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Abstract 

 Single mothers handle an incredible challenge in balancing the demands of being able to 

work and being home taking care of their family. This study aims to open a way to bridge the 

communication 5gap between a single mother and her child by exploring the lived experiences 

that are being faced by the mother. Being raised by a single mother, this research is dedicated 

into addressing my mother’s own personal experiences. An interview was conducted to gather 

data regarding her first-hand experiences which was analyzed and used for the creation of the 

research output. This project will produce an eight (8) series of portrait photographs showcasing 

her life challenges as a single mother by using symbolism to exhibit the intended narratives. This 

project will highlight the use of Expressionism Theory to achieve and portray true to life 

experiences of my mother whilst showing its artistic style. 
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Introduction 

 Being raised by a single parent is a challenge for both the parent and the child. At a very 

young age, my parents decided to separate before I reached my cognizant state of logical 

understanding for concepts such as separation. The separation left me with my mother, who 

eventually needed to fly aboard and work as an Overseas Filipino Worker (OFW) to support our 

needs. This resulted in me being fostered by my grandmother, aunts and their family for a long 

period of time. As I found myself in a new household, I noticed the presence of families with 

fathers and siblings living together, while I remained on my own. I grew up familiar with that 

kind of family setup which eventually made me confused and question a lot of things as I 

developed my logical understanding. 

 

My mother worked as an OFW even before I was born. It became the solution that she 

saw to single-handedly provide the essential needs for herself and me. More than a decade has 

passed since she decided to stay in the Philippines for good. I was 12 years old at the time, and 

she slowly took me back to her side. She then started to build her own small printing business, 

which enabled her to sustain her family without being distant. The business prospered and 

continues to thrive to this day. 

 

The adjustment of being together with her after a long time was difficult since I was 

raised by my aunt and grandmother. There was no familiarity of skinship with my mother as our 

interactions were solely virtual and this made communicating with each other a challenge. The 

gap between us was tough for both of us especially as a teenager who was in the adolescent age 

in which I had ―my own world‖ as my mom described. Even to this day, a noticeable gap persists 

between us, and I still hesitate when approaching her. 
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 To further discuss this matter, single parenting can be described as a family set-up where 

only one parent is present to support the needs of their children without the presence of a partner. 

As a developing country, the Philippines is extremely plagued by an abundant rise on single 

mothers. Society continues to expect women to bear a child, but cannot take them seriously when 

she does it on her own (Cabato, 2018). Furthermore, raising a child alone is a huge responsibility 

to fulfill, and having to provide for education and daily living is essential. Single mothers also 

provide quality time as they give attention to their child’s needs for moral development and 

socialization to cope up with the environment (Daanoy, 2023). Single mothers must possess a lot 

of strength and budgeting skills, as they often face the financial difficulties of what is supposed 

to be a two-person responsibility. The rapid spread of this societal issue brings a vast amount of 

attention to the citizens and its government. In a recent World Health Organization (WHO) 

survey, there are 15 million solitary parents in the Philippines, with more than 14 million or 95% 

of these being women, showing women seem to have a greater need for work (Baluyot et al., 

2023). The well-being of single mothers has significantly improved since the introduction of 

Republic Act 8972, also known as the Solo Parents Welfare Act of 2000. Later on, this law 

underwent amendments and evolved into Republic Act 11861, the Expanded Solo Parents 

Welfare Act, which was enacted on June 4, 2022. This law supports solo parents whose income 

is lower than the poverty threshold giving benefits such as social developments and welfare 

services which includes livelihood development services, counseling services, stress debriefing, 

etc. The law also provides work benefits for solo parents providing that the employer should give 

flexible working schedule and giving additional 7 days leave a year having been an employee of 

the company for at least 1 year. With this, we can see the government’s effort in addressing the 

issue regarding single parents. 

 

 For this study, a photo essays consisting of eight photographs will be produced depicting 

the lived experiences of my mother as a single mother. The photographs will be printed on a 12in 

x 18in size matte photo paper and then placed inside their own respective glass frames. The 

frame will be white in color, with a 2-inch white mat board to create a space between the frame 

and the actual printed photo (see figure 1).  

 

Figure 1 Example of the desired Picture Frame 
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Every hour of every day, single mothers rise to the occasion for their children, carrying 

the entire important and heavy decision making whenever it is needed. But it was also discovered 

that some single mothers don’t like to ask for help and often don’t even believe they need help 

(Lindholm n.d.). However, Lindholm also stated that this does not limit the fact that it is the only 

reason that leads to piling up of stress for single mothers that may result into mental-health crisis.  

 

The objective of this study is to explore the lived experiences and challenges of my 

mother. With this, I wanted to create a way to bridge the communication gap between us by 

better understanding how a single mother face different experiences to establish a relationship 

with her family through a photo essays. This study will answer the following questions: 

What kinds of experiences and emotional challenges does a single mother go through in her 

life?; What are the techniques that will be used to exhibit the experiences and challenges of a 

single mother?; How will the creation process of the study help create a way to bridge the 

communication gap between the mother and child?  

 

To answer the stated question for this study, I created photo essays that consist of eight 

photographs that showcase the lived experiences and emotional challenges that my own mother 

has encountered. The inspiration of each photograph will be based on the challenges of my 

mother which will be obtaining through a qualitative interview. Furthermore, the objective of 

this research is to explore the lived experiences and struggles of my mother to create a way of 

bridging the gap between us. I will be incorporating the use of textures like grains and overlays 

that will be suited for the narrative that presented in the images. The use of symbolism will be 

applied to provide highlight on the issue that is being exhibited. Colors and composition will also 

be applied. Furthermore, the theory of Expressionism will be applied in the process to achieve 

the desired outputs. This theory embodies the innermost emotions of the artist by strategically 

distorting and exaggerating the elements of the image. 

 

 This study solely focuses on discussing the challenges experienced by my mother. A brief 

discussion on single mothers will be included to help support the experiences stated. This will 

only focus on the experiences within the start of her being a single mother. This study will not 

address any reasons behind their separation from their ex-partner. A photo essay consisting of 

eight (8) photographs will be used to visualize her experiences. Moreover, Expressionism Theory 

and symbolism will be implemented to represent and showcase the challenges of a single mother 

in this study is which will be further discussed. 
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Figure 2 Creative Framework of the Research’s Process about the Lived Experiences of a Single 

Mother 

 

The illustrated creative framework generated is used to visualize the process of how I 

came up with the research topic providing a visual representation about the experiences of a 

single mother faces. In this section, I created a detailed visual summary of the procedures 

involved in making my capstone project. 

 

In the methodology and approach of my study, I started with contemplating on the 

medium that I intend to use for exhibiting the product of this research. Recognizing my interest 

in photography, I choose this medium to pursue and explore more of its capabilities in depicting 

the experiences with the use of its visual expression. For choosing the research topic, I started to 

observe my surroundings especially on matters that have a huge impact in the society on which I 

can relate to. As I was wondering for a topic, my eyes met my mom who was working on her 
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desk. This gave me an idea on what I wanted to research about and it was about single mothers 

who stand on their own without the presence of a partner. Single mothers who works twice as 

hard to provide the needs of their family and themselves. I also began to acknowledge the 

problem in which there is an invisible gap of single mothers and children that I can see with my 

relationship with my mother. This creates new problems for the single parent which may result to 

an emotional challenge.  

 

For the data gathering of this study, I started by collecting data through researching 

about the status of single mothers in the Philippines. The results of this research helped me move 

forward in looking for the lived experiences of single mothers that they encounter 

simultaneously with the emotional toll that they are facing and used this information to gather 

questions that is necessary on my research. This research being dedicated to my mother, I opted 

into conducting a qualitative interview with her and use the information gathered to create an 

output that will showcase her emotional experiences and challenges. This type of interview was 

used to gather more personal and detailed information from the interviewee. The gathered data 

was analyzed and served as a basis on how the output was put together. I formulated seventeen 

questionnaires that are designed to create a conversation that opens up the personal experiences 

of my mother that can help me understand her as a single mother. I categorized these questions in 

terms of her work-life challenges, personal challenges, and emotional challenges. 

 

Questionnaires: 

 

Work-Life Challenges 

 

1. Do you think it’s much more difficult as a single mother to attend to your work 

and family responsibilities at the same time? Why or why not? 

2. I know balancing your work and your family is very difficult but, what are your 

ways to make sure that you have time for both? 

3. How do you spend time with your kids while also working? 

4. What are your experiences when it comes to financial stability? Does this affect 

the way you live day by day?  

5. How do you feel about your current work-life balance? 

 

Personal Challenges 

1. How did you adjust yourself the moment you became a single mother? 

2. Does being a single mother affect your socializing with your friends? How? 

3. Having to juggle through your work and your family, do you feel like you still have 

enough time for yourself? What are the factors that may/may not be the reason for 

this? 

4. What are your biggest concerns about your own physical health? 

5. Having to balance your work and family, how do you think this affects or do you 

have concerns on your own mental health? 
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Emotional Challenges 

1. In terms of your emotional challenges, do you think that being a single mother 

affected how you perceive your surroundings? How so? 

2. How does being a single mother affect your decision making? Are there people who 

you can ask for help? 

3. What was the most challenging experience that you had to go through emotionally? 

4. Did you ever have doubts about yourself on how you manage your family and your 

work being a single mother? Why? 

5. Have ever had any regrets on any decision that you ever made? Why? 

6. Can you share a moment where you felt proudest for being a single mother? 

7. How do you unwind or relax especially after being emotionally challenged by your 

responsibilities? 

The research design of this study is a photo essay consisting eight photographs that will 

visualize the lived experiences of my mother that can be used as a way to create a bridge that 

helps me diminish the gap that separates us from understanding each other. I will be using 

symbolism to better represent the experiences on each photographs and Expressionism Theory to 

express the innermost emotion of the artist. In addition to this, I wanted to incorporate the use of 

texture and color to showcase the narrative of each photograph and represent the experiences of 

my mother. Some of the objects that will be used are recycled and bought to accompany the 

subject of my photos. 

 

The primary target audiences of this research are the children who were raised by a 

single mother which has a similar profile as I do. Also, since this research mainly focuses on 

single mothers, my target demographic also includes single mothers, regardless of their age, as 

this study will consist of exploring lived experiences which may help them feel understood.  

 

 For my design process, I will create a photo essay consisting of eight photographs. For 

the main equipment, the use of camera and lights will be the primary need on my production. I 

want the photos to evoke an emotional sensation while giving a pleasing art style that will suit 

the feel that I want to achieve. The output of this research will not be complete without applying 

the elements and experimentation that I gathered from the artist that I took inspiration from. I 

intend to use plastic and water to create a liquid like distorted image that will help highlight the 

narrative of the images and also plastic on its own. I also intend on using objects that will 

symbolize the story of each photographs to help enhance the portrayal of the experiences. 

Moreover, my main software to edit the images would be Adobe Photoshop and Adobe 

Lightroom. With the use of this software, textures, color correction, and color grading will be 

applied to unify the color with the emotion being portrayed on the images. It will be also used in 

balancing the harshness and softness of the photos. 

For the actual printed product, the images are printed in 18 inches x 20 inches size matte 

photo paper and will be framed individually. The frames are white in color with 2 inches white 

matting board to create space between the frame and actual images. 
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Pre-Production Stage 

 For the pre-production stage, i focused on conceptualizing the outcome of the output and 

how it will be presented; simultaneously processing the research paper by gathering data to 

support the output. I created a Gantt chart to help me track my progress and needed task to 

accomplish. This chart will remind me on my deadlines and to make sure that I finish the output 

on time. On this stage, I also created my budget system to figure out the expenses that will be 

needed to proceed with the output. 

 This is where I conducted an interview with my mother to gather her experiences on 

being a single mother. After the interview, I will start to analyze the answers to find and create a 

guide on how I want the image to look that will then be applied on the output. Followed by art 

directing which will be used for enhancing the story and emotions of the narrative by using 

composition, textures, and colors. This is where I will shoot my references based on the story 

that I disseminated.  

When I first started to try Joakim Moller’s technique by putting a piece of plastic on the 

camera this is what I captured. 

Figure 3 

The texture that I wanted to achieve, similar to Moller’s output, was not showed by 

putting a crumpled plastic in front. I figured out that it needed to be a little far away from the 

lens to capture the sharpness of the crumpled plastic. Then I tried placing the object a little 

farther away which resulted in figure 3. 
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Figure 4 

Looking at the result of this image, I noticed that it will be difficult to achieve a sharp image on 

both the model and texture itself. I figure that it may be that it was two or more photographs 

merged together to create the image.  

 

Figure 5 
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Moving to Aleksandr Babarikin’s artistic approach, I stumbled upon an interview online 

with Babarikin. He was asked on what equipment and technique that he uses and this specific 

experimentation uses water placed inside a plastic to create a ripple effect on his images. With 

the use of slow shutter speed and right lighting this will be achieved artistically.  

Figure 6 

Lastly, this experimentation uses a slow shutter speed and using light. To achieve this 

look, while taking the image with a slow shutter speed, I flicked/moved my camera in a different 

position that resulted into a stretch of light connected to my subject. 

Production Stage 

 My production stage mainly consists of the application of all the things that has been 

gathered in the planning stage. In this stage, test shoots would be important to achieve the 

concept that needs to be translated in the images. This is where I started to set up my camera, 

lights, and then background/backdrop that will be used in the shoot. I applied the different 

techniques of the artists that inspired the look and feel of the output.  I guided my model on how 

to pose to achieve my desired outcome of the portraits. 

 

Post-Production Stage 

 My post-production stage is where I will choose eight (8) photographs that beautifully 

depict the story of my mother that also exhibits other single mother’s experiences. Moving 

forward to the next step, I will be editing and apply color grade to enhance the photos and 

support the visualization of the experiences. While editing, I will contact a supplier for the 

frames that will customize the sizes and design of the frames. After I finish editing my 

photographs, printing and framing will be followed. Finally, I will be displaying my works. 
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Review of Related Literature 

 This part of the research focuses on relating literatures that tackles work situations, 

challenges within the family, and coping mechanisms of a single mother in the Philippines. This 

chapter will be tackling how art can be a tool to convey societal matters which will then be used 

to support the output of this study. 

 

Single Motherhood in the Work Context 

 According to a research study by Napora et al., (2018), the occurrence of single 

parenthood is most likely perceived as a women’s issue as it is almost 10 times higher than 

single fatherhood. The study stated that the constant absence of a partner in a family makes it 

necessary for the other parent to take both roles that are usually shared by both parents. Single 

mothers who do not have a partner needs to double up their effort when it comes to family 

obligations and work. This means that they are in a higher pressure and experiences more stress 

in their daily lives. Napora stated that there are generational changes for the role of women in the 

society and family that changes the reasons why employment has become a greater value for 

women. They stated that among young women, work is seen as a beginning to compete with the 

value of family and which is where they realize their life goals. Napora showcased a sequence 

that shows the common pattern that young women follow which is: education – employment – 

establishing a good position in professional life - starting a family. 

Moreover, they discussed that in the case of employed women who have children, there 

occurs a bigger risk of problems arising as a result of combining the professional and family life 

in which may result into an issue of child care. Having single mothers working consistently with 

the determination to provide for a family sometimes leads to limiting their contact with their 

children as well as reducing the number of opportunities to participate with their children in 

activities that develop such features as persistence, a positive attitude, or openness to experiences 

(Napora et al., 2018). The study concluded that combining family and professional activities can 

improve their mood and general well-being by experiencing positive interaction with other 

individuals. However, it is stated that being unable to fulfill one role (e.g., employee) might be 

difficult because of the obligations related to the other role and might cause a negative effect. 

This related literature will help me support my study through understanding the work place 

experiences of single mothers. 

 

Creating Work-life Balance as a Single Parent  
An article published by Indeed Career Guide stated that as a single parent, it is a 

challenging responsibility to fully provide for a child’s education, safety, and companionship 

whilst having a full time job that requires own fulfillment of their work responsibilities, 

including deadlines, travelling, and possibility of working long hours and having to juggle these 

as a single parent might mean having a healthy relationship with their self, their kids, and their 

job. Creating a work-life balance as a single parent is a challenge solely because the entire task 

of managing a career and their family is only on their hands. Moreover, the article listed tips to 

manage and create a work-life balance that may help a single parent fulfill their responsibilities 

which are: asking for help from family and friends, setting boundaries between work and home 

life, finding time for their self, and lastly, designating a special time with their children. The 

article gave a detailed discussion on how these tips would help a single parent to balance their 

responsibilities and how can these be achieved through management and actions. While 

managing this balance, there are benefits that can be achieved as it allows them time and energy 
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to focus on individual aspects of their life without feeling overwhelmed (2022). According to the 

article, this may result into having more time with their family and be present in the lives of their 

children and their activities which are essential for children to feel loved and supported creating 

lasting memories. Putting into account that work-life balance is being met; stress will be lessen 

and prevents burnout within work. Having fewer worries improves your mental, emotional, and 

physical health because you have more time and awareness to listen to your needs (2022). With 

this, it was concluded that allocating time for tasks can help manage their life more effectively. 

Working with better time management skills may help focus and enjoy the different roles that 

need to be fulfilled, such as being a parent and a full-time employee.  

 

Emotional Struggles 

As single motherhood comes with work and life challenges, this does not leave the fact 

that it is interconnected with a unique set of emotional challenges that can sometimes feel 

overwhelming and are best understood by women who share them (Kear, 2015). There are 

different situations that may affect the emotional scale of a single mother. Nicole Kear’s article 

covers an analyzed interview which arrived with the similarities of the challenges that a single 

mother encounters that affects their emotions and showed their resiliency by figuring out a 

solution to attend with the emotional baggage that these challenges produce. Furthermore, the 

article concluded into the challenges that give emotional struggles which are: having no one to 

turn to, self-doubt, making solo decisions, financial problems, and losing a sense of self. 

 

Characteristics of Expressionism 

 Expressionism Theory is an art movement that emerged in the early 20th century that was 

a direct response to the dynamic social, political, and cultural changes of its time (2022). This 

artistic theory aimed to convey the artist’s innermost emotions, subjective experiences, and 

profound perceptions of the world. The characteristics of Expressionism are characterized by 

their ability to evoke strong emotions and provoke powerful reactions from viewers (2022). This 

theory utilizes the emotional reaction to reality.  

In relation with this theory, I will use this artistic style to portray the real experiences of 

my mother. This theory will help me convey the narrative of my photographs as I wanted to 

evoke emotions through it.  

 

 

Review of Related Works 

 This part of the research focuses on discussing the techniques that will be applied to 

create a visual representation for the output. The works that were discussed were the inspirations 

that helped me conceptualize and relate the study using artistic movements to connect and 

preserve the intimacy that I want to achieve. 
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Figure 7 Laurent Castellani, Rêverie 

 

 Laurent Castellani is a French photographer who was suffering from agoraphobia, a type 

of anxiety disorder of being afraid to leave familiar or safe environments, used this alongside 

photography to express his self beyond limits. Laurent Castelllani chose photography for its 

capacity to liberate, to soothe, and to generate a certain power of listening (Viand, 2021). 

According to an interview that I read online, when the artist was asked about fashion 

photography he stated that the field feels catastrophic for the planet and very overrated in general 

and it is women who embody this beauty. His artworks are portraits of women exhibiting the 

naturalistic and wild beauty of a human emotion by using grains, colors, and a closer framing to 

feel the pulse of his subjects. His photographs show a sense of softness and intimacy with every 

shots focusing on different parts of a women’s body. 
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Figure 7.1 Laurent Castellani, Rêverie 

 

In line with this, applying the artist’s art of capturing the essence of a women’s emotion 

will be applied. His works inspired me to use framing techniques to exhibit the expression that I 

wanted to portray. On my output, I want achieve a sense of intimacy that Laurent Castellani has 

with his photographs. With great combination of place, emotion, person, style, and light at a 

perfect moment or even elements that we did not control and naturally came together makes the 

whole thing makes sense, Laurent Castellani says. 
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Figure 8 Joakim Möller, Shot through Plastic Experimental Photographs 

 

 Artist Joakim Möller is a Swedish photographer who likes to experiment on his 

photographs. He uses various techniques to evoke emotions that helps highlight the images. 

These specific images (see figure 8) caught my eye because of his usage of an everyday object to 

create a texture in his images. For example, to enhance the feel of the images, he experimented 

on putting plastic in front of the lens, creating a textured image, to add more emotions on his 

subject. The emotions that I am getting on the image are sadness, confusion, and accusation. His 

works are diverse and intriguing making him stands out. He has the ability to capture the essence 

of every moment and translate it into captivating content (2023). His photography captures the 

wonderful world capturing the beauty of it. Furthermore, this specific work of Joakim will be an 

inspiration for me to apply textures that objects can produce. His works with textures will serve 

as a reference in my output to enhance the photos. 
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Figure 9 Aleksandr Babarikin, “Decay” 

 

The works of Aleksandr Babarikin is inspired by abstract expressionism. His distorted 

images evoke a range of emotions and messages while others serves as representations of 

captivating shapes and colors (Estiler, 2023). Babarikin incorporates light, and color to achieve 

specific moods and atmosphere that he wants to exhibit. His approach to photography is more on 

the abstract side of expressionism however; his techniques in achieving distorted look on his 

images will be applied on the intended output project. His other works also captivated my 

interest in photography (see figure 9.1). To achieve the desired look of his photos, he stated in an 

interview that he experiment a lot with different things: liquids, ointments, various pieces of 

plastic and glass. He also shoots through a piece of plastic or glass that is coated with substances, 

like Vaseline. 
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Figure 9.1 Aleksandr Babarikin 

 Not only as part of this research, had I wanted to try figure 9.1’s type of distortion. Using 

light and a slow shutter speed to create an image blur resulting into these images is fascinating. 

Moreover, Babarikin’s process of experimentation will be applied in the creation of this output.  
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Figure 10 Rachel Seidus 

 

Rachel Seidus is a Lagos-based photographer who takes its viewers into an emotional 

journey. She uses symbolism to add narrative and meaning into her works. Her photographs also 

focus on the human emotion by capturing her subject’s body movements and projection. It is full 

of moments like tenderness and vulnerability. In line with this, Rachel Seidus inspired me on 

how she uses symbols or objects to add a meaning on her images. It is not just place 

coincidentally but it was used with precision and knowledge on how she wants her images to 

look and feel. She can give justice on the narrative that she wants to portray.  
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