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· Introduction



The power of human stories
Communication has the power to spark change in society. Changing mindsets will change the world, when it comes to gender equality.


Human success stories are a powerful tool for highlighting the lived experiences, resilience, and achievements of women and girls in the face of social, cultural, and structural barriers. By sharing real-life narratives, these stories bring abstract concepts like gender equality to life, allowing communities to see both the challenges and the potential for change. They provide a platform for voices that are often marginalized, giving visibility to experiences that are frequently overlooked in mainstream discussions.
Moreover, success stories challenge harmful stereotypes by showcasing women and girls as active agents of change rather than passive recipients of aid. They inspire others to reflect on societal norms, question discriminatory practices, and recognize the value of empowering women in all spheres of life. In this way, human stories not only document progress but also serve as educational and advocacy tools, promoting empathy, solidarity, and cultural shifts necessary to achieve sustainable gender equality.
This document presents the success stories of 30 women and girls who serve as examples of resilience and empowerment. All stories follow the same format and are written anonymously, as the gender barriers and challenges faced by women and girls often appear in similar forms across different communities. The purpose of anonymity is not only to protect identities but also to emphasize that inspiration comes not from personal recognition alone, but from identifying with the journeys, strategies, and courage demonstrated in overcoming these challenges.
All the stories are based on real experiences of women and girls who actively participated in one or more activities of the project. Through their engagement in trainings, discussions, exhibitors, and empowerment initiatives, they became part of the broader message of the initiative:
“Words Matter. Words Hurt. Words Heal.”
These stories demonstrate how words, attitudes, and social expectations can influence women’s lives, but also how encouragement, solidarity, and empowerment can transform individual journeys and inspire broader social change.
This Success Stories Document has been produced with the support of the European Union within the framework of the sub-granting scheme of the Rise Her Project. Its contents are the sole responsibility of IRCA and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union.







Words that Support Healing – A Service Provider’s Experience
A.M., a 38-year-old social service provider, has spent more than a decade supporting women and girls who have experienced domestic violence. Through her work with survivors, she has learned that violence does not only leave physical scars, but also deep emotional wounds shaped by years of humiliating and controlling language. Many women who approach services arrive carrying the weight of words they have heard repeatedly: that they are incapable, that they are to blame, or that they will not be believed if they speak out.
Over time, A.M. realized that the language used by service providers can play a crucial role in either reinforcing fear or helping rebuild confidence. Through participation in gender equality and leadership training activities, she reflected more deeply on the importance of gender-sensitive communication and the responsibility institutions have when interacting with survivors. The discussions emphasized that listening with respect and speaking with care can create a sense of safety for individuals who have often been silenced for years.
In her daily work, A.M. now places particular attention on the way she communicates with the women she supports. She prioritizes listening without judgment and reinforcing messages that validate survivors’ experiences and dignity. Women who interact with her often describe feeling heard and respected for the first time. One woman once told her that hearing the words “What happened to you is not your fault” was the moment she realized she had the right to seek help.
For A.M., these experiences have reaffirmed that words can either deepen wounds or support recovery. She believes that when survivors encounter supportive language and understanding, they begin to rebuild confidence and trust in themselves and in the institutions meant to protect them.


Choosing Entrepreneurship Despite Doubt
L.K., a 26-year-old woman from a small community, had long dreamed of turning her passion for handmade crafts into a small business. Creativity had always been an important part of her life, yet she often felt that the environment around her did not encourage women to pursue independent economic initiatives.
When she first shared her idea with people in her community, she was met with skepticism. Some suggested that entrepreneurship was too difficult for women, while others advised her to focus on more traditional roles. These comments created uncertainty and made her question whether her ambitions were realistic.
Participation in gender equality and leadership training provided L.K. with a different perspective. During discussions with other women, she realized that many of them had experienced similar doubts and social pressures. The sessions encouraged participants to reflect on gender stereotypes and the ways they influence women’s economic participation. Hearing other women share their experiences helped her gain the confidence to take the first steps toward her idea.
Motivated by this experience, L.K. began producing and promoting handmade products through local markets and social media. Gradually, she started receiving positive feedback from customers and members of her community. Supportive words replaced the earlier skepticism she had encountered.
Today, L.K. views her business not only as a source of income but also as a symbol of independence. Reflecting on her journey, she explains that encouragement can make a significant difference: “When people believe in your potential, it becomes easier to believe in yourself.”


Emotional Intelligence as a Leadership Strength
E.R., a 24-year-old young woman, has always been known among her peers as someone who listens carefully and expresses emotions openly. Her empathetic nature made people feel comfortable sharing their concerns with her, yet for many years she believed that this sensitivity might prevent her from becoming a leader.
Growing up, she often heard comments suggesting that strong leaders should be strict, distant, and emotionally reserved. These messages led her to believe that her emotional openness might be perceived as weakness rather than strength.
Through participation in gender equality and leadership training sessions, E.R. encountered new ideas about leadership and emotional intelligence. The discussions highlighted that empathy, communication, and the ability to understand others are essential leadership skills. These insights helped her reconsider the value of her own qualities.
Encouraged by this new perspective, E.R. began facilitating small group discussions among young women in her community. Her ability to create an open and supportive environment quickly became one of her strongest contributions. Participants often expressed appreciation for the safe and respectful atmosphere she helped build.
Today, E.R. believes that leadership can take many forms and that empathy is one of the most powerful tools for building trust. As she reflects on her experience, she says: “Words once made me believe that emotions were a weakness. Now I know they help me understand people and support them.”


Challenging Gender Stereotypes in Public Service
S.D., a 41-year-old inspector working in a public institution, has spent years performing a demanding role that requires authority, responsibility, and continuous interaction with institutions and communities. Despite her professional dedication, she has often faced stereotypes about women working in positions traditionally dominated by men.
Throughout her career, she frequently heard remarks suggesting that her profession was more suitable for men. Comments implying that the role required “a man’s authority” or “a man’s strength” were not uncommon. While these words were often expressed casually, they reflected persistent assumptions about gender roles in the workplace.
Participation in gender equality training created an opportunity for S.D. to reflect on these experiences and discuss them with others who had encountered similar situations. The discussions emphasized the importance of recognizing women’s contributions and challenging stereotypes that limit professional opportunities.
Over time, S.D. has continued to demonstrate that competence, dedication, and professionalism are not defined by gender. Her work has gained recognition among colleagues and community members, and younger women entering similar fields increasingly see her as a source of inspiration.
Looking back at the comments she once heard, S.D. believes that stereotypes lose their power when challenged through consistent action. She emphasizes that professional capability should never be measured by gender but by commitment and expertise.


A First Job After the Age of 50
M.T., a 52-year-old woman, spent most of her life dedicated to family responsibilities and household duties. Like many women of her generation, she had limited access to education and formal employment opportunities, and the idea of pursuing a career outside the home seemed almost unattainable. Over the years, she frequently encountered discouraging remarks suggesting that it was too late for her to join the workforce. Such statements reinforced the widespread belief that professional opportunities were reserved primarily for younger people or for men, leaving women like her feeling overlooked and underestimated.
Her perspective began to change when she started participating in community discussions and training activities organized by local initiatives. These sessions provided a safe space for learning, sharing experiences, and challenging long-held assumptions about women’s roles. Encouragement from facilitators and positive feedback from peers inspired her to reconsider her capabilities and explore opportunities she had long thought were beyond her reach.
Through persistence and support, M.T. eventually received a job offer for the first time in her life. This milestone was transformative: not only did it strengthen her sense of independence and personal achievement, but it also enhanced her confidence and empowered her to participate more actively in community life. M.T.’s experience highlights the ripple effect of economic empowerment, showing how access to opportunities can boost both self-esteem and social engagement.
Reflecting on her journey, M.T. emphasizes the impact of supportive words and encouragement. “Sometimes, all someone needs to hear is that it is not too late to try,” she says. Her story stands as a powerful testament to the importance of mentorship, guidance, and inclusive initiatives in helping women overcome barriers and realize their potential at any stage of life.

Walking Three Hours for the Freedom to Work
B.H., a 54-year-old woman living in a rural area, faces a daily challenge that many would find daunting: she walks nearly three hours each day to reach her workplace. The journey is physically demanding, particularly during harsh weather conditions, yet she continues to make the trip consistently, viewing it as a necessary investment in her personal and professional growth. For many people in her community, this effort seemed excessive or unnecessary. Some questioned why she would travel such a long distance on foot, suggesting instead that she remain at home and focus solely on family responsibilities. These comments, while well-intentioned, reflected long-standing societal expectations about women’s roles and the limitations placed on their mobility and economic participation. Despite the skepticism of others, B.H. viewed her employment as a cornerstone of her independence. Through participation in community discussions, training sessions, and empowerment activities, she gained a deeper understanding of the value of economic autonomy and the way work can strengthen self-confidence and decision-making. These opportunities helped her recognize that her personal growth and contributions extend beyond domestic responsibilities. Over time, her persistence began to shift perceptions in her community. Neighbors and peers started to see her dedication as a testament to determination and resilience. While the journey remains physically taxing, for B.H., it has become a powerful symbol of personal freedom and commitment to self-reliance. Each step she takes to work reinforces her right to make choices about her own life, asserting that women, too, can claim space in the workforce and society.
Reflecting on her experience, B.H. explains, “Every step of this journey reminds me that independence often requires courage and persistence. No matter how difficult it seems, continuing is what builds strength and freedom.” Her story stands as a vivid example of how determination, combined with supportive community initiatives, can empower women to overcome barriers and inspire others around them.



Overcoming Double Barriers
A.S., a 21-year-old young woman from the Roma community, grew up facing multiple layers of discrimination. As both a woman and a member of a minority community, she often encountered assumptions about what she could or could not achieve.
Throughout her childhood and adolescence, she heard discouraging remarks suggesting that girls from her community rarely continue their education or pursue professional ambitions. These comments reflected broader social stereotypes that limited expectations for many young women like her.
Participation in gender equality and community empowerment activities created a space where A.S. could discuss these experiences openly. Listening to others share similar challenges helped her understand that the barriers she faced were not personal failures but structural inequalities.
Encouraged by these discussions, A.S. began participating more actively in community initiatives and conversations about education and equal opportunities. She now speaks with younger girls about the importance of believing in their abilities and continuing their education.
Reflecting on her journey, she emphasizes that words can influence how young people see their future. When girls hear that their voices matter and their ambitions are valid, they begin to imagine possibilities that once seemed impossible.


From Rejection to Opportunity
K.L., a 27-year-old graduate, spent several years searching for stable and meaningful employment after completing her studies. Despite her academic qualifications, dedication, and strong motivation, she encountered repeated rejections when applying for jobs. Each refusal, while often accompanied by standard feedback, gradually began to erode her confidence. Some responses highlighted a perceived lack of practical experience, while others emphasized the competitiveness of certain sectors, leaving her feeling frustrated and uncertain about her future. This period of setbacks was challenging, as K.L. began questioning her skills and professional direction. Like many young women entering the workforce, she faced not only systemic barriers but also internalized doubts about her capabilities and prospects. It was during this time that she engaged with gender equality initiatives and mentorship programs organized within her community. 
Through interactive discussions, role-playing exercises, and one-on-one guidance, K.L. was able to reconnect with her strengths and clarify her professional goals. She gained practical tools for presenting her skills effectively, navigating job opportunities, and asserting herself confidently in professional settings. The mentorship support also helped her understand that career paths are often nonlinear, and persistence combined with strategic guidance can open doors previously thought closed. Eventually, K.L. secured a position in a civil society organization, where she now actively contributes to projects focused on social inclusion and gender equality. This achievement not only affirmed her professional abilities but also inspired her to become a mentor herself, supporting other young women who are navigating similar challenges in entering the field.
Reflecting on her journey, K.L. emphasizes the transformative power of encouragement and guidance: “Positive support can completely change the way someone sees obstacles. What once felt impossible became achievable when I was reminded of my strengths and potential.” 

A Mother Who Chose Support Over Silence
D.P., a 45-year-old mother, faced an extremely challenging situation when her daughter experienced violence in a personal relationship. In many communities, incidents like these are often treated as private matters, and families may feel immense pressure to remain silent to avoid social judgment or public attention.

When her daughter confided in her, D.P. was confronted with a difficult decision: adhere to social expectations or prioritize her daughter’s safety and well-being. Around her, some voices suggested that the issue should remain within the family, implying that speaking out could bring shame or unwanted scrutiny. These pressures reflect broader cultural norms that often silence survivors and hinder access to support. Through participation in awareness sessions and community dialogue activities on gender-based violence, D.P. gained a deeper understanding of the dynamics of abuse, the rights of survivors, and the critical role of family support. These discussions helped her realize that silence often protects harmful behavior rather than those affected by it. They empowered her to view advocacy and support not as a violation of privacy, but as a moral and social responsibility. Ultimately, D.P. chose to stand beside her daughter, encouraging her to seek professional help and access available support services. This courageous decision strengthened their bond and demonstrated the power of empathy, guidance, and active intervention. Beyond her family, her actions sent a strong message to the community about the importance of addressing violence openly and supporting survivors without stigma.

Reflecting on her experience, D.P. emphasizes that even simple, supportive words can make a profound difference for someone facing violence. “When families choose empathy and solidarity, they help break cycles of silence and stigma,” she notes. Her story highlights how awareness, dialogue, and community engagement can empower individuals to challenge harmful norms and create safer environments for those affected by gender-based violence.

Challenging the Silence Around Domestic Responsibilities
R.K., a 39-year-old woman, has spent many years balancing part-time work alongside the full responsibility of managing household duties. Like many women of her generation, she grew up in an environment where domestic work was considered a natural obligation for women rather than a shared responsibility within the family.

For much of her life, this expectation went unquestioned. Comments suggesting that household chores were “a woman’s duty” reinforced traditional roles and normalized an unequal distribution of labor, placing a disproportionate burden on her. Over time, R.K. began to notice how these ingrained assumptions limited not only her personal time and opportunities but also her sense of equality within her household. Participation in gender equality discussions and community workshops provided her with a new perspective. Listening to other women share similar experiences helped R.K. realize that the unequal division of domestic labor is often socially normalized, even though it can hinder women’s economic participation and personal development. These discussions encouraged her to critically reflect on long-standing norms and consider practical ways to challenge them within her own family. Inspired by these conversations, R.K. started addressing the topic openly with her family, initiating dialogue about fairness, shared responsibilities, and the value of cooperation. Gradually, these conversations led to a more balanced distribution of household duties, with family members actively participating rather than leaving tasks solely to her.
Reflecting on this change, R.K. notes that inequality is often maintained through everyday habits, expectations, and silence. “Even small changes in how we divide household responsibilities can create a significant shift in fairness and respect within the home,” she explains. Her story illustrates how awareness, dialogue, and reflection can empower women to challenge deeply rooted norms and foster equality at both the household and community level.
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