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Abstract 
This paper describes our initial study of privacy 
challenges and issues among single mothers. Single 
mothers have vastly different backgrounds for their 
status as single; some have left abusive relationships, 
others have decided to become mothers without a co-
parent, and some have started out parenting with a co-
parent, only to find the other person ‘checking out’. No 

matter their situation, they all have potentially sensitive 
needs in terms of digital privacy for themselves as well 
as their children.  
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Introduction 
The term “single mother” has traditionally been used to 
describe mothers whose spouse has left them, and as 
such has a broad negative connotation. Rooted in 
traditional family culture, through the previous century, 
it was also difficult financially, morally, and practically 
to be a single mother. However, with new reproductive 
technologies and a revised moral compass, at least in 
many Western countries, being a single mom is more 
accepted, and in some situations, directly pursued. The 
term ‘Single Mother by Choice’ (SMC) describes 
mothers who in some capacity have had children on 
their own, without a traditional partner involved. In 
Denmark where laws for fertility treatment of single 
women have been not only very liberal (as opposed to 
for example Sweden, where it has been illegal up until 
2016), and fertility treatment is paid through social 
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healthcare, 2.31% of all children were born with only 
one mother on the birth certificate in 2016 (numbers 
for later years include only actual donor conceived 
children) [2]. While single mothers have always faced 
many challenges, the digital world has introduced new 
issues, where designers of infrastructure and 
technologies often forget to include single parents as 
use cases. In this workshop paper we present a few 
aspects of privacy worth exploring, in relation to single 
mothers’ everyday life. 

We have conducted a small interview study of single 
mothers’ perceptions of their own everyday life and 
situation and extracted challenges of privacy. In our 
larger study we included 12 participants, but for the 
purpose of brevity, we include only three participants in 
this workshop paper. The method follows a classic 
interview design with semi-structured interviews and 
qualitative analysis, using categorization and affinity 
diagraming. The original 12 participants were single 
mothers in several different capacities, but the three 
we interviewed were all SMC, with one also having an 
older child from a previous marriage.  

Findings 
One theme that we explored was the children’s right to 
digital social media privacy, something that other 
literature has also considered [3, 4]. Although this is 
not unique to single mothers, the issue is amplified 
since single parents have a greater need to share 
’moments’ with others, having fewer people to share 
them with on an everyday basis. It therefore makes 
sense for them to have a rich social media presence, 
yet, the concern for the child’s privacy was important 
for them. Charlotte said:   

”I’m using it [social media] very little now. But I used it 
probably a lot back when I was on maternity leave, and 
also because I had colleagues and friends who gave a 
response. But after she [her daughter] has grown 
older, I don’t post much at all. […] I think she has the 
right to privacy. And I don’t do it [post] because when 
my own girlfriends do it, I honestly don’t think it is very 
interesting always; […] you will always have those 
pictures on the internet, can never get them removed 
again. So I’m very… if I share something, it is only on 
Instagram. 

While Charlotte expressed a concern about her 
daughter’s privacy, she still shared pictures, possibly to 
receive some kind of response from friends and 
acquaintances. Other previous research also confirms 
that social media networks provide a deep connection 
between mothers, often belonging to subgroups such 
as being single mothers [1]. 

Another issue that the mothers addressed was the 
narrative around their families, how it was discussed 
among their children’s classmates and society in 
general. All of our 12 participants expressed grief or 
annoyance that it was difficult to find books or other 
media that represented their family unit, and some 
went as far as to change the storyline when they read 
books to their children, in order to make families more 
like their own. The father might become “uncle Toby” 
or “mommy’s friend Doug”. Karen specifically requested 
books where the children could fill in blanks 
themselves:  

“He would definitely have found it more fun if he [her 
son] could fill in what he wanted to, without the empty 
fields at the end. So the story could be adjusted to him. 



 

He just needs to be approached as the boy he is. I 
mean, nobody says “this is Sophie, and her parents are 
divorced”. You would never do that.” 

Karen had even approached the publisher of a popular 
book series where the books can be personalized with 
the child’s name; she asked if they had ever thought 
about how some children had lost one of their parents 
or never had more than one parent. The publisher 
replied that they were just focusing on the stories they 
were doing now. Karen pointed out the irony of the 
publisher advertising about all the personalization 
possibilities online, yet did not have any stories with 
just one parent.  

While popular media is full of nuclear family 
representations, some participants found this reflected 
even in their daycare. Karen described how the children 
had started very early on to ask her son if and why he 
did not have a father, since the daycare had a chart on 
the wall in the main room, with all the children’s 
pictures and names, and two parents above, this was 
very apparent. Her own son’s picture had an empty 
place where the others’ fathers were listed. Such 
insensitivity by the daycare felt as an infringement of 
their privacy, their own autonomy to talk about their 
family structure on their own terms, at their own time.  

Conclusion  
Single mothers might not be an obviously vulnerable 
population, especially since many of the recent ones 
become SMCs, women who have many resources and 
are actively using those resources to have children on 
their own and provide them with a good life. However, 
their ‘alternative’ family structure often places them in 
situations where they have no choice of privacy in 

terms of being forced to explain their personal context, 
and in situations where social media becomes a lifeline 
to their social status as proud mothers of their children. 
Designing technologies to both address and protect 
their privacy is pivotal to future research.  

 

Figure 1: Sample of illustration of children and their families 
from a daycare. This is more sensitive than the sample 
explained, since the ‘fire’ from the rockets only lists family 
members. While there is extra space in one of the child’s‘ fire 
part, it is not as obvious as an empty part of a figure.  
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Figure 2: Another sample of how 
to illustrate families sensibly. 
Each child holds a balloon with 
family members’ names inside. 
The bottom name is the child’s 
name. 

 

 


