The slow satisfaction of making a picture come alive, bead by bead
By Shilpa Madan
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documents, slides and
spreadsheets that vanish into
folders.

And in an era of instant
gratification, there is unexpected
delight in the slowness of it all:
watching a picture come alive, not
in seconds, but over days and
weeks, bead by bead. There’s
harmony built into the process:
each bead snaps into a tiny space
on a grid, row meeting row, until
the surface looks orderly and
calm.

This tactile, screen-free hobby
stands in stark contrast with my
professional world. In my day job,
I spend hours thinking, discussing
and writing about how digital
technologies are reshaping the
way we live and learn. Algorithms
increasingly predict our choices;
Al now drafts the e-mails and
presentations we once wrote
ourselves.

But here, at my table, no
algorithm can speed up the
process. No machine can replace
the slow, human satisfaction of
placing a bead with my own
hands. In its slowness, it reminds
me of something deeply human:
that joy is not found in efficiency
or scale, but in touch, patience
and presence.

As a consumer psychologist, I
can’t help but connect this
experience to what research tells
us about the concept of joy.

Studies show that joy intensifies
when it is shared, whether in
grand celebrations or small,
everyday rituals. Diamond art has
given me an unexpected way to
bond with my son. We sit together
in companionable silence,
sometimes chatting, sometimes
laughing, sometimes simply
absorbed in the sparkle of our
tiny stones.

This simplicity is the
point. Unlike conventional
art, diamond painting
carries no pressure to be
original or perfect. | do
not need to be “talented”
or chase inspiration. |
simply follow the pattern,
bead by bead, until the
image reveals itself. There
is something liberating
about creating without
pressure, about making
something with my hands
that is tangible and real in
a world where so much of
my time is spent
producing digital
documents, slides and
spreadsheets that vanish
into folders.
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It is not about the final picture,
but about the time spent side by
side, stringing together moments
of closeness. My son often sits
beside me on the weekends,
teasing me when a bead goes
crooked, laughing when his own
slips out of line, before proudly
filling in a patch of colour.

Another aspect of my pleasure
in this hobby is that it is creation
without pressure. Creativity
brings joy, but it is often tied up
with perfectionism and
comparison.

Diamond art removes that
weight. It requires no special skill,
no originality, only participation.
Instead, it offers the pure pleasure
of making something, of watching
your own hands transform
scattered beads into an image.
Psychologists call this “flow”, that
immersive state where time slips
away and effort becomes
effortless.

And in a year dominated by
turbulence and uncertainty —
geopolitical, economic and
personal - this small nightly act
has become my way of reclaiming
calm and agency.

Part of the delight is sheer
abundance: trays heaped with
hundreds of tiny beads waiting to
find their place, a confetti-like
pleasure that deepens as each
section fills in. Every bead placed
is progress I can see. The picture
builds predictably and reliably
under my control.

Research shows that even brief
moments of agency can buffer us
against stress and uncertainty —
and perhaps that is why, in a
world that feels increasingly
complex, the rhythm of bead by
bead feels so restorative.

More importantly, each bead
may be small, almost insignificant.
But together, the beads create
something dazzling.

I have come to realise that joy
works in a similar way. It is not
found only in sweeping escapes or
rare occasions, but in the slow
accumulation of small, everyday
acts. A cup of coffee savoured in
silence. A laugh shared with a
child. A picture blooming bead by
bead.

In a year when headlines often
felt heavy, this humble craft has
given me a nightly reminder that
joy is not something we stumble
upon, but something we piece
together - patiently, quietly, one
bead at a time. It echoes writer
Jonathan Clements’ reminder that
a good life is crafted by
participating, not merely
observing.

e Shilpa Madan is assistant
professor of marketing at Singapore
Management University.

e Finding Joy is a new Opinion series
about the things that bring us
satisfaction, fulfilment and meaning.
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