff and service providers 
for families who care for persons with long-term medical care needs should be 
explored further.

The Context of the Program within the Literature
Increasing evidence suggests that various art-based activities enhance the cognitive 
functioning, well-being, and quality of life of elderly patients (Beauchet et al., 2020; 
Ilali et al., 2018; Savazzi et al., 2020). The current program explored the application 
of activities in two areas: home-based care for elderly and transnational migrants in 
Singapore and care relationships, well-being, and quality of care within caregiving 
dyads.

Home-based Care for the Elderly and Transnational Migration in 
Singapore
The growing aging population as well as the increase in long-term health conditions 
can lead toa transition from independent living to home-care solutions for this 
population (Ansah et  al., 2014; Carroll et  al., 2016). Pitfalls of family care and 
differences in care concepts and skill gaps require re-conceptualization of care-
work qualifications and caregivers’ training (Bloom et  al., 2015; Kehila, 2018; 
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Levine et al., 2010). The literature highlights the need for patient daily support at 
home, which can result in caregivers’ stress and burn-out (Au et al., 2013; Friganovic 
et al., 2019; Mehta & Leng, 2017; Slocum-Gori et al., 2013). Caregivers need support 
systems that include social networks, medical assistance, education, respite and self-
care practices, and supervision (Hewko et al., 2015; McBee & Bloom, 2016; Shapiro 
et al., 2007; Skirrow & Hatton, 2007).

In developed countries such as Singapore, the growth of the female labor 
force, alongside a rapidly aging population, creates a high demand for homecare-
workers (Huang et al., 2012; Suen & Thang, 2018). An increase in the number of 
care-workers through migration to Singapore signifies the way policy-makers deal 
with the growing challenges in healthcare provision. The process of increased 
migration of female FDWs—influenced by the global care chains (Isaksen et  al., 
2008)—suggests the complex social and cultural influences on transnational care 
structures (Muyskens, 2020; Teo, 2017). In such complex circumstances, the 
relational aspect of caregiving may be challenged as caregivers may struggle in 
adapting to their job environment and to the linguistic and cultural aspects of their 
client’s behavior and communication. Hence, the importance and demanding role of 
FDWs in providing and ensuring long-term care for elders in Singapore requires a 
new approach to ensure quality of care and support for the well-being of the elderly 
as well as their caregivers.

The home is the primary care setting for long-term care of elderly persons in 
Singapore. The government agencies rely on the voluntary sector and on families 
to offer care (Chin & Phua, 2016; Mehta & Leng, 2017; Thompson et  al., 2014). 
Caregivers perform simple and complex tasks, make decisions, solve problems, 
provide emotional support and comfort, and coordinate care, which includes 
supervising patients and monitoring new signs and symptoms, adverse events, and 
positive responses to treatment (Ayalon, 2009; Kehila, 2018, 2020b; Østbye et  al., 
2013). With advanced technology, the home-based caregivers are expected to operate 
medical equipment and smart technologies to monitor the telehealth networks and 
digital devices for their clients (Gaikwad & Warren, 2009; Piau et al., 2019; Quinn 
et al., 2018). Gaps in caregivers’ skills may impact the quality of home-based care as 
well as the caregiver’s confidence and stress (Given et al., 2008; Kehila, 2019; Woods 
& Kong, 2020).

While the scholarly literature on care-work emphasizes care skills, tasks, and 
challenges, the literature related to FDWs and their jobs focuses on gender hierarchies, 
which are influenced by social and cultural hierarchies and the ambiguity in job 
description and in work conditions. The attempt to develop a new culture of care based 
on smart technologies raises new challenges. Although smart eldercare technologies 
may be an efficient means of maximising the reach of caregivers, in doing so they 
also may increase the physical, social, and emotional distance between the providers 
and recipients of care (Woods & Kong, 2020). This ABP, which was implemented in a 
hybrid structure, suggests that combination of face-to-face with distanced meetings was 
successful.
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Care Relationships, Well-being, and Quality of Care
The quality and benefits of care depend on both the caregiver and CR. Their relationship 
has been linked to the caregiver’s sense of role captivity and burden (Campbell et al., 
2008; Quinn et  al., 2012), anxiety, frustration, depression, and tension as well as to 
the CR’s well-being (Betini et al., 2017; McConaghy & Caltabiano, 2005; Malhortra 
et al., 2012). The client’s condition, needs, and personality and the caregivers’ physical, 
cognitive, social, organizational, and psychological knowledge and skills are some 
of the factors that impact the care-work (Timonen & Doyle, 2010). The interactions 
between caregiver and CR include cohesion, satisfaction, and tension, which influence 
the quality of care as well as the health and quality of life in the care dyad environment 
(Bom et al., 2019; Tyagi et al., 2019; Wilson et al., 2009).

The relationship between the FDW (in this instance, the caregiver)—who implements 
the homecare-work—with her employer and the CRs influence the complexity of care 
provisions (Kehila, 2018; Malhotra et al., 2012; Walsh & Shutes, 2013). The literature 
confirms that stress can increase the likelihood of occupational burnout, which involves 
depersonalization, emotional exhaustion, and a sense of low personal accomplishment in 
the care dyad (Iecovich, 2008; Savage & Bailey, 2004; Shapiro et al., 2007). Unregulated 
working hours and a wide range of household tasks and care responsibilities can 
create relational tensions with the employer, leaving FDWs overworked and burned-
out (Selkirk et al., 2014). FDWs experience emotional stress and challenges that need 
support, however, are typically reluctant to seek professional help for psychological 
difficulties (Selkirk et al., 2014; Wong et al., 2017). This can be due to specific cultural 
barriers related to a perceived stigma around mental health or a persistent anxiety or 
even fear of possible repatriation if found ill. Recognizing the important role of FDWs 
as caregivers and developing training and supervision programs that support the well-
being and professional identity of care-workers is crucial for implementing quality care 
(Kehila, 2020a). Hence, this study suggests that supporting the dyad relationship is a key 
area for intervention, which can enhance communication and trust, reduce stress and 
tension, and improve the well-being of both the caregiver and CR.

Theoretical Framework: Mindfulness Approach
Mindfulness is a multifaceted construct that can be understood with multiple 
frameworks (Pagnini & Phillips, 2015). Studies indicate that mindfulness methods can 
be useful for stress reduction of people with progressive cognitive decline and their 
informal caregivers (Collins & Kishita, 2019; Ilali et al., 2018; Kor et al., 2018; Paller 
et al., 2015; Singh et al., 2016). Inspired by research evidence confirming the benefits of 
mindfulness on health and well-being, the art therapist (i.e the author), who is a certified 
yoga therapist, added to the art-based intervention an informal practice of “mindful” 
lifestyle (Demarzo et  al., 2015). This model of mindfulness-based intervention was 
implemented by an introductory session and a remote and self-guided practice.

Accordingly, the concept of mindfulness was introduced to the care dyad, and basic 
training was practiced during the first online session, connecting body mindfulness 
with the practice of creative journaling. The art therapist shared with the caregiver 
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on WhatsApp various links that demonstrate mindful breathing and encouraged 
participants to try practicing these methods individually and, if applicable, also with 
the CR in order to develop a mindful lifestyle and awareness of their body sensations, 
thoughts, and emotional moods (Kögler et  al., 2015). The combined practices of 
artmaking and mindfulness approach of this ABP created complex interventions that 
helped the participants develop self-reflection as well as understanding of their care 
needs and ways to benefit from daily artmaking. The participants were invited to reflect 
on their artmaking experiences as a practice of mindfulness, to independently explore 
online resources between the sessions, and to expand their knowledge by self-learning. 
Hence, the mindfulness approach was used not only for developing awareness and 
reducing stress but also as a framework for the sustainability of the intervention.

The mindfulness approach suggests that the art therapist should be mindful about the 
multicultural care dyads, their interdependence, and the hierarchical aspect that impacts 
their complex relationship. The art therapist recognizes the employer as an external 
stakeholder that influences the care dyad relationship and well-being, the FDW as a 
professional caregiver and therefore as a collaborator for the program implementation, 
and both the care dyad as clients that need to be supported by the program.

Methodology and Data Collection
This ABP draws upon a methodological approach of evaluation research using 
questionnaires, qualitative interviewing, art-based assessments (Brooker & Wooley, 
2007; Gavron & Mayseless, 2018; Simons & McCormack, 2007), and observation 
methods. In order to understand the participants’ experiences, and due to cultural and 
linguistic variations, as well as their literacy skills, the data collection included one-on-
one interviews with the caregivers and post-program questionnaires for caregivers and 
for employers (family members of CRs). For the CRs, only one CR, who was in her 50s 
and manifested high cognitive capabilities, was interviewed.

The data collection took place at the homes of the participants, which allowed the 
art therapists to collect information regarding the context and the care environment and 
the participants’ daily life. The collected data provide information regarding the CR’s 
medical conditions, the caregiver’s experience and daily care routine, care relationships 
within the care dyad and with the CR’s family, and dyad experiences in remote programs 
that include art appreciation, mindfulness, stress reduction, and communication.

The initial interviews were audio recorded and transcribed soon after each 
interview. A first feedback questionnaire was conducted after the first online meeting 
to understand the caregivers’ experiences, which could impact the on-going manner of 
developing the online part of the program. The post-program questionnaires collected 
feedback from the caregivers and employers about the program experiences and impact. 
Caregivers’ reports on their daily engagement in the art activities (with the CR and their 
own self-care) were added to the artworks’ photographs (visual data) and connected 
with the participants’ reflections. The artworks were also connected with the therapist’s 
observations during the process of artmaking, informing the CR abilities and needs 
as well as the care dyad relationships and communication (see Figure 1 p. 7). The art 
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therapist kept a journal and field notes reports, collecting observations and reflecting 
on the process, to support the triangulation of data collected in the interviews and 
questionnaires. An external art therapist assistant helped with checking for reliability 
of data collection and analysis. 

FIGURE 1 | Joint painting procedure.

Participants and Ethical Procedures
Seven dyads allocated by the organization Active Global Specialized Caregivers 
Singapore (https://www.activeglobalcaregiver.sg/) volunteered to participate in the 
program. The organization distributed information about the program and helped 
to recruit participants from their organization’s database of caregivers. Criteria for 
selection of participants included knowledge of basic English language proficiency of 
caregivers, basic hand motor skills and cognitive ability of CRs, and basic ability using 
and access to online communication by the caregiver. Despite the selection criteria, 
two out of seven participants were very limited in their cognitive functioning, and their 
participation was compromised. All the CRs are of Chinese ethnicity. The caregivers 
are from various nationalities such as the Philippines, Myanmar, and Indonesia. All 
caregivers spoke basic English and were motivated and committed to the program, 
which contributed to a meaningful collaboration and learning opportunity.

https://www.activeglobalcaregiver.sg/)
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The participants (Table 1) received an information letter describing the program’s 
goals and activities, the interview procedures, possible risks and benefits for the 
participants, and assurance of confidentiality. The CRs were represented by their family 
(adult sons or daughters of the CRs) who consented for their parent’s participation 
with the employed caregiver. The consent form informed participants of their right to 

TABLE 1 | Participants

Care recipients  
 

Caregivers
Sex   Age 

(years)
  Medical 

condition
Nationality  Duration of work with the 

care recipient (months)

Female  93   Dementia; cancer  Filipina   27
Female  88   Dementia   Filipina   7
Male   86   Dementia   Myanmar   14
Male   74   Dementia   Myanmar   22
Female  68   Stroke   Filipina   16
Male   61   Stroke   Indonesia   25
Female  56   Cancer   Indonesia   7

FIGURE 2 | Scribbling art by a caregiver.
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FIGURE 3 | Collage art by a male care recipient.

withdraw at any time (during or after the program). With their consent, the participants 
confirmed the data collection for research and future publications and participation in a 
final exhibition of selected artworks that represent the program.

Implementation Process
Seven care dyads were scheduled to start the program beginning on April 1, 2021. The 
art therapist contacted each employer by WhatsApp to receive the contact information 
of the caregiver and schedule a date and time to meet at the care dyad’s residence. 
The therapist maintained weekly communication with the caregivers. In the first 
session, a basic art materials pack was distributed, with a personal booklet for each 
participant. The booklet included information about the program and an explanation 
about some of the tools to be used, introduction and guidance for daily physical activity 
and mindfulness practice, and a coloring book. During the program, according to the 
cognitive level and needs of each care dyad, the art therapist provided additional art 
materials, games, and various accessories.

Approximately, one in three sessions was conducted online. During these sessions, 
the caregiver led the activity of the care dyad at their home while the art therapist 
guided the activity online. Between the sessions, the caregivers were offered links to 
resources and guidance to implementing various artmaking and mindfulness activities. 
The caregivers were encouraged to practice similar activities with their CRs and to use 
a personal creative journal for their own reflections and self-care. By the end of the 
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program, participants were offered a token of appreciation for their time, effort, and 
contribution to the study, and the employers were offered an opportunity to meet online 
for feedback, debriefing, discussion, and closure.

Results
This study focuses on self-reported experiences by the participants not only as an 
intervention but also as part of the process of developing one’s mindfulness practice. 
The concept of mindfulness was explained and demonstrated through body activities and 
artmaking and practiced by personal reflections (verbal and nonverbal) and artmaking. 
The ABP introduced daily activities in artmaking to enhance self-expression, provide 
stress relief, and improve the collaboration and the relationships in the care dyad. The 
participants’ feedback highlights that artmaking activities were helpful in reducing the 
stress of the caregiver; improving CR self-esteem, mood, and social interaction; and 
enhancing the quality of home-based caregiving. The results of the program indicate 
the meaningful connections between the artmaking and mindfulness approach that 
influence the experiences of the care dyad through the ABP.

The ABP, with the care dyad as one unit, influenced both the CRs and caregivers 
to develop their awareness of each other’s experiences, creating a sense of connection 
and intimacy between them. The use of daily creative journaling (Capacchione, 2015), 
scribbling (Lee et al., 2019), collage making (Stallings, 2015), coloring books (Barrett, 
2015; Mantzios & Giannou, 2018), body movements, and breathing exercises are some of 
the tools that helped the participants develop mindful communication and relationships 
that revolve around the artmaking experiences (see photos 2 and 3). As described by 
one CR, the program influenced her understanding of her caregiver:

(The program) has highlighted to me how I am going to do things with her 
(pointing at her caregiver who was coming with drinks). It is not only the 
art that we are doing. Sometimes from the way she drew, I do learn from 
her as she expresses…I think I understand her more…ahha…I understand 
more than if she just talks to me. From the way she draws…to know her 
inner…anything about the day-to-day caring, about her life, things about 
her family members…

The caregiver’s response emphasizes the meaning of mindfulness added to the 
artmaking:

I think the additional thing is Mindfulness…you are able to feel your own…
capture your own imagination. It’s not like you do it—the art—this is an 
additional learning in which you are not like doing art…this is the way you 
do it, or like what makes it more enhanced.

Through the program, the care dyad developed their observations, communication, and 
understanding of each other. One CR described her understanding of her caregiver’s 
stress related to the daily tasks and responsibilities:
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I asked her: why do you feel stressful? Why don’t you like it (the 
artmaking)?… then she says, maybe we are not the same, because your 
mind is focused on the things you want to do now—it is my condition (i.e. 
medical condition)…and I can’t do the housework…

For me—I am still occupied… and she has to take care of my daily activities, 
the daily housework, (she) definitely cannot rest as much and enjoy the 
artwork…that’s the difference between her and me…

Because for me there is nothing much to do…I can enjoy my hobby (i.e. 
artmaking), for her—she cannot sit down and enjoy this…she needs to 
think—what else do I need to do after this…so I can understand when she 
says “a bit stressful”…

Hence, while engaged in self-expression through artmaking, the care dyad could 
develop their communication and empathy toward each other. Engaged in new activities 
together, they saw each other in a new perspective, while the art therapist allows some 
respite time, validating both participants for their challenges and needs.

The feedback analysis highlights the contribution of the ABP to the caregivers’ 
understanding of artmaking’s application and meaning for the daily care practices. 
The employers’ feedback indicates that the caregivers were trying new activities with 
the CR. Based on the cognitive functioning of the CR, both caregivers and employers 
recognized the contribution of the ABP to the relationship of the care dyad. All the 
caregivers and employers confirmed that the hybrid structure allowed a good balance 
between the personal connection and the remote guidance of the art therapist, providing 
support and encouraging continuing independent practice, facilitated by the caregivers.

Conclusion
The ABP invited the creative spirit and the joy of artmaking into the homes of the 
participants and encouraged them to add new tools and experiences to their daily 
activities. The creative-expressive process engages physiological sensations, emotions, 
and cognition; facilitates verbal and nonverbal symbolization, narration, and expression 
of conscious or unconscious conflicts and meaning-making through internal and external 
dialogue and communication between the care dyad. The creative arts and mindfulness 
framework used in this study foster communication, cooperation and constructive 
engagement between the CR and the caregiver. The shared activities promoted cultural 
understanding, empathy, and promoted trusted relationships between the FDW and the 
Singaporean elderly individuals.

According to the post-program questionnaire, despite the health challenges and 
limited mobility of the CRs, and for all the FDWs, the engagement with art materials 
was a stimulating experience. This ABP was innovative not because it raised artistic 
expectations, but rather because it was applicable to anyone and helped to develop a deep 
understanding of the impact of artmaking. Creative methods such as scribbling, collage 
making, visual journaling, and applying mindfulness techniques to daily activities, are 
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all basic tools that may be beneficial to anyone, in enabling self-expression and social 
connection. The program recognizes the small steps that could be achieved by daily 
activities in the arts, thereby creating a meaningful contribution to the lives of persons 
who struggle with health challenges and their caregivers who need support and training 
in self-care.
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