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SUMMARY
The final external evaluation of the Voice of Adversity Project was carried out in the period June-

August 2022, with the participation of the Equilibrium Association team, heads of partner organizations in
five pilot districts of the country (Vidin, Plovdiv, Ruse, Sofia and Shumen), mentors and people whose
voices are heard - children, youth and parents involved in the project due to the need for support from the
child protection system, social services and programs. A team of evaluators from ISUO Consult conducted
on-site and online interviews and analyzed theoretical, methodological and applied documents developed
and implemented in the project. The team was joined by consultants Daniela Yaneva and Radka
Mladenova who worked in the field in two areas. The team attended two public events for general
discussion of the results.

About the people and the products: at the end of the project, we gathered the opinions of 58
participants from 7 locations in the 5 pilot districts. 29 children, young people and parents met with the
evaluators and shared "first hand" who heard their voice and how this listening impacted them. We spoke
- in person and remotely - with 19 mentors and 6 managers of partner organisations across the country.
We deepened the opinions with the reflection of 4 Equilibrium team members - about the context of the
project, the role of the personal story’s method and the perspectives for the development of activism and
social capital. We learned about the project's know-how documents (methodology, tools for recording and
analyzing personal stories, training materials, feedback, online platform, publications) and other
documents of the team for working with families, helping and decision makers.

About the analysis and conclusions: we analyzed exciting, sincere, in-depth opinions:
- To children, young people and parents: the value of listening and encouraging personal voice and

activity - in the family, in the protected environment of social services, in the community.
- To the mentors, partners and project team: about the need and power of free human

communication that follows the narrative of the sharer, explores the resources of the storyteller
and the helpers with ideas about resources, possible solutions and steps for change.

The memorable main conclusions are related to:
 Participation of the vulnerable. "The Voice of Adversity" is a unique project for Bulgaria, targeting

enduring socio-cultural attitudes that place barriers to people's activism and keep them in a
vulnerable or passive state, highly dependent on access to support. By participating in the project,
each child, young person and parent walks, with the support of a mentor, their own path - from
the role of a 'vulnerable person' to the role of a 'storyteller' of a personal story, a 'co-author' of
shared knowledge about the difficulties faced by families and a member of a mutual support
group. Along the way, participants develop their skills, increase their belief in their own strengths,
and seek solutions and supporters.

 Professionals learn from personal history and experience. Listening to the narratives of children
and families - an original method of the Equilibrium team - enhances the competence of mentors,
helpers and partner organizations who learn from the shared difficulties of families in a particular
city. The 385 stories gathered bring authentic knowledge about problems and possible solutions
in key areas of life: family support, education, health, social support and services, housing,
employment, transportation, recreation and leisure.

 Personal stories-"compass" for quality. "Equilibrium and its partner organisations use personal
stories as a tool to assess the quality of support received by families. Progress is found in stories of
change-for the individual and the family.

 Sharing and empowerment. The transition from sharing personal stories to empowerment is a
process of continuous development - of individuals and groups. It is an ongoing journey with many
steps and with support through mentoring, training, advocacy preparation. Project participants
have walked a varying number of steps together. Together the journey continues!
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I. CONTEXT OF THE FINAL EXTERNAL EVALUATION

„"People's minds - by default - are 'wired' to think about others. The more we interact with other
people, the more we spontaneously think about them. Loneliness and passive presence do not
directly affect thoughts about others... The more social the environment is—with more social
interaction—the more people think about each other."1 (J. Mildner, D. Tamir)

1. General objective of the final external evaluation of the Voice of Adversity project
This evaluation of the Voice of Adversity project, implemented by the Equilibrium Association and

funded by the Tanya's Dream Fund, is an independent analysis of key results, lessons learned and
conclusions. A focus in the assessment is social interaction by exploring:

- the project development context;
- the innovative method of mentoring and authentic personal stories of the participants;
- the impact of the method on the "storytellers", mentors and organizations;
- the results, lessons learned and development opportunities.
The project was implemented in the period June 2021-September 2022 by "Equilibrium" - one of

the leading organizations in the deinstitutionalization of childcare.
2. Contex of the project and the external evaluation
The project and the evaluation are related to the context of the child protection policy in Bulgaria,

to the development needs, as well as to the shared values in the European and national social practice,
including "Equilibrium" and "Tanya's Dream" Fund. Context includes:

 The ambiguous development in the child protection policy, aimed in recent years at preventing
the separation of children from their families and at their integration into the community through
meaningful, but not systematically bound, measures in the universal sectors - social sector, health
care and education, among which:

- Development of the protection system towards “transition to prevent the needs for child
protection needs, provide better services responsive to children's needs and engage
health and education in fulfilling this function”.2 In support of these goals, the new Social
Services Act is implemented3.

- Ongoing process of "Bulgarian deinstitutionalization" of childcare, defined with polar
assessments such as: a) "successfully completed reform" according to the governments of
Bulgaria (reporting number of closed institutions for children with disabilities and without
parental care and number of new social services opened in the community) and b) as a
reform "facing many challenges" and repeating institutional relations in the new services,
according to national and international analysts, professionals, observers, children and
parents“.4

- Implemented separate structural changes in health care to "eliminate the possibility of
children up to 3 years of age to be placed in an institution", by closing the Homes for

1 Mildner Judith N., D. I. Tamir, The people around you are inside your head: Social context shapes spontaneous thought,

Department of Psychology, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ 08544, USA, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34138598/

2 Child Protection System Analysis, Final Report, UNICEF, 2019 г., с. 7, https://www.unicef.org/bulgaria/media/9361/file

3 The Social Services Act is in force as of June 2021.

4 Bulgarian deinstitutionalization – failure or success? Know-how center for alternative care for children, NBU,

https://knowhowcentre.nbu.bg/balgarskata-deinstitucionalizacia-proval-ili-uspeh/

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34138598/
https://www.unicef.org/bulgaria/media/9361/file
https://knowhowcentre.nbu.bg/balgarskata-deinstitucionalizacia-proval-ili-uspeh/
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medical and social care and opening Centers for complex services for children with
disabilities and chronic diseases, but without interaction with the social and educational
systems and without active work with families;5

- Introduced measures for inclusive education and access to general and specialized
support in the school system for children and students in need, but again without active
interaction with the social and health systems and families.6

 Current needs for change in social practice:
- The need to accept the leading role of the family in policies for children and to provide

assistance to the family to take full responsibility and the child to grow up in a family
environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love7.

- Need for accessible support for parents and carers to develop their parenting skills at
national level 8 and to build community.

- The need to listen to the voice of children who continue to suffer from socio-economic
exclusion. "Children's concerns are not sufficiently listened to, and their views are often
not considered sufficient on important issues.“9

- Need for active involvement of families in the discussion of important issues, incl. related
to social services. A similar need has been heard and met by Equilibrium, which has
provided a secure sharing space for parents“.10

 Shared values and approaches to support children and families
- European values
The key European values aim to protect children's rights in the following areas 11:

o systematic participation of children in public life;
o transition from care to support outside the social care system;
o prevention of violence and measures to support families;
o justice in the interest of the child, they are heard and safe;
o access to a safe digital environment, literacy, online materials;
o children are supported, protected and empowered through quality education,

social protection, health services, housing, living conditions.

5 Partial impact assessment, Decree of the Council of Ministers on Structural Changes in the Health Care System, 22.12.2020,

https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer_public/2021/01/07/3_ov.pdf

6 Ordinance on inclusive education, https://www.lex.bg/bg/laws/ldoc/2137177670
7 Key recommendations for the UN Resolution on the Rights of the Child 2019 https://www.hopeandhomes.org/news-
article/unga/

8 Child Protection System Analysis, Final Report, UNICEF, 2019, p. 8,https://www.unicef.org/bulgaria/media/9361/file

9 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee

and the Committee of the Regions, EU Strategy for the Rights of the Child, Brussels, 24.3.2021, p.2,

https://parliament.bg/pub/ECD/4300501_BG_ACT_part1_v2.pdf

10 Independent assessment of Equilibrium Family Center - Ruse, http://eq-bg.org/bg/nezavisima-otsenka-na-semeen-tsentar-na-

ekvilibrium-v-ruse/

11 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee

and the Committee of the Regions, EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, Brussels, 24.3.2021,

https://parliament.bg/pub/ECD/4300501_BG_ACT_part1_v2.pdf

https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer_public/2021/01/07/3_ov.pdf
https://www.hopeandhomes.org/news-article/unga/
https://www.hopeandhomes.org/news-article/unga/
https://www.unicef.org/bulgaria/media/9361/file
https://parliament.bg/pub/ECD/4300501_BG_ACT_part1_v2.pdf
https://parliament.bg/pub/ECD/4300501_BG_ACT_part1_v2.pdf
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- The values of the "Tanya's Dream" Fund
The fund invites organizations with a contribution to work with children and families to develop

projects to support families in crisis. The projects are in sync with the Fund's vision of creating a "Bulgarian
society in which children grow up in families and receive the support they need to develop fully“12. The
key values of the Fund are:

 We are family oriented.
 Our starting point is human rights.
 Wework for inclusion – we do not divide or exclude.
 We strive for maximum impact.
 We learn from both our successes and our failures.13

- The values and approaches of the Association "Equilibrium“
"Equilibrium" works sustainably for the authentic participation of children and parents - in need of

support - by upgrading and breaking standard social services. The key values are:
o Active participation of children and parents
o Listening to the opinion of families
o Children's participation and self-presentation.
o Positive parenting
o Working with professionals and partners in different sectors

 Available resources
"Equilibrium" develops capacity to support and activate families as follows:
o Involves children and parents in seeking ideas for the support they need.14
o Researches and analyzes feedback from families to assess the quality of social services

provided. Along with the minimum quality standards, Equilibrium implements and promotes
the assessment of strengths and impact on children's well-being as a model for assessing the
quality of support.15

o Develops children's participation: Equilibrium is a leader in working with innovative models for
children's participation through games, experiential learning, mutual aid, together with
kindergartens, schools and social services.16

o Partners with parents to develop positive parenting skills.
o Develops partnerships with kindergartens, schools, social service providers by conducting

trainings, consultations and supervisions of teams working with children and parents.

II. METHODOLOGY OF THE FINAL EXTERNAL EVALUATION

12 Thereinbefore

13 Tanya's Dream Fund, https://tdfund.org/bg/

14 Independent assessment of Equilibrium Family Center in Ruse, http://eq-bg.org/bg/nezavisima-otsenka-na-semeen-tsentar-na-

ekvilibrium-v-ruse/
15 Importance of assessment and self-assessment for quality service delivery

http://eq-bg.org/bg/znachenie-na-otsenkata-i-samootsenkata-za-predostavyane-na-kachestveni-

uslugi/?fbclid=IwAR1G2G3M17idf6kZyb-gS9ZzTBnayUTTfzVHTB7905BDkDNvONzjH5i_NKw

16 Children's participation - as easy as child's play, http://eq-bg.org/bg/utchastieto-na-detsata-lesno-kato-detska-igra-

2/?fbclid=IwAR18aWeUNTFVkHzyqms4yD8kEt4l4eh0s4jCwJGKAXdgP7OddNMtQ3P2O_w

https://tdfund.org/bg/
http://eq-bg.org/bg/nezavisima-otsenka-na-semeen-tsentar-na-ekvilibrium-v-ruse/
http://eq-bg.org/bg/nezavisima-otsenka-na-semeen-tsentar-na-ekvilibrium-v-ruse/
http://eq-bg.org/bg/znachenie-na-otsenkata-i-samootsenkata-za-predostavyane-na-kachestveni-uslugi/?fbclid=IwAR1G2G3M17idf6kZyb-gS9ZzTBnayUTTfzVHTB7905BDkDNvONzjH5i_NKw
http://eq-bg.org/bg/znachenie-na-otsenkata-i-samootsenkata-za-predostavyane-na-kachestveni-uslugi/?fbclid=IwAR1G2G3M17idf6kZyb-gS9ZzTBnayUTTfzVHTB7905BDkDNvONzjH5i_NKw
http://eq-bg.org/bg/utchastieto-na-detsata-lesno-kato-detska-igra-2/?fbclid=IwAR18aWeUNTFVkHzyqms4yD8kEt4l4eh0s4jCwJGKAXdgP7OddNMtQ3P2O_w
http://eq-bg.org/bg/utchastieto-na-detsata-lesno-kato-detska-igra-2/?fbclid=IwAR18aWeUNTFVkHzyqms4yD8kEt4l4eh0s4jCwJGKAXdgP7OddNMtQ3P2O_w
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„Both internal and external evaluation provide evidence of social work effectiveness. The internal
evaluation is based on the daily work and evaluations of the helpers and the opinions of the
supported people. It discovers the specific results for them. External evaluation increases confidence
in the effectiveness of the intervention and contributes to the development of the knowledge of the
helpers. The “internal-external assessment” dichotomy provides perspectives on the continuum of
accumulating knowledge.“17 (Kevin M. Gorey)

1. Focus of assessment
The current evaluation of the Voice of Adversity project analyzes the direct impact on children and

families, on the knowledge and attitudes of mentors and partner organizations, and on the cumulative
knowledge of the project team. The analyzed results are based on at least three sources of information in
order to have objectivity and diversity: the opinions of children, young people and parents; the opinions of
mentors, partner managers and the Equilibrium team and project documents: tools, personal stories,
methodology, e-platform, publications.

2. Evaluation process
The evaluation included activities and results logically related to its purpose, namely:

Method Results
Analysis of the project context 12 international and national documents were reviewed, as well

as 20 Equilibrium documents and products
Development of data collection
and analysis tools

A total of 6 tools have been developed:
- interview questions with 5 groups of respondents;
- instruction to assessors. 18
The tools meet the United Nations Evaluation Group's Evaluation
Norms and Standards (2016)19.

Tools and process consulting Discussions were held with the team to finalize the research
instruments and field work.

Conducting interviews:
in the field and online

A total of 58 participants from 5 regions20 took part including:
- 29 children, young people and parents;
- 19 mentors;
- 6 managers;
- 4 representatives of the project team.21

Analysis of the results and
preparation of a report

A qualitative analysis of the results was carried out, and for each
component of the assessment, summarized opinions of all groups
of interviewees were presented, with quotes and with a
description of the number of similar answers and the profile of
the respondents (such as role and place of residence). For
compactness, the opinions of children and young people have
been combined into one group.

17 Gorey, Kevin M., Effectiveness of social work intervention research: Internal versus external evaluations,
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/230817495_Effectiveness_of_social_work_intervention_research_Internal_versus_ext
ernal_evaluations
18 Инструментите са приложени към настоящия доклад на оценката.
19UN Evaluation Group’s Norms and Standards for Evaluation (2016), http://www.unevaluation.org/document/detail/1914

20 Оценката бе проведена в 5 области на проекта - Видин, Пловдив, Русе, София, Шумен.

21 Minutes of the conducted interviews are attached to the report.

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kevin-Gorey
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kevin-Gorey
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/230817495_Effectiveness_of_social_work_intervention_research_Internal_versus_external_evaluations
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/230817495_Effectiveness_of_social_work_intervention_research_Internal_versus_external_evaluations
http://www.unevaluation.org/document/detail/1914
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III. OPINIONS AND RESULTS OF THE FINAL EXTERNAL EVALUATION

Context: Understanding the natural "environment" of project development is an important condition
for its analysis and evaluation not (only) as a separate project with its own goals and results, but as a
process of developing a new professional method and as an analysis of its impact on specific
participants, their families, helpers and communities and the social connections between them. It is
an approach of "listening" to the difficulties and wishes of children and families, of support to
"enlighten" and trust in their own resources and attempt to cope and create an environment of
acceptance, mutual support and activity to be developed by them together.

The opinion of children and parents, of mentors and organizations is also a story - about the needs,
limits and efforts for activation and social connection - on the occasion of a project, but also from it to
people's lives. These narratives go beyond the familiar "algorithm" in social practice: "needs
assessment" - "individual planning and casework" - "outcome assessment" because they place the
needs, resources and achievements of each child and adult in a wider social context - of their own life
and of life in the community, and of the connections between them - social interaction, so-called
“social capital“.

The opinions and results presented here - in part III - "illuminate" the path of the creation and
launch of the project, the inclusion of the various participants in it, the impact on people, teams and the
activities of the partner organizations (social service providers and organizations supporting children and
families) and the results for the representatives of each participant group.

The opinions are also analyzed in the following Part IV, in which we trace the lessons learned and the
way forward for the evaluation participants. It is an attempt to “order” the multiple thoughts, experiences
and messages of the participants so that we do not lose a single idea and look at the different faces and
narratives shared with trust by people and for people - as in the “mark” of The Voice of Adversity project:

1. Role and participation in the Voice of Adversity project
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How the project brought together children and families, helping professionals and community
partners?22

Equilibrium Team
„The specific focus of the
project - mentoring for self-
advocacy - involves
storytelling and first steps
towards collaborative action
within the community“.

(Project Manager)

Partners
„The project is innovative,
and the approach is very
close to our work as a parent
organization. The confidence
we have in "Equilibrium.“

(Partner - Plovdiv)

Mentors
„The field work is the most
exciting and through it is the
fastest way to get to the
results“.

(Mentor - Vidin)
„Augusto Boal said that in order
to hear the voice of the
oppressed, we must learn to
listen to the silence. I was
attracted to the idea of
developing activities that break
the silence“ (Mentor- Plovdiv)

Children and youth
„When I found out what we were going to do, I
became interested.“ (Child, Roma minority -
Shumen)

„I was attracted by the method of personal stories -
on the border between serious work and
creativity.“ (Member of a group for youth activism -
Sofia)

Parents
„I believe that the resources of any group of
concerned parents exceed the resources of the
individual parent and family.“

(Parent of a child with special needs - Sofia)

22 The opinions collected in this and the following parts provide vivid examples of Equilibrium's work in pursuit of Goal 1:

The project enables disadvantaged families to articulate their needs and aspirations.

Context: The project reflects the mission and values of "Equilibrium" and is a logical,
sustainable continuation and upgrade of the organization's long-term activity and
capacity. It is carried out as a result of the invitation of the "Tanya's Dream" Fund to
"Equilibrium" to develop a project that is based on the previous experience of the
organization and corresponds to the key priority of the Fund - to contribute to the
development of a "Bulgarian society in which children grow up in a family environment
and receive the necessary support to develop fully“.
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1.1. Role of the Voice of Adversity project - the opinios of the team

What place does the "Voice of Adversity" project occupy in the activities of "Equilibrium“?
The opinions:
The project upgrades Equilibrium's long-standing work by developing and implementing an innovative
method of sharing, participation, mutual support and feedback - personal stories.
The project is part of the development of Equilibrium, its mission, values and practice

 „The specific focus of the project—mentoring self-advocacy through storytelling and taking
the first steps toward developing a platform for collaborative community action—is
consistent with (1) the focus points in previous projects and (2) how we have developed our
style of interaction with the clients of the social services we manage...” Examples of
interaction include: “parent involvement in the discussion of services and their environment,
responsiveness/reactivity to community needs through self-assessment of services,
involvement and presentation of children through games and creativity.“ (Project manager)

 „The project contributes to the development of the organization by developing and
implementing new approaches - mentoring and working with personal stories.“ (Expert
platform)

The project with a building model for the quality of social services through feedback
 „The project further extends our approach to improve services by seeking user feedback. In

our project "Evaluation and self-evaluation of centers providing services for children and their
families as a means of building capacity23 the topic of authentic feedback was included - how
to get it, what are the obstacles. We settled on social events as an informal platform for
viewing, listening, informal interaction with users. We have practiced this with our services.24
(2 coordinators)

The project with an innovative method of listening to the voice of different participants in the
deinstitutionalization process

 „In the context of Covid, we had to find another method of feedback that could be used live
and online, in small groups and individually. This also coincided with the interest of the donor
"Tanya's Dream" Fund to hear the experiences of the direct participants in the
deinstitutionalization process, with nationally representative results. We decided to work
with social service provider partners to include more settlements and more participants. The
story recording and analysis tool was invented by the project manager.“ (Coordinator)

The project with a partnership approach in the social sphere
 „The project contributes to the expansion of our activities through the partnership with many

organizations in the country. The organization also developed its capacity to coordinate the
activities of different types of organizations in the social sphere. (Expert platform).

1.2. Участие в проект „Гласът на уязвимостта“ – мненията на организациите-партньори

23 Evaluation and self-evaluation of centers providing services for children and their families as a tool for capacity building, 29
October 2013, https://eq-bg.org/bg/proekt-otsenka-i-samootsenka-na-tsentrovete-predostavyashti-uslugi-za-detsa-i-tehnite-
semeystva-kato-sredstvo-za-izgrazhdane-na-kapatsitet/

24 Challenges, Ethical Issues, Key Principles, Suggested Approaches and Tools Appropriate for Impact Assessment on Child and
Family Social Service Users, 15 April 2015, https://eq-bg.org/bg/predizvikatelstva-etitchni-vaprosi-klyutchovi-printsipi/

https://eq-bg.org/bg/proekt-otsenka-i-samootsenka-na-tsentrovete-predostavyashti-uslugi-za-detsa-i-tehnite-semeystva-kato-sredstvo-za-izgrazhdane-na-kapatsitet/
https://eq-bg.org/bg/proekt-otsenka-i-samootsenka-na-tsentrovete-predostavyashti-uslugi-za-detsa-i-tehnite-semeystva-kato-sredstvo-za-izgrazhdane-na-kapatsitet/
https://eq-bg.org/bg/predizvikatelstva-etitchni-vaprosi-klyutchovi-printsipi/


10

How did you decide your organization to become a project partner?

The opinions:
All interviewed managers of project partner organizations identified several main motives for the
involvement of their organizations, namely:

 Possibility to be included in a project with an innovative concept and model of work with
different groups of children and parents (4 managers - Sofia, Shumen).

 Possibility to work directly with clients using a new, empowering method (3 managers –
Plovdiv, Sofia, Shumen)

 Confidence in the competence and experience of the Equilibrium Association (2 managers –
Plovdiv, Shumen).

1.3. Participation in the Voice of Adversity project - mentors' views

How did you decide to get involved as a mentor in a project?

The opinions:
All mentors from the pilot areas are attracted by the idea of the project and the opportunity of
working directly with children and parents. Among the specific reasons for participation are:

 Professional experience available: The interviewees have diverse experience in working with
people - as trainers, support specialists, researching satisfaction with social services, and for
some of them - as mentors/tutors of vulnerable groups (4 mentors - Sofia, 2 mentors - Plovdiv,
3 mentors - Ruse, 1 mentor - Sadovo, 1 mentor - Shumen)

 Need and opportunity to upgrade professional experience: The opportunity to upgrade the
experience and skills of the specialists for working in a group with different people - children,
youth, parents (4 mentors - Sofia, 1 mentor - Ruse), work with underage mothers from the
Roma minority (1 mentor - Vidin)

 Possibility to be involved in a project with a meaningful and innovative concept:
The specialists are attracted by the idea and overall concept of the project (5 mentors - Sofia,
1 mentor - Plovdiv), as well as new methods of working with new groups for the mentors. In
the situation of novelty, the mentors shared that they had "support frommore experienced
colleagues who supervised our work." "Equilibrium's potential gave me security." (2 mentors -
Sofia, 1 mentor - Plovdiv, 1 mentor - Ruse)

 Possibility to work directly with target groups with a new, authentic and empowering
method (3 mentors - Sofia)
- "I found the approach of hearing people's authentic stories interesting." (1 mentor - Vidin).
- I was attracted by the potential for change towards proactivity of children and parents (1
mentor - Sofia).

1.4. Participation in the project "Voice of Adversity" - the opinion of children and young people

How did you decide to join the project?

The opinions:
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All children and young people interviewed shared that the decision to participate in the project was
made due to their interest in personal stories and their experiences as volunteers, participant in a
youth group or as a social service user. Specific shared motives are:

 Interest in the method of personal stories as a new method: a) gathering of peers and like-
minded people - "every young person brings a friend to the group" (4 young people,
representatives of the Roma minority and members of a youth activism group - Sofia) and b)
the importance of personal stories (2 young people - one with special needs and one member
of an activism group - Sofia).

 Personal interest related to the desire to continue education in the field of psychology, child
protection, working with people (1 member of a youth activism group - Sofia, 3 young people,
Roma minority - Sofia);

 The invitation to participate from supporting specialists and managers of social services who
motivated children and young people to get involved and express their opinion (2 young
people with special needs - Vidin, 2 children with special needs - Plovdiv, 2 children with
special needs - Ruse)

 Meeting of people from the day care center with children and parents in the
"neighborhood": Family members - parents, grandmother, brother - influenced the decision.
One of the children says that she has been visiting the social service since she was little and
immediately got involved in the project. (6 children Roma minority, 1 child with special needs -
Shumen).

 Experience as volunteers in activities and programs of the partners (3 young people - Sofia);
 Interest in the subject of children's rights and child protection, because rights are not

sufficiently discussed either in school or in society, and there is not enough training for
children and young people (2 young people - Sofia).

All share that they received support from a trusted person - mentor, service director, etc.

1.5. Participation in the project "Voice of Adversity" - the opinion of parents

How did you decide to join the project?

The opinions:
All interviewed parents joined the project because of their children. The mentors had a bridging role
between the parents and the project. Leading concrete motives are:

 Trust in the team and mentors, in specialists in the social service and school (4 parents -
Sofia, 1 parent - Vidin, 4 parents - Ruse);

 Willingness for mutual help with other parents in a close situation (3 parents - Sofia, 1
parent - Plovdiv);

 Experience as volunteers in various activities and programs (2 parents – Sofia);
 Trust in the resources of the united parents (2 parents - Sofia).
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Conclusions about the role of the project and the participation in it

1. The project is part of the long-term activity of "Equilibrium", it reflects the mission and values of
the organization, as well as the context that led to the implementation of the project - social,
professional, community context. The project is based on, integrates and develops the professional
and organizational capacity of "Equilibrium", which - in turn - includes in-depth knowledge of
scientific theories and approaches for working with vulnerable groups; apply, adapt and develop new,
proprietary methods and tools to support and activate these groups; analyzes and popularizes the
methods and tools, offering training and partnership to local organizations in the social sphere, thus
influencing beyond the boundaries of its own resources and activity – in wider social and professional
communities
2. The role of the project is wide-ranging in terms of the target groups involved as "tellers" of
personal stories and also in terms of the problematic themes shared within them. The project
includes children, youth and parents from different settlements in Bulgaria, with different
participation in the social system - users of social services, included in the child protection system or
in the process of deinstitutionalization. The team works with children and youth with special needs
and their parents; children and young people who have left social institutions and are using social
services, parents using social services. The analysis of their opinions shows that the project introduces
a common method of listening, accepting and connecting, close to the needs of the participants,
which is missing in the established system of social work and services
3. Project work is multi-layered and activates bottom-up potential, resources and solutions. The
activities aim to support vulnerable groups by listening, accepting and activating their resources,
analyzing the needs for change in the environment and services, as well as development at the level
of social practices and policies. The collection and analysis of personal narratives directly affects the
experiences of the storytellers, indirectly changes social services and can contribute to proposals for
social policy, by analyzing a critical number of stories and problems in areas of life on a national scale.
4. Working on a project with an innovative concept and an empowering method of working directly
with children, youth and parents motivates partner organizations and mentors to participate. The
presence of close experience in working with children and families and the desire to build on it is an
important motive for the participation of mentors and managers. Confidence in the competence and
experience of Equilibrium is an additional success factor that contributes to the partnership in the
difficult time with Covid.
5. The leading motives for participation of children and young people in the project include interest
in the method of personal stories, individual interest in one's own development, as well as trust in
supporting specialists and the opinion of relatives. Own experience in volunteering and interest in
children's rights are an additional factor for participation.
6. A leading motive for parents' participation is the desire to support their own child. Additional
positive factors are: trust in the team and mentors, specialists and directors in the social service and
in school, the desire for mutual help with other parents in a similar situation and trust in their
resources, as well as available experience in volunteering.
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2. Impact of the personal story method

How sharing personal stories impacts children, youth and parents?

Equilibrium Team
„The impact is broad - people
feel understood, accepted,
perceived as part of a group
with similar problems; some
are looking for a solution to
their problems. Others
worked up the courage to
speak publicly at the events.“

(Coordinator)

Partners
„Breaking the ice brought
specialists and parents closer,
improved work with
children.“

(Manager– Shumen)

Mentors
„The method offers a new
type of participation for
young people from the social
services – participation with
free choice, not as a
mandatory part of social
service. “

(Mentor – Ruse)

Children and youth
„I like that I can talk about both my problems
and my dreams. I have a lot of dreams, but
most of all I want to be reunited with my
family.“ (Young person, Vidin)

„We learn to stand up for our rights and
distinguish discrimination. I used to think
something was just unfair, but now I can say it
was discrimination.” (Child with special needs -
Plovdiv)

Parents
„Personal stories give us freedom to speak
calmly and come to discoveries: that we are
not to blame!" (Parent-Sofia)

„We parents of children with special needs
want someone to listen to us because we
are locked in a cage thinking only of our
children. Many things are weighing on me, I
am struggling to make one or another
decision for the child. For the first time, I
meet understanding from the first time."
(Parent-user of social services - Ruse)

Context: The personal stories method was developed by the Project Manager, David Bissett, in
the context of Equilibrium's ongoing efforts to understand the attitudes and issues of the
children and families they support. The method is a response to the team's search for a
universally valid tool close to everyday communication, which gives authentic knowledge about
the important topics and acute problems of people.
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2.1. Impact of the personal story method - the team's view
How people's sharing of personal stories affects them?

The opinions:
The team tracks and analyzes both the positive impact of the personal story method on the target
groups and the limitations they face.

Positive impact on storytellers - children, youth and parents
 Broad impact on different groups of children, youth and parents:

- "The impact is broad - everyone is like-minded." (Coordinator project)
- “I have used storytelling groups for several years in different contexts. When I counsel
teenagers with challenging behavior, I encourage them to bring a friend or friends every now
and then. As parents of young children, we see each other for pizza and beer dinners. When I
do supervision in social services, I encourage storytelling and reflection.” (Project Manager)

 A sense of understanding, acceptance and empathy: "People in the groups shared that this
type of communication brought them a lot of personal comfort, the feeling that they were not
alone, that they could share and be heard and understood." (Coordinator Project)

 Enhanced social connections and community:
All partners give feedback that working in a group allows people to understand that they are
part of a community with similar problems." (Coordinator project)
- “Feedback from the storytellers showed that participation in the groups brought benefits to
them and they wanted to be part of the practice - solid connections were made and there was
a sense of belonging to something useful. I was encouraged by the feedback from storytellers
in various places. Some of them participated in public events.” (Project manager)

2.2. Impact of the method of personal stories - the opinion of partners
How sharing personal stories affects storytellers?

The opinions:
All interviewed managers give examples of the impact of the method:

 Building relationships and a sense of belonging: "We are a community and that is the most
valuable thing," shared a mother-participant." (3 managers-Plovdiv, Sadovo, Sofia);

 Getting to know each other, creating deeper connections, even among peers (3 managers -
Plovdiv, Sadovo, Sofia).

 Giving and receiving support from the mentor and the group (2 managers - Plovdiv, Shumen)
 Improving interaction between participants: “Young people offered help in some stories...

Parents - learned from other parents, had fun together and cried together. This was their
time." (Manager - Plovdiv)

 From listening and accepting to searching and finding a solution: "Some parents found a
solution to their problems in the stories of other participants during the meetings." "Some
parents can now advocate for themselves." (2 managers - Shumen)

 Children and young people feel protected and understood (Manager – Shumen)
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 Free communication in all groups (Manager – Plovdiv);

2. 3. Impact of the personal story method - mentors' views
How sharing personal stories affects storytellers?

The opinions:
Mentors recognize a palette of positive examples of the impact of personal stories:

 Building connections and a sense of belonging: The feeling shared by the participants "I am
not alone", "I have like-minded people", I have " soulmates", "We are a community and that is
the most valuable thing" (5 mentors -Sofia, 1 mentor - Vidin, 3 mentors - Plovdiv, 2 mentors -
Ruse, 2 mentors - Shumen).

 Free communication: Calm, free communication, without inhibitions, with people with close
problems (3 mentors-Sofia, 1 mentor Plovdiv, 1 mentor-Ruse, 2 mentors-Shumen). "As one of
the young people said, "I could say anything I wanted" (Mentor Plovdiv)

 From listening and accepting to exploring and looking for a solution: The experience of
listening, understanding and accepting motivates some of the participants to explore the
problem, look for a solution, discover that it is important to a large group of people and
advocate for themselves (2 mentors – Sofia, 2 mentors - Plovdiv, 3 mentors - Ruse). Some of
them do more - promote the solutions (2 mentors - Sofia, 2 mentors - Vidin)

 Validation of what is shared and a sense of self-importance: When participants tell their
stories to others, they see their reaction – listen to them, empathize with them, ask them,
support them. Thus, they directly receive feedback that what they say is important (1 mentor
- Sadovo) and that others show interest in the narrator (2 mentors - Sofia, 2 mentors - Plovdiv
and Sadovo, 3 mentors - Ruse)

 Group support from mentors and participants (2 mentors - Sofia, 1 mentor - Ruse).
 To say out loud, to bring their thoughts and emotions "outside" to be heard (1 mentor -

Sofia, 1 mentor - Vidin, 2 mentors - Ruse, 2 mentors - Shumen).
 The atmosphere of understanding and empathy (2 mentors - Sofia, 1 mentor - Ruse).
 Getting to know each other, creating deeper connections, even among people who know

each other before the project (2 mentors - Sofia, 1 mentor - Plovdiv).
 Feeling of self-importance, validated by listening to personal stories and interest in the

personality and opinion of the narrator (2 mentors - Sofia, 2 mentors - Ruse)
 Free choice of participation: New type of participation for young people from social services -

participation with free choice, not a mandatory part of social service (1 mentor - Ruse).
 Strengthening faith in the social system and in the presence of people who want to hear the

voice of adversity (1 mentor - Sofia)
 Raising expectations towards the teams (1 mentor - Shumen)

2.4. Impact of the personal story method - the views of children and young people

At the project meetings, you share issues that are important to you. Does this help you??
The opinions:
All young people interviewed felt that sharing personal stories helped them as individuals and as
members of a group or community, through:
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 Impact on communication and self-knowledge: “Yes, it helps me because I like to
communicate, to share. I always learn something new - for others and for myself." (young
person with special needs - Sofia).

 Impact on analytical skills: "A person discovers more points of view, goes deeper into the
problem." (member of the youth participation group - Sofia).

 Building a sense of belonging to a group: “We discuss problems in the family. Allegedly,
families are different, but they have common problems." (young person with special needs -
Sofia). "This is a group of peers with similar interests and readiness for participation and
activity." (member of a youth participation group - Sofia). "Someone shares a problem, but it
turns out to be important to everyone. This helps us!” . "We feel part of a group, we look for
solutions together" (2 young people, Plovdiv)

 Impact on self-esteem and social skills: “Yes, the method helps a lot. There were more
anxious participants and they became calmer, relaxed in the group. Even the younger ones
speak more calmly!" (3 young people from the Roma minority - Sofia). "We learned what
confidentiality is - not to tell other people what we heard our friends tell." (2 young people
with special needs - Plovdiv)

 Impact on self-advocacy skills: Young people recognize examples of discrimination and
express their needs to be accepted as equals - "I don't like being separated from other kids at
school, I don't like being pitied and other people to speak on my behalf." ( young person with
special needs - Plovdiv)

 Group and environment impact: “Personal stories help everyone! In the group, we had not
only a conversation, but also drawing, working with posters. Thus, the discussion grew into
some kind of product with which we can have an impact." (member of a youth participation
group, also shared by a young person with special needs - Sofia).

 "It would be very useful to work like this in school, but it is hardly possible. Students would
not accept the method perhaps - the environment is not supportive. MIR Center is the right
place for such meetings - the environment is positive." (3 young people Roma minority -
Sofia).

 Direct impact of the "personal stories" method:
- Normality of the method - "This is a group for discussing ordinary problems that we all face."
(3 young people from the Roma minority - Sofia).
- Mutuality - "Everyone gives ideas and we all listen to each other." (3 young people from the
Roma minority - Sofia).
- Getting to know friends in a new light - "We have known each other for a long time and are
friends, but we have not shared problems and dreams." (2 young people with special needs -
Plovdiv, 3 young people from the Roma minority - Sofia)
- Independence - "We try to solve problems independently and with the help of the mentor."
(3 young people from the Roma minority - Sofia).

The single opinion of a child who doesn't like telling stories and insists on personal boundaries is
important: "I don't like prying into my private life." The opinion requires ongoing research and
development of the method, with a view to having and working effectively with firm boundaries
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between personal life and work in a group.
2.5. Impact of the personal story method - parents' views

At project meetings, you share issues that are important to you. Does this help you?

The opinions:
All parents interviewed felt that sharing personal stories helps them as individuals, parents, family
members and as a group with close problems through:

 Mutual support and a sense of belonging: "We developed friendly relations with other
parents because of what we shared.", "I shared my biggest worries about raising my child and
met understanding and help." (6 parents - Sofia, Ruse)

 Improving communication and social skills: “I got help in communicating with the child and in
the family. We play role-playing games in the group, it's useful." (2 parents - Sofia)

 Support in a difficult period for the family: "The team gave me support to overcome
problems with my second adopted child." (parent, user of social services - Vidin), "Recently my
husband also left me, so in the group I found a family, which listens to me and shares my
pain." (parent, user of social services - Ruse)

 Impact on analytical skills: "We discovered other points of view in personal stories - all
influancing and real." (2 parents - Sofia, Ruse)

 Exchange of knowledge and resources: "It helps me find strength and look for solutions."..
"My older son and I had problems, I also received health care for the child. We managed."
"The mentor helps with knowledge for raising more children." (parents - Sofia, Ruse)

 Impact of the personal story method itself through:
- Reflection on one's own experiences and their role in the life of the family: "We overcome
self-censorship because we set up barriers and continue to think, experience and act within
these limits." (parent - Sofia)
- Access to a trusted person, a mentor: "Talking with a trusted person gives a feeling of
support, understanding, acceptance (parents - Sofia, Vidin).
- Competence: "The work with personal stories is done by trained people, professionals. They
know how to help." (parents - Sofia, Ruse)
- Scope: "With the mentor, we talk about problems in the family, in childcare, in kindergarten,
financial problems." (parents - Sofia, Ruse)
- Extended impact of the method – “Personal stories help the whole family. I realized that a
mother had dealt with a problem, and I gathered courage to speak up in my family and
achieve the same. I wouldn't even think of speaking without the experience of the other
mother." (parent, Roma minority - Sofia)

Noteworthy is the shared preference for one-on-one meetings with a mentor by a mother of a child
with a disability: “I don't know how I would cope in group meetings - I might not be able to handle
the load of all the problems, I would cry, I would run away. I won't be useful to others.” Her
suggestion is that group meetings have a focus “not just on the problems” to bring hope and coping
energy. (parent of a child with special needs Sofia).
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Conclusions on the impact of the personal story method on storytellers

1. A wide-ranging positive impact on children, youth and parents-participants in the project - users
of social services, participants in the protection system or in the deinstitutionalization process - has
been shared and analyzed. The opinion of the participants, together with the analyzes of the team,
mentors and partners include numerous examples of primary personal, but also group development,
based on communication in a group, among which: mutual recognition, calmness achieved, as well as
examples of acceptance and empathy, mutual support , improved social connections and a sense of
community. An important outcome is an increased sense of self-importance, children feeling
protected and able to communicate freely, as well as improved interaction between parents and
professionals.

2. Limitations at the personal, group and system level when working with the method also have an
impact, which are studied and analyzed with the aim of "learning from mistakes". The most visible
are people's negative attitudes related to the current problems of families and society, mistrust in
their own coping resources and skepticism towards the readiness of institutions to work on issues
important to citizens. The opinion of a young person and a parent, not accepting the sharing of their
personal history in a group, sets a task for the team to look for tools to analyze and integrate similar
attitudes in the group, work with personal boundaries and search for flexible solutions - focus on
achievements, introduction of different roles of the participants, etc.

3. The potential for empowerment, activation and self-advocacy of participants is in an early stage
of development. It represents a complex of attitudes and beliefs, social skills, building connections
and interactions, reflection on experiences, successes and difficulties that unfold gradually and can be
transformed into activity and self-advocacy - with purposeful, non-intuitive efforts, through training
and with the support of the mentors, over a longer period of time (beyond the duration of the
project). An important result is the transition started by some parents from listening and accepting to
seeking and finding solutions, as well as the stated need among some of the youth to develop self-
advocacy skills.
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3. Impact of the method of personal stories on the activity of organizations

How sharing personal stories impacts organizations?25

Equilibrium Team
„The invitation from Tanya’s
Dream Fund has set us the
challenge of examining how
things we have said as an
organization, and principles that
we have claimed to espouse are
actually reflected in our
operations (primarily as social
service providers).
Do we practice what we preach?
Does EQ embody the message
contained in the project? Can we
sustain the collaboration with
our project partners while
leading by example? “

(Project Manager)

Partners
„I trained my team to develop
new knowledge and skills and to
use new methods and tools to
work with children and parents
from vulnerable groups."
(Manager – Sadovo)

"The project had an excellent
impact on the feedback from
parents, an aspect that needed
to be addressed."

(Manager – Shumen)

Mentors
We have improved our
communication and interaction
with people.”
(Mentor – Vidin)

"We are achieving better
targeting and offering a variety
of services for children and
young people with special
needs and their parents."
(Mentor - Plovdiv)

"The project pushed us to
resume working with parent
and teen groups."

(Mentor – Sofia)

25 The views collected in this and the following parts provide vivid examples of Equilibrium's work in fulfillment of Aim 2: The
project to contribute to a better understanding of family crisis drawn from personal stories and to help service providers to
improve the quality of their services, based on lived experience.

.
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3.1 Impact on the activity of the organization and partners - team opinion
How the method of personal stories affected the organization and its activities?

The opinions:
The innovative approach of personal stories developed and used by the project has an impact on
direct work with families, self-evaluation of the activity and partnerships.
Effect on interaction with children, youth, parents
 „The project is essential for interactions with the people we work with by introducing the new

approach - sharing their stories." (Expert platform)
 “We will continue to work with self-advocacy activists on the topics that matter to them.”

(Coordinator)
 “The effect of the project is yet to become clear as the Ordinance on the Quality of Social

Services (to the new Social Services Act) comes into force, in which the requirement to collect
user feedback is strongly advocated. And 'storytelling', our main method, is a unique way to
collect authentic feedback from users or those in contact with the protection system."
(Coordinator)

Impact on reflection and self-evaluation of activity and social services
 „Our 4 mentors from Equilibrium in Ruse tested the storytelling method with different target

groups. It was difficult because of the pandemic: one Roma community refused to participate
because there were many sick people. We are yet to implement it in all services, we will train the
managers and psychologists/social workers to increase the quality of the services." (Coordinator)

 "The Equilibrium team has created a list of organizational characteristics - criteria that we use to
evaluate the quality of our services and activities for specific time periods. Some of the criteria that
we also use in the project include: setting our own standards, community focus and
responsiveness, accessibility of decision makers, creating relationships, communicating with the
community, forming strong coalitions of support, and social entrepreneurship" (Project Manager).

Impact on the competence and activity of the professional community
 „The project also contributes to the development of the competences of the teammembers

through their new role of mentors." (Expert Platform, Coordinator)
 „With partner organizations, we have proposed creation of a series of networks pertaining to a

variety of issues so as to form “critical mass” in terms of commentary (storytelling) and volume of
participation. This enables us to monitor for “hot topics” and to throw our organizational weight
(EQ and partners) behind the creation and presentation of a Narrative (This is happening to us) and
saying how things should change. (Project Manager)

3.2. Impact on social services - the view of partners
How the project affected the social services provided by your organization?

The opinions:
Partners recognize important outcomes for social services as a result of project participation, among
them:
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 Enhancing team competence – “The team trained and gained experience in implementing a
new method of working directly with service users.” This enriched the team's competence,
interaction with users and sensitivity to their experiences. (4 managers – Plovdiv, Sadovo,
Sofia, Shumen)

 Increased quality of the social service - "The new approach made the service more desirable,
qualitative and strengthened the good interaction with parents and young people. It made
the teammore flexible and showed a different point of view and a nicer and, at the same
time, quality model in work." (Manager - Plovdiv)

 Improved interaction with parents/youth/children (2 managers – Plovdiv, Sadovo)
 Authentic feedback from parents - "The project had an excellent impact on feedback from

parents, an aspect that needed to be addressed." (Manager - Shumen)
 Increased capacity for advocacy (Manager – Shumen)

3.3. Impact on social services – mentors' views
How the project affected the social services provided by your organization?

The opinions:
All mentors fully appreciate the positive impact on the services provided through:

 Confirmation and expansion of the interaction and trust relationship with parents, children
and youth (2 mentors Sofia, 2 mentors Vidin, 4 mentors Ruse, 1 mentor Shumen, 1 mentor
Plovdiv)

 A new, enriched image of the partner organizations - both in the eyes of users - with new
activities, different from those already known and used by users, and in the eyes of other
organizations (2 mentors - Sofia, 1 mentor - Plovdiv)

 Resumption of work with groups of parents and teenagers (1 mentor - Sofia)
 Enriched professional experience of the team in working with groups (1 mentor - Sofia, 1

mentor - Plovdiv, 1 mentor - Ruse);
 Increased quality of feedback from supported children and parents (2 mentors - Sofia)
 Validation of the mentor’s activity and the social responsibility and advocacy activity of the

partners (2 mentors - Sofia, 1 mentor - Ruse, 1 mentor - Shumen)
 Feedback from participants shows that such approaches are very predisposing to working

with people. It doesn't strain them, they become more communicative and sincere." (1
mentor - Plovdiv, 2 mentors - Shumen)

 Increased reflection on the need for an active partnership between provider organizations
and family support organizations, with ongoing exchange of experience, methods and know-
how in direct work with children and parents (Mentor - Sofia).

 Advocacy and self-advocacy has long been embedded in our service and the project has
developed it on an even larger scale. Fill it with content!" (Mentor - Sofia)

 Opens space to develop advocates and self-advocates. (Mentor - Plovdiv)
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Conclusions on the impact of the project and personal stories on social services

1. The Equilibrium team deepens the reflection and validates its self-assessment of its own
organizational behavior, the quality of social services and field partnerships by examining the work
process, achievements and difficulties - through different perspectives. The developed standards
and criteria and their implementation in the practice of the organization are in a continuous process
of analysis and self-evaluation - including in the project "Voice of Adversity" - with readiness and a
vision for development.

2. The personal stories approach directly affects the connections and active interaction with the
"storytellers", and among the most visible - short-term results - are the numerous authentic
feedbacks from different groups of children, youth and adults about the support received. The team
is also sensitive to the longer-term impact on participants' activism – through the impact of their
feedback on the provision and evaluation of social services or protection measures that concern
them, and on their potential for self-advocacy – individual and group.

3. Listening to a “critical mass” of narratives from a growing number of participants that
Equilibrium and field partners work with strengthens the evidence-based competence of mentors
and organizations. This process contributes to the accumulation of authentic knowledge about the
important topics for groups of children, youth and parents in the particular city and strengthens
networking to identify key common themes on which joint efforts for change are needed.

4. The managers of the partner organizations assess the impact of the project on social services and
support as entirely positive and based on interrelated processes and results, among which: the
increased competence of the team in working with the method of personal stories, the increased
quality of social services with more flexibility and attractiveness of communication with children and
parents, with authentic feedback from parents and, as a result, increased advocacy capacity.

5. Mentors assess the impact of the project on social services as multifaceted and stimulating. Social
services are affected by the improved trust relationship with target groups, the enriched image of the
organizations, the impetus to renew activities with different groups of children and parents, the
increased informativeness of feedback, the validation of the role of mentoring and advocacy and the
need for active partnership for their success.
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4. Progress and results

Did you become more confident? What did you feel as a success?26

Equilibrium Team
„The benefits of the project
were:
-For social services: to better
understand the world of clients,
to develop services.
-For storytellers: to become
activists for bottom-up change;
- For us: a new method of
understanding people and
improving services (Coordinator)

Partners
"The new approach has made the
service more desirable, with high
quality and reinforced good
interaction with parents and
young people."
(Manager Plovdiv)

Mentors
„My participation has a strong
impact on me. My professional
experience is connected with
young people with disabilities,
abandoned by their families.
Now I work with parents who
have the strength and do the
impossible, but they raise their
children in the family."

(Mentor – Ruse)
Children and Youth

„I didn't think I could speak in front of many people,
I was always nervous.
But the trust in the small group helped us." (young
man, Roma minority - Sofia)

Parents
„I am ready to support people who want to
adopt a child, I am ready to share my
experience with them." (parent - Vidin)

26 The opinions collected in this and subsequent parts provide vivid examples of Equilibrium's work in pursuit of Goal 3: The
project enables sustainable, creative, voluntary community-level collaboration to inform institutional planning and public service
delivery.

Context: Within the year of implementation of the Voice of Vulnerability Project, Equilibrium and
partners collected 385 personal stories, of which 109 were about children, 72 were about youth, and
204 were about and by parents. The stories are uploaded to the e-platform of the project and available
to the partners - for analysis, improvement of the quality of services and for advocacy. 895 storytellers'
participations have contributed to the collection of personal stories, with trust, listening, acceptance
and mutual support. These summary figures do not show the progress and results of the participants,
but they are recognized by themselves, mentors, partners and the project team.
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1. Progress and results of children, young people and parents

1.1. Progress and results - the views of children and young people
Did you become more confident in yourself?

Th opinions:
Children and young people report that they have become more confident and more active in
communicating with others.
They attribute the positive change to several factors:

- Participation in group activities and the discussion of important topics for all, including
problems in the family and at school (children and youth - Sofia, Vidin, Shumen);

- The attitude that they can help their peers (youth - Sofia);
- The new skills to speak in front of people, to present their opinion and experiences - both to

a friend and to strangers (youth - Sofia, Plovdiv);
- Trust in the group and the acceptance of different opinions and experiences (children and

youth - Sofia, Shumen). "I have always believed in myself, I even went to the European
Parliament. But I became more confident in sharing in front of other people… I felt
important." (child with special needs - Plovdiv)

- The presence of a trusted, close person: the mentor (youth - Sofia, Ruse, Shumen);
- The new skills to set goals and to search for solutions (youth Sofia, Vidin, Plovdiv)

Most young people associate their activity with the desire to develop as individuals and future
specialists - lawyers, brokers, psychologists, actors (children and youth - Vidin, Plovdiv, Sofia).
One of the children does not share a positive self-assessment, but confirms his satisfaction with
working with the mentor - "As I said, it is difficult for me to speak in front of people, only in front of
S.P. – the mentor who understands me. I am special." (child with special needs - Ruse).

1.2. Progress and results - parents' views
Did you become more confident in yourself?

Th opinions:
Parents report that they have become more confident in their behavior and experiences, more
relaxed in communicating with children and family, thanks to a variety of factors:

- Support from the mentor to restore confidence in oneself and in the family (parents - Sofia,
Ruse), to find a job: "They also helped me find a job. I perform very well at the workplace"
(parent - Ruse);

- - The support of the whole group for recognizing the taboos in oneself and the limitations of
the environment, for hope and searching for solutions (parents - Sofia, Plovdiv, Ruse);

- - The attitude of normality - that talking about personal problems with stranger is not a bad
thing, but brings peace (parent - Sofia, parents - Ruse);

- - Accepting the group as a resource - it is an "own environment" that is positively evaluated
by the family as well - "My husband also accepts my meetings with parents, he even asks
'when will you see your group'?" (parent, Roma minority - Sofia), (Ruse)
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- - Willingness to provide support - "I am ready to support other parents, as much as I can,
with my skills." (parents - Vidin, Ruse), "I managed to attract my friends." (parent - Ruse).

1.3. Progress and achievements - the opinion of the mentors
How your work as a mentor has influenced your professional experience and learning from the

experiences of others?
The opinions: Listening to the experiences of others affects all mentors

 Progress on a personal level:
- Personal development (mentors from all fields)
- - Reflection on one's own skills and attitudes for listening in one's own family and attitude to

everyday problems (Mentor - Sofia);
 Impact at the professional level:
- Enriched experience - in leading groups, mentoring, advocacy (6 mentors from all areas), work

with a new group of children with autism, (1 mentor - Sofia);
- Improving the skills of listening, collecting and understanding the stories "without forms,

without a check". The method will qualitatively change social work and the individual
approach (1 mentor Sofia, 1 mentor Vidin, 2 mentors Plovdiv, 1 mentor Shumen)

- Understanding the role of spontaneous stories, without editing (2 mentors Sofia, Plovdiv)
- Awareness of the importance of "listening" and understanding personal history for all

participants - parents, children and youth (2 mentors - Sofia)
- Increased sensitivity to the resources of the participants who, despite the difficulties, are

looking for a solution, making efforts to change" (2 mentors - Vidin, Ruse)
- Increased reflection on one's own stereotypes and the need for people to name the problems

that may remain invisible to the specialist (1 mentor - Sofia).
- Deepening the mentor's knowledge and training the entire team - about the specifics of the

participants (1 mentor - Sadovo) and the storytelling method (2 mentors Plovdiv, Shumen).

Conclusions about the progress and achievements of the participants

1. Children, youth and parents share their increased confidence and self-esteem as a result of
participating in personal story groups. Leading factors for this are support from the mentor and
support from the group, as well as active participation in the activities, which brings benefits to the
individual participant and to the group. Positive self-esteem is a condition and result of active social
connections between group participants, the mentor, the family and the environment. The role of the
group and the transition fromME to WE is visible.
2. Children, youth and parents receive support and respect as members of families and small
communities that are significant with their values, norms, achievements. Their participation in
discussing topics important to them strengthens both their identity as part of their own family and
community and their responsibility for their lives together. Accepted in their identity, storytellers find
meaning and energy to think and prepare for greater activism, rallying and advocacy.
3. The process of increasing the self-esteem and sense of progress and success of the storytellers
directly affects the experience, motivation and self-esteem of the mentors, as well as the sense of
progress and success of the Equilibrium team and partners. On this common path, helpers listen not
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only to what is shared by children, young people and parents, but also to their own attitudes,
limitations, stereotypes and achievements - as individuals, professionals and teams.

2. Pictures of success

What would you define as success in your participation in the project?

Equilibrium Team

„Successful partnership is a key
success of project!"

(All team members)

"Making the platform accessible
to all partners."

(Expert platform)

Partners
„The project brought analytical
thinking back to the team.”
(Manager Plovdiv)
The active, ongoing
participation and persistence of
the participants is a success - in
the conditions of Covid and
concern for yourself and your
loved ones.
(Managers Sofia, Plovdiv)

Mentors
„Every story told is a success in
itself, both for the teller, for the
other members in the group,
and for me. Discussing and
reaching a solution to a
problem is success for me.”

(Mentor – Ruse)

Children and Youth
„I want our friends from the neighborhood to come
too.''

(Children, Roma minority, Shumen)

"The mentor predisposed me to talk about my
problems at school, in the family, with friends. I was
worried at first, but I found that whatever I said, I
got advice. So gradually I started sharing all my
concerns and found ways to deal with my
problems.''

(Child - user of social service - Ruse)

Parents
„In the group, I was able to overcome my
bitterness that my child was rejected from
school, after everything my family has
achieved - to grow up happily, to develop,
to learn! I found the strength to get out of
the "effort-inclusion-rejection-
disappointment" spiral, I asked the child
where he wanted to study and he chose
the right - accepting - environment for him.

(Parent of a child with a disability - Sofia)
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2.1 . Pictures of success - team opinion
What would you define as a success in the project work?

The opinions:
The team sees as success interconnected processes and results related to the model of working with
families, to the partnerships built and to opportunities for long-term development.

- Modeling community activation efforts
o „In Bulgaria, because of their organizational culture and operating systems, public institutions

are very bad at engaging directly with the public. They are bad at informing the public (public
information and transparency). They are bad at listening to the public (accountability and
responsiveness). They show little inclination to change. I think that energy devoted to
lamenting about “Bulgarska rabota” can be used more constructively in coherent community
action but we need a prominent working model showing how this can be done. And it has to
yield positive results. “ (Project Manager)

o „The success of the storytelling method and the story classification and analysis tool is part of
the activation model that the team is developing and implementing short-term - in the
project and long-term - in the sustainable work of Equilibrium.” (Project coordinator)
- Preparation and working in partnership

o „The unification and training of so many different specialists from different regions of the
country and the accumulation of a huge amount of authentic stories from the target groups.",
along with "the successful partnership of various organizations." (Project coordinators)

o „The creation of the platform available to all partners.” (Expert platform)

2.2. Pictures of success - the opinion of the partners
What would you define as a success in the project work?

All interviewed managers recognize successes in working directly with children, young people and
parents and in working with the method of personal stories, among which:

- The application of a new method, positively affecting users of social services (all managers);
- Impact on the analytical thinking of the team (2 managers - Plovdiv, Sofia)
- The active, ongoing participation and persistence of the participants is a success - "even

though the meetings are often individual" (Manager - Sadovo);
- Insight into the method of personal stories, the way they are collected and presented in a

way suitable for non-professionals as well (Manager Sofia);
Interaction and trust between parents and specialists (2 managers Shumen)

- Success in working with the method of personal stories (1 manager - Shumen)

2.3. Pictures of success - the opinion of the mentors
What would you define as success in your work as a mentor under the project?

The mentors describe their direct work with the storytellers and progress in the group as a success
namely:
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 The mentor's feeling that he is accepted by the group - children, young people and parents
trust and tell their personal stories (mentors from all fields)

 The achieved calmness of the participants and the willingness to share (3 mentors Sofia)
 The mutual trust between the mentors and the participants is a success (3 mentors - Sofia, 1

mentor - Vidin), the warm feeling between them (1 mentor - Ruse, 2 mentors - Shumen)
 Consistency in meetings with the participants (1 mentor - Sofia, 2 mentors - Plovdiv);
 The active, ongoing participation of the target groups is a success: the mentor succeeds in

provoking thinking and sharing stories (1 mentor - Sofia, 1 mentor - Ruse);
 Insight into the method of personal stories, the way they are collected and presented in a

way suitable for non-professionals as well (1 mentor - Sofia);
 Greater patience in working with children and youth with disabilities (1 mentor - Sofia);
 Change in motivation and behavior: "After the initial period of difficult acceptance and

skepticism towards personal stories, there was a huge interest and change in the participants
and their relatives" (1 mentor - Sofia). "Participants became braver in stating problems and
more determined in looking for solutions" (1 mentor - Plovdiv)

 Formation of self-help and support groups (1 mentor - Vidin), with participants with "the
most active role in changing their lives" (1 mentor - Ruse);

 Improving awareness and parenting skills through the project groups and the advisory
assistance provided (mentor - Ruse).

2.4. Pictures of success - the opinion of children and young people
What did you like most about the project? What is success for you?

The opinions:
The children and young people interviewed share common positive experiences and achievements:

- Cohesion and mutual support: "We learn not to be selfish and to help each other." (member
of a youth participation group - Sofia). "We come in low-spirited, get into the game group, go
on about personal stories, and everything changes. We leave happier." (3 young people,
Roma minority - Sofia). "We are all in this together. The ladies tell us. We talk to each other. If
we don't know something, we come here and ask. When we learn something, we tell others."
(3 children Roma minority - Shumen).

- Positive communication and inner peace: -"I told different things and they listened to me.
After telling, I calmed down and thought I would make it." "I feel good. I am calm." (3 children
Roma minority - Shumen)

- Meetings with like-minded peers: These are meetings of peers who want to achieve
something, to expand their horizons about the important things in life (2 young people - Sofia,
2 young people Plovdiv). "I feel good when I talk about myself and what worries me. I like that
everyone listens to me. The others also tell about themselves and we become friends." "I
want my friends from the neighborhood to come too." (3 children, Roma minority - Shumen)

- Feeling of support: "People feel understood, flattered by the mentor's attention." (2 young
people, Roma minority - Sofia). "I felt that I had support (young person with special needs -
Vidin). "When I have a problem with another child at school, I come here. I tell what
happened and they advise me what to say, what to do." (child, Roma minority - Shumen); "I
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dream of becoming a policewoman and the ladies explained to me that I should be inquisitive
and participate in everything. My friends also like what I have chosen." (1 child from the Roma
minority - Shumen, 3 young people - Sofia)

- Every meeting is unique: Young people value freedom of expression (2 young people -
Plovdiv). Part of the young people are considering what topics to propose for discussion (3
young people - Sofia). "I liked that they ask us questions that no one outside asks us." (young
person with special needs - Vidin)

- Confidence to face difficulties: "I liked that I gained confidence to face difficulties." (child with
special needs - Ruse). "Something important happened - at first we just shared our problems,
but then we spontaneously started looking for a solution - for example, the topic of early
marriages and the gypsy mentality - what are the reasons, how can change be achieved
among young people. We came to a decision that a school is needed for parents and for them
to teach their children to value education. (2 young people, Roma minority - Sofia).

- Developed new social skills - "Now I feel better because I don't worry about speaking in front
of people, even at school I'm better." ; "We learn how to act in life." (2 children, Roma
minority - Shumen).

2.5. Pictures of success - the opinion of parents
What did you like most about the project? What is success for you?

The opinions:
The interviewed parents recognize success through various positive emotions and results:

o The feeling of understanding, acceptance and sharing (parents from all areas) - "Even the
first meeting with the mentor was decisive for me and the family - listening, timely support,
understanding." (parent of a child - user of social services - Sofia);

o Pooling of resources in the group, mutual help - "I found friends with the same problems and
it's easier to look for solutions." (parent, user of social services - Ruse). "Everyone helped me a
lot, they even bought me clothes and other things necessary for raising my granddaughters."
(parent - Ruse)

o The essence of the method of personal stories - "The very conversations about the family
and the community are the most useful thing for me - for example, the conversation about
the family budget, how to plan and save money to have for important things in the family."
(parent, Romani minority - Sofia).

o Developed new skills for communicating with children and support for self-advocacy - “We
learned to listen more to children, to wait for them to give the topic of conversation. We
teach children self-advocacy and how to find solutions to problems themselves." (Parent
Plovdiv).

Conclusions about the pictures of successes

1The Equilibrium team tracks and evaluates the results of the project dynamically - as a process of
inclusion, encountering difficulties and steps of change, by exploring the connections between
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context, processes and results and by exploring different perspectives, in different time ranges -
short term (within the project) and long-term (in the sustainable activity of the organizations).
Such an analysis assumes the importance of different opinions, actions and results, which -
consolidated - the team turns into tools for modeling and developing direct work with people, as
well as for critical feedback from them.
2. Modeling community activation efforts—through advocacy training and mentoring—is a
purposeful, long-term, professional process of exploring, analyzing, and creating or restoring social
connections, networks, and partnerships. This is not an approach of "transfering" foreign
experience or "good practices" that have achieved results in another environment. "Equilibrium"
walks its own, unique, research path, connecting specific people, places and living conditions in
specific Bulgarian cities. The path has general directions and specific boundaries that can be changed
– with insight into personal narratives, with mentoring, with solution-seeking support and advocacy.
The success of each child, youth, parent or group is an inspiring example of the success of the
method and the project! Continued participation, overcome concerns, increased activity are noticed,
encouraged, integrated to become group success.
3. Building and working on the project in partnerships is not just an approach to work, but a
condition and tool for strengthening social links, activity and social capital. Activating families and
communities requires connecting and partnerships between professionals and organizations in
different teams and networks, in different public sectors - education, social work, employment, who
walk a similar path of insight and development in their own attitudes, mutual learning and advocacy,
as well as common actions. For the team, mentors and partners, this interaction process is a key
factor of trust, activity and success, with the help of which positive results are achieved in the social
services and support programs implemented by the partners.
4. Children and young people share a range of common positive experiences and achievements for
themselves and the group. Among the personal successes are: inner security in benevolent
communication in the group and a sense of calmness, a feeling of support in difficult situations and
important goals such as choosing a profession, recognized confidence to deal with difficulties and
developed new skills - to talk to new people, to cope at school, for successful behavior in life
situations. Among the group's successes are: cohesion and mutual support, interaction with like-
minded peers with similar goals, the possibility of free communication, without restrictions. The
overall message of the success picture for children and youth is about having a safe place where they
feel accepted, understood, capable and happy.
5. Parents recognize success from their participation, through their own eyes and the eyes of the
family, as well as through the eyes of the group. Listening, understanding, and timely support
become a desired pattern of communication—from the group, to the family, and to one's own skills.
Support on important family topics (budget, employment, childcare) is experienced as a success in
the decision-making process in the family. New skills for communicating with children bring
satisfaction that what is learned in the group is transferred to the children. Mutual aid leads to
friendships, a sense of belonging and a circle of support.
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IV. LESSONS LEARNED

A little knowledge that acts is worth infinitely more than a lot of knowledge that does not act.
Kahil Gibran

With what attitudes and concerns did you start your work/participation in the project?

Equilibrium Team
"When obstacles are related to
attitudes, it's important to name
those attitudes in a way that
facilitates public discussion, rather
than making people recoil or shut
down because of a sense that they
are connected to the source of the
difficulty."

(Project Manager)

Partners

"We wondered what was the most
conducive way to organize and run
the groups."

(Manager Shumen).

Mentors
"I had concerns about whether I
would be able to "light up" the
group, whether I would be able to
intrigue them to talk casually,
frankly. Whether I would be able
to lead them without 'leading'.

(Mentor - Ruse)

Children and young people
"I had questions about what the project was about, what
we were going to do. I was curious how they chose the
personal stories..."

Parents
"I was worried about being invited to the project
because I'm raising my granddaughters alone and
have difficulty caring for them."

The context: In social policy and practice in Bulgaria, there is no significant experience in research
and analysis of the impact of people's attitudes, difficulties and experiences on decisions, activities and
services in their support. Decision-makers in social policy plan, commission, control and evaluate
current practices and services through commonly formulated values   and goals, without
connecting knowledge of the dynamics in the experiences and needs of vulnerable groups. Children,
young people and parents are not actively involved in exploring the difficulties in their daily life or in a
crisis, as well as solutions to deal with them. They have the right to feedback on how satisfied they are
with a service, but this does not lead to ideas for improving services or initiating other forms of
support and activation.

The Voice of Adversity project counters this enduring practice of rigidly invoking universal values,
goals and expertise, without validating them through individual and group values and goals and
through the social environment in which people live and want to change (within the limits of their
attitudes and experience). The team listens to the stories of children, young people and parents and
explores what is shared. Together with storytellers, mentors and partners discover lessons from
experience that can lead to activism and desired change.
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(Young person with special needs-Sofia) (Parent - Ruse)

1. The role of attitudes towards the Voice of Adversity project
1.1. Role of attitudes and concerns - the team's view

With what attitudes and concerns did you start your work in the project?
The opinions:

 Continued work is needed to recognize and work with the socio-cultural attitudes of
participants because of their importance to their own lives and social capital

- "According to Legatum's Prosperity Index27 , Bulgaria consistently scores poorly on measures of
the 'strength of personal and social ties, institutional trust, social norms and civic participation'
(social capital)... Our narrators confirmed this Bulgarian social pessimism ('Bulgarian work') by
their attitudes towards public institutions, e.g. 'We will be a voice in the wilderness'; 'They
don't care. They never listen" (Project Manager).

- The questions we ask ourselves in the team are, "How could we make people feel safe in an
oppressive environment? How could we foster community spirit and generate real civic
participation?" ... The answer may be close to the words of a little girl from Ruse - "Maybe
when people are sad and need help, you shouldn't be bossy. Maybe you should hold their
hand or something. The stories are good" (Project manager and coordinators).

 Working to support the social capital and agency of vulnerable people requires reflection,
understanding and activation of their social ties and trust - within the family and community,
with institutions and professionals.

- "We have to work very hard to create a protected space and frame each narrative in a way
that doesn't evoke guilt by association and defensiveness. We need to show the potential for
healthy transformation, rather than deconstructing current problems. We must avoid excessive
focus on failures and dysfunctional systems. To show the alternative, the desired picture of the
future" (Project Manager).

 Activity support involves working with the attitudes and barriers to activity of both
vulnerable people and the professionals and organisations supporting them.

- "The new approaches and the new partners, some of whom we knew only by name and profile
- this created some apprehension at first. We no longer have concerns, they did a great job!"
(Platform expert, coordinator)

- "The concern was that we were not working directly, but through "intermediaries", broadcast
by partners we did not know. How will they approach? Would they be accountable, working
with quality and willingness? How to motivate them, especially during Kovid when we could
not visit them. But the fears did not come true. They all said they found it interesting as a
process and easy as a tool, and were happy with the lack of the usual project documentation.
This has won them over - to listen and co-experience without worrying about recording,
reports, bureaucracy." (Coordinator).

27 The Legatum Prosperity Index 2021, https://www.prosperity.com/download_file/view_inline/4429

https://www.prosperity.com/download_file/view_inline/4429
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1.2. Role of attitudes and concerns - the views of partner organisations

With what attitudes and concerns did you start your work in the project?
The managers share their entirely positive attitudes towards the project due to Equilibrium's
experience and role in the professional community. Three specific concerns are highlighted:

- Concern about effectiveness of meetings - "Organizing and conducting the groups with
parents in the most conducive way (Manager Shumen). "Whether users will accept the method
of personal stories." (Manager Shumen);

- Impact of the Kovid pandemic - "Gathering and conducting groups in a complex
epidemiological setting" (Manager - Plovdiv);

- Need for more clarity on method and effect on participants (Sadovo Manager)

1.3. Role of attitudes and concerns - mentors' views

With what attitudes and concerns did you start your work in the project?
The mentors shared several issues that were important to them at the start of the project:

- What is the essence of the method and what results are expected (mentors from all fields)?
- How mentors can successfully stick to the role of an equal member of the group, not a group

leader (2 mentors - Sofia, Ruse)
- How will the group dynamics and activity of the participants develop? (Mentor - Sofia)
- How will the process of sharing personal stories in the groups go? (Mentor - Sofia)
- What is a "good story?" (Mentor - Shumen).

Among the concerns shared are:
- Perception of high expectations for mentors: concern whether the mentor will meet

expectations and participants will share their personal experiences in a relaxed and frank way
(2 mentors - Sofia, 2 mentors - Ruse, 1 mentor - Shumen).

- Concern about the effectiveness of the meetings: how to organize, motivate and conduct the
groups in the most pleasant way (1 mentor Sofia, 2 mentors Ruse). "Will I predispose people
to share and hear the important stories?"(Mentor Plovdiv)

- The impact of the Covid pandemic on the gathering and conducting of the groups, the
impossibility of live meetings for a long time and the anxiety of the participants themselves (1
mentor - Sofia, 1 mentor - Plovdiv, 1 mentor - Ruse).

- Change in the composition of the groups and the number of participants, related to the
refusal of some participants and the inclusion of new ones, with an effect on consistent
participation (2 mentors - Vidin, Ruse).

- Learning on the Go: The innovation of the method, applied for the first time in Bulgaria, and
the fact that everyone learns "on the go" (Mentor - Sofia).

- Insufficient background information: Concern about insufficient information about the end
goal of the project and the lack of structure for leading a group (Mentor Sofia)

- Personal problems, personal health (Mentor - Ruse).
Mentor from Sofia said that she had no concerns as she knew Equilibrium very well and had
confidence in the successful implementation of the activities.
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1.4. The role of attitudes and concerns - the views of children and young people

Did you have any questions or concerns at the beginning of the project?
The opinions:
All of the young people interviewed said that they had questions about the purpose of the project,
the composition and work of the group, and the nature of the personal stories method. Some of the
young people were interested in how the Equilibrium team came up with the idea of working with the
personal stories of the families, and accepted storytelling as a very interesting and innovative
method.
The majority of young people said they had no concerns and gave reasons for this:

- Ensuring the relevance of each participant: with the help of the mentors, the opinion of all
participants was accepted, "even the new participants" (children from all areas);

- Atmosphere of acceptance and sharing: participants feel accepted and listened to, regardless
of the specific results (4 young people - Sofia, 5 children - Shumen, 1 child - Ruse)

- Voluntary participation: the meetings are liked because "participation is not obligatory, you
have the freedom to express yourself freely" (4 young people - Sofia, 6 children - Shumen);

- Balance between familiar and unfamiliar: most of the young people know each other and
this makes the environment safe, "everyone learns on the go in a new method (3 young
people - Sofia, 2 children - Shumen);

- Complementarity of skills: the groups include young people with different skills and this is
accepted as a value (3 young people - Sofia). I participated in a successful group, with talented
people!"(member of a youth participation group-Sofia)

A small number of young people stated that they had concerns at the beginning of the project:
- embarrassment of communicating with strangers - the project team (2 children - Shumen);
- embarrassment of the expectation to speak in front of other people (2 young people Plovdiv)
- embarrassment of sharing in a group (child - Ruse, 2 young people - Plovdiv).

All have received support from mentors and the majority have overcome their concerns.

Also important is the single opinion of a child who repeatedly states concern about the method of
personal stories (child, user of social service - Ruse). The child works willingly with the mentor but in a
group does not want to share and this behaviour continues until the end of the project. The case
raises the question of how the mentor works with such "passive" participation so as to preserve the
positive atmosphere, normalize and integrate participation with a different level of activity.

1.5 Role of attitudes and concerns - parents' views

Did you have any questions or concerns at the beginning of the project?
The parents said they were informed about the project in advance by the mentors and had their
questions answered.
The reasons for the interest and positive attitudes are related to:

 Trust in the organisation and the mentors they work with (parents from all pilot areas). "I
know the team, I trust them" (parent, Roma minority - Sofia)
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 The connection of people and activities: the recognition of the project as a natural
continuation of the activities of the parent organization (parent - Plovdiv);

 Support from competent mentors who are specialists with extensive experience in working
with families and young people (parents - Sofia, Vidin);

- The essence of the method that gives freedom of action - "The method of work gives freedom
of action, there are no canons to follow" (parent of a child with special needs and other
parents - Sofia)

One parent had concerns about whether her referral to the project was a result of raising her
granddaughters alone and having difficulty caring for them. Her concerns have been allayed.

Conclusions on the role of attitudes

1. Understanding the support needs of vulnerable groups requires not only a "needs assessment"
but also listening to and understanding their attitudes and beliefs. The views of all those involved in
the assessment indicate that it takes time and approach to build trust, listen, understand and connect
attitudes, resources and opportunities for change. Working with the personal stories of children,
young people and parents places a focus on communicating fully with them, in their language, about
the issues that are important to them, at their level of trust and agency. This is an ongoing 'journey' of
social bonding for participants, affecting relationships and trust within the community.
2. General and specific issues and concerns are shared at the beginning of the project, which the
team explores and integrates into their experience and reflection. They show that attitudes relate to
the need for prior information about the purpose of the collaborative work (for all participants),
about the limits of professional responsibility and competence, about control over group processes,
and about the open nature of learning and outcomes (for mentors and partners). Positive attitudes
towards participation were related to trust in the Equilibrium team (for partners and mentors) and
trust in mentors and providers (for children, young people and parents). The attitudes of the
Equilibrium team are also linked to the need for information and trust - rolling out the project in a
broad partnership raises questions about how Equilibrium motivates, supports and coordinates work
with mentors and partners.
3. Work to support the social connections of vulnerable people is done through a balance of
familiar and new tools: tools of "normal", human communication - personal stories - and tools for
support and analysis - a safe space for sharing, an e-platform for collecting and analysing stories and
problems, building an image of desired transformation - in the family, in the school, in the day centre,
in the community. These tools are developed, implemented and analysed by the team, through
interaction with participants, partners, the donor and through reflection on one's own knowledge,
attitudes and limitations.
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2. Knowledge of the difficulties

What difficulties did you face at the start and during the course of the project?

The Equilibrium Team
"It has been difficult for partners
to understand the new way in
which they need to
communicate with users of the
protection system or those who
have left it. Meetings and
almost intimate conversations
were not in their nature, but in
the process they convinced
themselves that this was a
workable approach and
produced great
results."(Coordinator)

Partners
"Because of the pandemic, we
couldn't meet in person, which
made the process very difficult.
We've tried online and by
phone, but for children with
disabilities that's a barrier."

(Manager Plovdiv)

Mentors
"A major difficulty is activating
groups to want them to change
something."

(Mentor - Ruse)

Children and young people

"It wasn't hard!"We started talking about ourselves.
The other children also told stories, we liked
it!"(Child, Roma minority - Shumen)

"I was worried about everything, I don't like to
share personal problems."

(Child, user of social services - Ruse).

Parents
"My child's illness is a personal drama and I
didn't know how I would cope with being in a
group with other people with similar problems"

(Parent, user of social services - Ruse).

"Difficulties are in life, not in group activity.. But
we are already dealing with the difficulties in
life."

(Parent of a child with special needs - Sofia)
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2.1. Knowledge of the difficulties - the opinion of the team
What difficulties did you face at the start and during the course of the project?

The opinions:
The difficulties identified by the team at the start and during the course of the project are primarily
socio-cultural in nature. According to the Project Manager, "The main difficulties are related to
attitudes and habitual behaviour, corresponding to the behaviour defined by Gerard Hofstede as
'uncertainty avoidance'.28 It involves an emphasis on rules, regulations and adherence to prescribed
procedures in any professional environment, with the aim of security.

Among the persistent difficulties the team is working with are:
 Difficulties in applying the personal stories method

- "There are obstacles to the method that include 1) Fear and shame, 2) Residual
skepticism about the receptivity of public institutions. While both of these attitudes
probably stem in part from personal experience in the past, the latter is probably
persistent because "Bulgarians wear their pessimism like a badge" (John Pfeffer) and
this has been reinforced by the impact of the global pandemic, the rising cost of
living, and recent political upheaval. "(Project Manager)

- "Difficulties remain which are more to do with the problems of service users, which in
turn cannot be overcome within the scope of a project, but are a matter of regulatory
changes, state approaches" (Coordinator).

 Difficulties in communication and interaction between professionals and vulnerable people:
- "It was difficult to encourage mentors to adapt their language, personal and

professional presentation style from (1) their role as service providers who influence
and guide to (2) their role as trainers or mentors who facilitate self-directed learning
and values exploration" (Project Manager).

- "In the beginning, it was difficult for all the experts working directly with the target
groups to master the group dynamics and get to telling meaningful stories (not just
reports of a meeting). "(Coordinator)

- "Feedback from mentors revealed the way the transformation has happened over
time. The new style of communicating with people in the community provoked
personal reflection. Indeed, we hosted a number of online sessions to encourage this
reflection" (Project Manager).

 Difficulties due to participants' lack of confidence in their own resources and activism:
- "Target groups still can't accept that they have a step beyond sharing personal stories

by coming together with others and taking concrete steps to solve problems. "
(Coordinators and Platform Expert)

 Insufficient potential for self-advocacy and need for continued work

28 Stoitsova, T., Gerard Hofstede and his system for measuring differences in culture and organizations, Yearbook of Mass

Communication, 2019, NBU, https://ojs.nbu.bg/index.php/YMCD/article/download/405/341

https://ojs.nbu.bg/index.php/YMCD/article/download/405/341
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- "Feedback from the storytellers showed that the potential for activation was insufficient, there
was a general lack of readiness and much more work to do" (Project Manager).

- "They still find it difficult to advocate for themselves, they feel not empowered enough or that
'nothing depends on them'." (Coroner)

 Limiting "live" meetings due to the Covid pandemic:
- "I was personally with Covid and was unable to meet with the mentors at the

September 2021 training. Then the meetings were online. When we saw each other in
person at the final events, I felt them in a completely different way and we realized
howmuch we had missed from the lack of live communication." (Coordinator)

- "Covid interfered with group work. We were forced in places to have individual
meetings. " (Platform Expert)

- "There is a need for mentors and partners to see each other and interact in person, it
gives a completely different perspective and experience."(Coordinator)

2.2. Knowledge of the difficulties - partners' views
What difficulties did you encounter with the organization's participation in the project?

The opinions:
Some of the managers point out several main difficulties:

 Difficulties related to the organisation of the work (persistent throughout the project):
- difficulties in coordination and formation of groups due to the commitment of the
participants (3 managers - Sofia, Shumen);

 Difficulties in forming and working with groups (2 managers - Plovdiv, Sofia)
- Maintaining continuous motivation of participants to attend the groups (2 managers -

Plovdiv, Sofia)
- Impact of Kovid and fewer live meetings (Manager Sofia)
- Ineffectiveness of online communication with specific groups (Manager Plovdiv)
- Selection of mentors without sufficient clarity about the working method - "The lack of

clarity about the method, without a definite structure, led to the selection of mentors open to
new knowledge and willing to work directly with young people and parents. The work of the
groups is strongly influenced by the mentor's personality and experience in group dynamics.
Now we would include other mentors - people with experience in leading groups" (Manager -
Sofia).

Two managers report that they have not encountered persistent difficulties (Sadovo, Shumen).

2. 3. Knowledge of the difficulties - the mentors' opinion
What difficulties did you face in your role as a mentor on the project?

Mentors point to two types of difficulties, those related to organization and those related to direct
group work.

 Difficulties in the organisation of work (persistent during the course of the project):
- Difficulties in forming groups and organizing meetings: during the winter - due to the constraints

of Kovid, and during the project - due to the workload of the participants, and due to the
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departure of part of the team (2 mentors - Sofia).

 Difficulties in working with groups
- Maintain continued motivation of participants to attend groups (more than once) and

address the risk of group attrition and meeting cancellations. Difficulty is actual due to
participants' commitment, migration abroad or to another city (3 mentors - Sofia, 1 mentor -
Vidin, 1 mentor - Plovdiv, 3 mentors - Ruse)

- Create an atmosphere of trust in prioritizing online meetings, under the constraints with
Kovid (mentors from all areas). Success is the decision of some of the participants to vaccinate
(2 mentors- Plovdiv, Shumen)

- Intensive work on bonding and sharing: 'It was difficult to bring the group together and get
participants to share in front of strangers. " (2 mentors - Ruse, Sofia)

- Different readiness to share: participants are at different levels of readiness to share and this
should be accepted by the mentor (2 mentors - Sofia, Ruse). In the groups of parents of
children with disabilities there is progress (Sofia, Ruse), but in the case of young people
leaving residential care, sharing is difficult (Ruse).

- Understanding the specificity of the method and distancing from the previous experience of
the participants in focus groups and other structured methods of work (Mentor - Sofia)

- Need to adapt the method as a language and process according to the profile of the groups:
working with young people with disabilities requires adapting the language, facilitating
communication; working with parents of children with disabilities requires time for exchange
of currently important information and subsequent "return" to the method (Mentor - Ruse)

- Current significant problems of the participants: problems related to accommodation in
municipal housing, to job search and to increasing independence, affect the work in the
group, but do not contribute to finding a solution (Mentor - Shumen).

- Managing conflict in groups with young people and maintaining a safe environment so that
everyone feels comfortable to share their experiences (Mentor - Sofia).

- Lack of experience in working with young people with autism (Mentor - Sofia)
- Limited number of physical meetings, "live", due to the pandemic with Kovid and conducting

online individual meetings (Mentors - Vidin, Plovdiv, Sofia, Shumen)
- Frequency of meetings: 'Monthly meetings do not overload the participants, but often some

of the energy is lost' (Mentor - Sofia)

2.4. Knowing about the difficulties - the views of children and young people
Did you have any difficulties with your participation in the project?

The opinions:
The children and young people interviewed shared several types of difficulties during the project:

- Difficulties related to speaking in a group: 'I don't like to share' (child, user Ruse) 'The only
difficulty is to get out of the comfort zone, to relax and talk in front of other people about
important topics for us. It took me 1 year to be able to talk calmly" (member of a youth
participation group - Sofia);
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- Difficulties associated with the COVID pandemic - "There were difficulties only during the
COVID crisis because the number of established participants in the group decreased for a
while. And the group worked well" (3 young people, Roma minority - Sofia);

- Change of mentor - "The only difficulty was changing the mentor of the group. This
influenced the group - everyone has a different approach and view on the work of the group"
(3 young people, Roma minority - Sofia).

- Lack of experience: some of the young people said that it was more difficult to start the
group due to lack of experience (2 young people - Plovdiv).

Young people offer solutions to some of the shared difficulties:
- "It helps to have previous experience of participating in groups or knowing other people's

problems - for example, knowing people with disabilities" (2 young people - Sofia).
- "Over time we gain experience and the group has progressed. Even the small participants

relax and speak better" (2 young people - Sofia)
o "I can now control my embarrassment and I can speak in front of more people" (young person

with special needs - Sofia)
o "There are techniques for coping - preparing information/text, working in pairs of speakers"

(member of a youth participation group - Sofia).
Some of the participants shared that they did not encounter any difficulties (2 young people - Vidin, 1
child with special needs - Ruse, 6 children - Shumen). The reasons for their successful participation,
according to them, are:

o The experience so far - "I have been participating in different activities since I was little!"
(child, Roma minority - Shumen).

o Mutual help - "We helped each other in the group - we came up with topics of conversation,
we shared problems" (young person with special needs - Sofia).

o The support of the mentors - "The ladies help us"; "They showed us that people have similar
problems as the people in the neighborhood" (2 children, Roma minority Shumen).

2.5. Knowledge of difficulties - parents' opinion

Did you have any difficulties with your participation in the project?
The parents' opinions includes three main aspects:

o There are no significant difficulties that parents have encountered in the course of the
project. It is the personal and family issues that have had a lasting and profound impact on
them.

o Sharing common problems helps parents, because the problems discussed in the groups are
normal, human topics - "about children", "about growing up", "about the relationship
between the young family and the parents", "about problems in the Roma community too."

o The participation of parents in the project is an additional form of support for their
children: through their own activity and personal contribution to change the care and services
for children.

With some of the parents, the meetings are individual and this is assessed as an understanding of
their roles.
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Conclusions on the role and knowledge of difficulties

1. Recognized (and recurring) difficulties faced by participants, team, mentors and partners are a
source of knowledge. The team recognises, discusses and analyses the difficulties in the course of the
work, for research and modelling purposes. This is a learning from problems and mistakes approach,
different from the dominant social system approach of imposing standards, rules, procedures,
sanctioning difficulties and undervaluing their analysis. Working with personal stories involves
accepting problems as part of normal life and as occasions for activation and support for coping. A
similar approach is that of reflecting on the difficulties faced by the team, mentors and partners,
thereby enriching the learning process.
2. The transition from the established form of hierarchical communication and "expert" decision
making to communication and interaction through consultation, listening and acceptance of the
person's opinion and personal story requires ongoing work with the actors in the protection and
social services system - a goal that Equilibrium's team and partners face. The accumulation of a
'critical mass' of method-trained and practising mentors and organisations has stimulated this process
within the project and formed opportunities for development - in the longer term.
3. The difficulties encountered by mentors are analysed and contribute to building and enriching
their competence to work with individuals and groups. The mentor has a key role in the formation
and work of the group, the equality and mutual acceptance and support of the participants. All
participants find in the mentor a confidant who balances different opinions, reactions and situations.
For this, several tasks and difficulties that most teams face deserve attention: 1) preparing the mentor
to work with groups and group dynamics; 2) maintaining motivation for participation in people in
vulnerable situations; 3) changing the mentor and working style; 4) interaction and boundaries
between the different roles of mentor, helper and service provider; 5) "normalizing" high
expectations of the mentor.
4. Working with participants' authentic narratives increases trust, social connections and mutual
support, but does not mechanically lead to increased activism and self-advocacy. Ongoing work is
needed to overcome distrust in own resources and to activate participants, with the help of mentors
and through complementary methods - skills development training, motivation through information,
joining with a specific purpose, etc. Continued work is needed to tackle attitudes of pessimism,
passive 'uncertainty avoidance' behaviour, lack of knowledge and sensitivity to discrimination.
5. Working in Kovid's terms has implications for the interactions between all project participants
that are explored and integrated into direct work with people. Participants find different solutions
for their city, organization, and group. The solution may be to transition from face-to-face meetings to
remote meetings as well as to transition from group to individual meetings. Some of the participants
decide to vaccinate themselves in order to meet in a group with the necessary protection and peace
of mind. The changes affect the dynamics of communication and sharing, the level of bonding,
belonging and activism, and the Equilibrium team analyses these changes in the concrete, specific
environment and encourages the search for a flexible, non-standardized, working approach.
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3. Lessons learned through the project roles

What did you learn in the course of the project through your role in it?

Equilibrium Team
The activity of the different groups
showed the "snowball effect". A
powerful story can provoke a wave
of shared experience, which means
that a story about ME provokes the
creation of a package of stories
about US."

(Project Manager)

Partners

"I was very surprised about the
huge tolerance most participants
have for discrimination and
neglect."

(Manager Plovdiv)

Mentors
"It's the discovery that there can
be big problems behind small
stories and you have to develop
your senses to recognise them."

(Mentor - Plovdiv)

Children and young people

"Advocacy is a difficult process for everyone in Bulgaria.
People do not fight for their own rights or for the rights
of others. They don't want to get into conflicts, it
requires will and strength. We don't have that mentality,
we are more inclined to complain. What's more, there
are issues that people don't understand, let alone
advocate for."

(Member of Youth Participation Group - Sofia)

Parents
"People are different. Some are easier to talk about
their history, others don't have the strength or the
desire to do so. One parent in our group was silent
the whole time. But I'm sure she got support from
others' stories and experiences. She continues to be
in the group and comes to the meetings."

(Parent of a disabled child - Sofia).
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3.1 Lessons learnt through the role in the project - team opinion
What did you learn in the course of the project through your role?

The opinions:
 Reflection on the preparation and work of the team, mentors and partners:

- On the professional and human approach: 'Many key ideas are very clear and rooted in
common sense. This makes them surprisingly difficult to convey in a 'training' or
'introduction' context where people expect content expressed in professional language.
Storytelling draws people into an intimate circle" (Project Manager).

- On mentor preparation, "For mentor preparation, I would say, Demonstrate.
Demonstrate. Demonstrate. You need to present yourself as a mentor. In the beginning, I
often heard the phrase 'train the trainers.' I said no - it's mentoring mentors" (Project
Manager).

- On personal losses in a pandemic situation: 'It was very difficult to perform because of
Kovid. In addition to avoiding live group formats, everyone went through the disease
personally, and caring for loved ones repeatedly, some experienced losses. Mentors
changed for personal reasons. Even the Equilibrium team communicated and met online.
Teammembers were unable to participate in all activities" (Coordinator).

- On working in a broad partnership: 'I had concerns about synchronising so many
different people from different parts of the country, but my concerns were not borne out.
The mentors did a great job! It's amazing how this was able to happen and produce such
amazing results - over 350 authentic personal stories that we were able to classify in our
platform (database) and arrive at an analysis that shows extremely important/hot issues
for the vulnerable groups we work with, not just us but the whole system." (Coordinator)

- On expectations and results: 'I was involved in all stages of preparing the team and
partners, creating the platform model and maintaining it. The results exceeded my
expectations and did not confirm my concerns. "(Platform Expert)

- Reflection on personal stories, storytellers and mentors:
o On the "snowball" stories, "I saw something interesting happening in our corpus of stories. It

happened within individual groups and then in a wider context. The activity of the individual
groups showed the 'snowball effect', where a powerful story can provoke a wave of shared
experience (without having a competitive storytelling where people try to make their
experience sound more dramatic than the experience of others."(Project Manager)

o On the transition from a personal story about ME to a story about US: "We ask ourselves: is
the transition from ME to US happening on a larger scale? Do the stories provided later in the
project reveal a growing awareness of being a member of a group? Do they reveal the kind of
collective consciousness and solidarity that certain mentors mention in their responses?" The
computer tool does not allow us to see this clearly, although there are signs. But in the
context of the 5 public events, we were given the opportunity to speak directly with
narrators. The transition from ME to US seems quite pronounced, especially amongst children
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and young care leavers. (Project Manager)
o On the problems and cohesion of the people: 'There was turnover, illness, quarantines

among the participants as well. There was a feeling of fragmentation. Yet, we completed all
the activities and received a lot of positive feedback from the participants themselves and
from the mentors, and at the closing events, I felt that we had ignited a spark, the guests
responded with interest, there were many guests despite the holiday season. For me this says
a lot about the method and the tool - that it is simple and easy (but requires a total paradigm
shift of the person using it) and at the same time it awakens and activates, connects, unites.
There is a lot of bread in it and for me personally things are yet to happen and unfold.
(Coordinator)

o On mentors and national impact, "We have a great team of mentors who are willing to
follow up with target groups and train colleagues. This is not within the power of the
Equilibrium team because we are involved in running services, we don't have paid staff
outside of services, and we can't make a national impact on the team alone" (Coordinator).

3.2. Lessons learned through the role in the project - partners' views
The opinions:
Some of the managers point out several key lessons:

 Personal stories are an effective method of interaction and feedback from social service
users (managers from all areas);

 Partnerships are a powerful tool for building and networking with like-minded people
(managers from all areas).

 Difficulties in forming and working with groups can be integrated into the training of new
mentors and partners (Manager, Sofia)

3.3. Lessons learnt through the role in the project - mentors' views

What would you say has been a real revelation in your work as a mentor?

The pinions:
 Achievements for participants

- About people's resources: vulnerable people have many resources and high resilience
(Mentor Vidin).
- On the power of stories:many of the stories were quite profound. (Mentor - Shumen)
- About the limits of expectations:

o "Higher degree of willingness, interest to participate and willingness to share
than initially expected by me (Mentor - Sofia)

o "People were changing, they wanted to develop and move forward" (Mentor -
Sofia).

 Achievements for mentors
- For the preparation of the mentor:

o "It's a discovery that I can work on the spur of the moment without preparation. It
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surprised me how a question can influence and steer the conversation in the direction
I want. " (Mentor - Sadovo)

o The quality of the work depends on the sincerity, honesty and sincerity of the
specialist (Mentor - Sofia).

- On the role of the mentor:
o The discovery that the method "suits" the specialist and he sees his development as a

mentor (1 mentor - Sofia, 1 mentor - Vidin, 1 mentor - Sadovo, 1 mentor - Ruse, 1
mentor - Shumen);

o Awareness of the importance of the role of the mentor - the mentor is responsible for
the environment in which the group takes place, how it predisposes people to feel
safe and calm (1 mentor - Sofia, 3 mentors - Ruse).

- On the role of reflection: reflection on everything done and experienced, including
participation in the evaluation of the project, brings new knowledge (1 mentor - Sofia, 1
mentor - Ruse).

Reflection on what children, young people and parents have learned - through their role as
storytellers in the project - has already been analysed in the previous sections.
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V. CONCLUSIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR DEVELOPMENT

Conclusions about the impact on the Equilibrium team

1. The personal stories method has a positive impact on children, youth and parents in different
situations of vulnerability, in different cities and communities. The many examples shared show
that:

 Personal stories attract children and young people because they love to communicate, share
dreams, learn to keep confidentiality and to detect discrimination, and recognise common
problems and solutions.

 Personal stories help adults in their various roles as individuals, workers, spouses, parents,
members of groups, and through storytelling, they improve their communication skills, gain
support in difficult times, build social relationships, share knowledge, make discoveries, and
influence their own circle of people.

 Children, young people and parents are supported and respected as members of families and
small communities that are significant for their values and experiences. Their participation in
the project strengthens both their identity as part of the family and community and their
responsibility to live together. Accepted in their identity, they find meaning and energy for
greater activity.

2. The Equilibrium team develops its own, original method for exploring and influencing enduring
socio-cultural attitudes and problems at the personal, group and systemic levels. Most visible
among vulnerable families are distrust in one's own coping resources, feelings of helplessness or guilt,
and skepticism about the willingness of institutions to work for citizens. Working with the negative
attitudes of people facing serious problems is part of the work to move from complaining about so-
called "Bulgarian work" to analyzing the possibilities for change and activism in ME and US.
3. The Equilibrium team achieves the active involvement of children, young people and parents in
vulnerable situations in their role as "storytellers" of personal stories and "co-authors" of common
knowledge about the difficulties and resources in the lives of families. A total of 385 authentic
narratives were collected and analyzed, for which 895 sessions were conducted in the 5 districts of
the country, with the participation of children and youth who had left care or were using social
services, youth with special needs and parents. This is a first of its kind project and approach in
Bulgaria that turns the collection of personal stories into a goal, a method and a tool to validate
individual and group experience, to integrate it into common knowledge and to turn it into a resource
for activation and search for solutions in key issues for people.

Findings on the impact on mentors and partner organisations
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1. An informal, working network of like-minded people has been established to enrich their
activities in support of vulnerable children and families, to develop their organisational behaviour
and partnership culture. Working with a shared method of personal stories, with Equilibrium's
leadership and positive flexible support, in the face of multiple constraints and losses associated with
the Kovid pandemic, but in a peer network, is seen by Equilibrium managers, mentors and staff as
innovative, professional, in a spirit of equality and partnership, with outcomes for all involved.
Partners recognize outcomes such as: improved trusting relationship with target groups, initiation of
new or renewed activities with different groups of children and parents, increased competence and
sensitivity of mentors, increased quality and flexibility of social services, with authentic feedback from
children and parents, with validation of mentoring and advocacy as an integral part of social work
and, as a result, with increased advocacy capacity and enriched image of organizations in the
community.
2. Listening to a "critical mass" of narratives from a growing number of children, youth, and
families increases the competency and deepens the experience of evidence-based mentors, teams,
and organizations. This process contributes to the accumulation of authentic knowledge about the
attitudes, needs, and important issues for groups of children, youth, and parents in a particular city
and strengthens the work to identify key common issues and steps for change. The Voice of Adversity
project's network of partners has access to an e-platform with a database of 385 described personal
stories. From these, common issues have been drawn out in 9 key areas of life - family support,
education, health, social support, social services, housing/living conditions, employment/household
economics, transport and mobility, recreation and leisure.
3. "Equilibrium and partner organisations use the personal stories of children and families as a
natural "compass" to assess the quality of support received. Equilibrium staff and partners look for
links between the quality standards of the social services they provide and the narratives of children
and families. This authentic method of feedback improves communication and trust between
individuals and organisations, strengthening social bonds and motivation for change.
A significant success of Equilibrium and partners is the requirement for the collection and analysis of
authentic feedback from users of social services, adopted in the Regulation for the Quality of Social
Services.

Conclusions on the impact on children, young people and parents

1. The personal stories method has a positive impact on children, youth and parents in different
situations of vulnerability, in different cities and communities. The many examples shared show
that:

 Personal stories attract children and young people because they love to communicate, share
dreams, learn to keep confidentiality and to detect discrimination, and recognise common
problems and solutions.

 Personal stories help adults in their various roles as individuals, workers, spouses, parents,
members of groups, and through storytelling they improve their communication skills, gain
support in difficult times, build social relationships, share knowledge, make discoveries, and
influence their own circle of people.

Children, young people and parents are supported and respected as members of families and small
communities that are significant for their values and experiences. Their participation in the project
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strengthens both their identity as part of the family and community and their responsibility to live
together. Accepted in their identity, they find meaning and energy for greater activity.
2. Project work motivates all participants by developing their skills, activating their resources and
empowering them to seek bottom-up solutions. Children and young people learn how to tell their
stories and listen to the stories of others (without fear or rejection), parents learn how they can
support their children with their stories (without feeling guilty), and mentors and partners learn how
to extract knowledge from the people they support (without imposing an "expert opinion"). The
method of gathering and telling directly influences the experiences of 'tellers', changes social services
indirectly and can contribute (with ongoing analysis of a critical number of stories nationally) with
suggestions to social policy based on evidence from practice.
3. The potential to empower, activate and self-advocate participants through mentoring and
personal stories is in its infancy. It is an ongoing journey with many steps - from sharing, listening and
accepting, to trusting oneself and others, complemented with knowledge and skills, with the energy
to seek solutions, with cohesiveness and mutual support to find common solutions and to protect
rights. Participants in the project have taken different steps and are at different parts of the journey,
but it is a continuous journey - of reflection, knowledge and skills building, activation, seeking like-
minded people, common goals and actions. On this path, ongoing mentoring, training, preparation for
concrete initiatives is needed.



Opportunities for the development of the Voice of Adversity project
Team
Building on project activities
with a focus on activating
families to find solutions to
their problems

Networking with children,
young people and parents
leading the way

Partners
Activating youth and families
to solve their problems

Development of the family
support model

Activate community partner
organizations

Mentors
Activating families to solve
their problems

Development of the family
support model

Networking for advocacy

Children and young people
Training to develop skills for
presenting to more people,
advocacy and rights

Conducting meetings for
activation

Parents
Meetings with
specialists to support
the issues and problems
of children and families

Development of the method of personal stories
Applying the personal stories
method to "map" important
topics for families

Connecting people in
different networks

Development of the personal
stories method, with a focus
on working with passive
participants

Networking for advocacy

Personal stories showmany
problems in the social
system that can be analysed
and generalised to seek
change at national and local
level.

Youth meetings with different
groups of people and officials

Meetings with a mentor to
support children and young
people in discussing important
topics

Combining personal
stories with training and
consultation methods to
develop skills and
activate parents.

References
Continuing work to develop
mentoring

Promoting and training new
partners in mentoring and
the personal stories method

Reflecting on the mentor's
role and experience on the
families' activism

Analysis of the results and
upgrading of the project

Introduction of personal
stories as an approach in the
direct work of the helping
professions and state
institutions (ASA, ACSU,
DPA, DSP, etc.

Event with all young people

Working with schools, youth
centres to promote mentoring
and personal stories

Focus on interaction and
mutual assistance of
parents

Evaluators' opinion and contribution: personal stories can be promoted as a method of community activation alongside similar methods of parent and
youth activism. The evaluation team - as members of a working group to discuss the Action Plan of the National Strategy for Long-Term Care - proposed
a measure "Piloting programmes to mobilise local resources", including methods of working with personal stories, mentoring, local coordination,
volunteering, etc. The plan has been approved by the MLSP.



The faces of the storytellers!
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