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ABOUT THE PROJECT

The Women in Action Project is working with women and girls from HIV and AIDS 
affected, infected and vulnerable families and their community-based organisations, 
to strengthen their access to formal education, decent employment and entrepreneurial 
opportunities in Maharashtra.

UN Women, in collaboration with Humana People to People India, initiated this 
project to empproject to empower HIV/AIDS affected women. The project's core objectives include 
providing formal education, enhancing employability skills and fostering 
entrepreneurship opportunities for these women. 

The project supported 301 women from vulnerable families to enrol in class 10 
and/or 12. Another 353 women were provided with market-oriented/employability 
skills and are currently gainfully employed or engaged in mainstreaming, 
income-generation and self-employment initiatives. Besides these tangible benefits, 
the project has also conducted the project has also conducted awareness campaigns and established an enabling 
and supportive environment for these women to thrive and prosper. 





ABOUT THE BOOK

Giving women and girls a voice in decision-making is crucial, especially for those living 
with or affected by HIV and AIDS. Their involvement in creating policies ensures that 
these policies are designed with their needs in mind. However, to effectively participate 
in the fight against HIV, women and girls need both financial aid and education to develop 
the skills they require.

WWomen and girls face a higher risk of contracting HIV for two main reasons: their biological 
makeup makes them more susceptible to the virus, and societal inequalities often leave them 
with less control over their lives and health. This lack of control can lead them into situations 
where they're more exposed to HIV, such as not being able to negotiate safe practices 
in relationships.

The book "Women in Action" tells the inspiring stories of five women and girls involved 
in a project aimed at empowering them. Written from their perspective, these stories 
highlight their sthighlight their struggles, ambitions, and the barriers they've broken. It's a celebration of 
their journey towards financial independence, personal empowerment, and defining 
success on their own terms.

These real-life tales of hope and resilience shine a light on the power of women and girls 
to shape their futures. "Women in Action" is an essential read for anyone interested in the 
true meaning of empowerment, showcasing how women are not just surviving but thriving 
and leading the way in their communities.





My mother (also HIV+) made ends
meet as a health outreach worker 
and just about managed her health. 

...my father was HIV+ and then he
contracted TB. He passed away
12 years ago leaving us here.

I vividly remember
that day when my
family was asked
to go and live far
away only because...

Isolation.
That would be
my word for
growing up.

We’ll get
past this
brother.

sailI, 
bhiwandIA SLICE of a DREAM
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I wanted
to be a
teacher.

You’re not
qualified
for this job.

This work
is not for
you, child.

Growing up also
meant slowly giving 
up on my dreams...

When I passed my Xth,
I decided to step out
and look for a job.

I was desperate for
any kind of work.
I needed the money.

I am sure
I deserve
better.

Soon, I was working 
in a warehouse for
an e-commerce giant.

I was happy 
to start somewhere.

...and reconciling
to my harsh
reality.
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Thank 
God!

Every few months,
I would also 
accompany my 
mother for her
check-ups.

You’re doing
fine. Have your
food, medicines
on time please.

And what do
you do

young girl? I studied
till Xth and
then I...

I wanted to
study, but...

Yes, I pounced
on this idea
and life began
to change.

...I needed to work.
My mother’s

income isn’t enough.
I can connect you 
to a Remedial
Centre nearby...

...you can keep
working and finish 
your school too.

It was getting 
difficult to manage
both, so I decided 
to quit my job.

There was no
other option
Doctor.

You can now
chase your
dreams dear!

That would
be great,
Doctor.

Thank you Doctor!
I will give
it my best.

I rather focus
on my final
exams!

And then you
dropped out?
Why didn’t you...?
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Let’s hope
for the best!

We have this
popular course in 
our centre. Why 
don’t you join us?

The Food sector
is always looking
for skilled people.

At the Centre I signed
up for other trainings
too and that there
a world of difference.

In life,
there’s no
end to
learning...

Soon, thanks to my
teacher, I got placed
with a premium pizza
brand! I couldn’t
believe myself.

Congrats
Chef Saili!
Bravo!

Today we 
are here
to network
and connect.
All the very
best! 

Hope I 
pass Ma!!

I felt so relieved 
when my exams 
were over.

It was around the 
same time my 
teacher had other 
plans for me.

She suggested a course in Food 
and Beverages, that would enable 
me for skilled opportunities.
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From basic 
culinary skills...

Now that 
I am here...

...I will learn everything
about this business.

...inventory
management...

...supply
chains...

...customer
interaction...

...I will learn
everything...

...and even
technology...

...about this
industry.

I will make
a name for
myself.

I am going
to give it 
my all!
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I will build a brand of 
my own. A brand that
brings people closer.
Where inclusion replaces
isolation. And I will

do it!

I have a much 
bigger dream. Soon 
I will mould my 
own future. 
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Open School 
system helps
students like
me.

Hope I get 
a raise soon.

Welcome to 
my world.

Of course 
you’ll be fine!

Take heart
Aai...

Aai and I are
both HIV+

Being a 19 year 
old is not easy.
Especially when...

...in the coming 
months, I have to
prepare for
my XIIth exams.

Look after my
ailing mother,
keep her in good

spirits...

Do odd jobs to
keep the house
running...

...and I have to
do it all alone.
I know that.

And I have no
time to feel sorry
for myself.

And we have only 
each other to take
care of ourselves.

...things will get
better, I promise.

STEP BY STEP
lakshmI, 
gowandI
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I was a decent
student did well
till class X.

I grew up in 
my uncle’s house,
with my cousins.

But soon, our
life changed.

Please stay
somewhere 
else.

With her petty
savings, Aai
got this shack.

...will come any day 
and raze all such 
illegal settlements.

But now Aai is
worried all the
time. We hear
that the local
authorities...

Don’t worry
child, we’ll
survive.

Yes Aai, 
we’ll
survive.

And stay 
away from 
my kids!

I enjoy
studying!

I had to drop 
out of regular 
school to help Aai.

My uncle 
asked us to leave 
his house. 

They feared 
their kids will get
infected too. 
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Anyway, given
the situation I am in, 
I can’t afford to get
scared now. I have to
have to - put up a brave
face and put my house

in oin order.

I have no other 
option but to 
stand up
with a smile.

Try the
Dal Makhni
Aai!

Yes, they
make it 
really well.

Please
try these
special sweets
Ma’am.

I know there are no
easy solutions, but 
things will change
for the better.
Step by step.

Recently, I got a job. Now on most evenings I work with a catering company
as a waitress, serving guests at parties and weddings. Besides the money, 
I also get a good meal after the event and sometimes manage to bring some 

for Aai as well. She enjoys it and I love to see her happy.



Remember, in 
your exams,
you must...

You are the
master of your
life! Agree?

It is important
to be aware of
your status.

And we love 
making Insta
reels no?

I will post
this one on
Insta...

These classes gives me so much
confidence! I feel I’m learning
something new everyday.

Rekha, want to
share some?

Sure! Thank you
Lakshmi!

During the day, I regularly attend the Remedial
Centre at Turbhe and their classes make me stronger..

Here I have some close friends too. They know about 
my HIV status and are very supportive all the time.

And I will 
make this my
profile pic!
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After my exams,
I will look for a job
that pays me well
and takes care of
all our needs.

We have to
remember to have
our medicines on
time Aai. Never
a slip.

I eventually want to have 
a pakka house for me 
and my mother. 
And I am here 
to get it done!

As I have to stand up on my feet, I am very 
careful about my health and HIV. I regularly 
get myself checked by Dr Neha who helps me 

beyond medical issues.

You’re doing well girl.
But you must come for  
our functions more often. 
You can be an inspiration 
for younger girls,
Lakshmi.

Thank you for
everything
Doctor.

We also have a WhatsApp 
group to stay in touch.
We meet regularly for
events that help us stay
motivated round the clock.
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But coming back to
my story, it is important
I tell you what I
have in mind. 

That with my first salary,
I want to take Aai to
a beautiful hill resort 
from where we can start
our lives afresh.

Thank you
Lakshmi!
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A HOUSE of my OwN

A few years back, if you had asked me to share my story, I would’ve laughed it off. Probably because 
there was nothing much to it. But now things are different. So let’s say - today I feel honoured to tell you 
my story. I feel far more confident and happy to share my life with you with both pride and humility. 

Please allow me
to introduce
myself.

I don’t believe 
I have a visiting
card of my own!

I will do even 
better in my
XIIth.

When I passed 
my Xth with good 
marks I was all set
to study further.

sanIya, 
bhIwandI
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Welcome. This probably 
is the dream home you 
have been looking for. 
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As they say - ‘life happens to you while you’re busy making other plans’. The same happened to me.
Just when I was signing up for higher classes, my father just about survived a heart attack.

The only earning member of such a huge family was now weak and frail. I knew I had to change my plans.

Abbu,
autodriver.

Thank you so 
much Saniya!

Younger siblings,
in school.Ammi,

homemaker.

Elder sisters,
married.

This is our 
family of 8.

That’s me.
We can’t survive this
way. I need to step up 
and take charge.

Is this really
my future?

I can give an injection,
though I am not
qualified to.

Even while I was in school I had learnt 
to be independent. In the evenings
I would assist in a local clinic to 
earn some pocket money and take 

care of my wants.

But now I decided to drop out
and look for a job. I started 
working in a restaurant, at the
cash counter, keeping accounts.

Though I wasn’t happy to leave 
school, I felt good to contribute
to the household and help the

family survive.



It didn’t take me long to realise that life is forever a work-in-progress. It means constantly adapting 
to a series of changing plans. One never knows what’s in store ahead, but I prepared myself to deal with it, 
with an open mind. One day, a chance encounter with a familiar face helped and definitely changed my life.

Life seemed to give me a send chance and I grabbed it. I just couldn’t let it go. It was not only my interest but 
a pragmatic realisation that completing my education could get me a better life ahead. And if that meant
juggling a double life between studying, working - then so be it. I was prepared to make time for it.

Hey! How’s your 
school going Saniya?

Hello Didi! 
Long time...

Well I had
to drop out...

But you were a 
good student! You
can’t give it up!

Why don’t you join
our Centre? Here you 
can study to finish 
school as you work.
Give it a try!

I have only one job.
To get the old Saniya
back on track!

I just couldn’t
believe that this
was even possible.
To work, study and 
chase my dreams!

I had no
option Didi.

...and am now
working in a...
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I realised that education means not only academics or mark sheets. It is a sum total of many things that
include personal development, an inqusitive mind and a sense of humanity. The curious me soon signed up
for other classes that would help me sharpening my skills. This was more than mere normal schooling.

But before I progress, please allow me to digress. It’s an important one. It’s important because it somewhere
changed me as a person and I need to tell you about it. My sessions at the centre made me aware 

about the life around us, challenged my stereotypical thoughts and enabled me to face my own prejudices.

1 2

3 4

Their sessions on health
and HIV were particularly
sensitising for me.

Hi, how come
you’re talking
to me?

I think we
should be
friends!

Didi, can you groom me,
make me job ready
and confident?

That’s interesting...

Sure. Let’s give
it a try!

Oh no, she’s 
trying to 
say hello...

Umm...Hi, I am
Saniya.

If you know someone 
who has HIV, never 
distance yourself 

from them. Admire their 
courage in standing up 
for themselves.

I too knew of
a HIV+ neighbour,
who I’d avoid. 

There’s nothing
to feel depressed
or sad about HIV.

Obstacles or
bottlenecks are
our challenges.

They strengthen us!

These classes made 
me think of more
ideas. I now felt the 
need to shape up 
for bigger things. 

Beyond your idea,
starting a business
is a mind game.
You need to dare.
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To shine, one needs commitment. And for that, one needs focus. And focus demands sacrifice. My life had 
changed for good. Besides my studies, I was fully committed to make something out of my life. Spending long 
hours at honing my skills and absolute trust in my mentor. I believe it is important to believe in someone
who believes in you. I was focussed to rise above myself and my conditions with the support I had. 

Let’s work on your
presentation and
articulation skills.

I slowly became
more confident in
putting my points

forward.

Hence I am
of the opinion
that we need...

That’s 
wonderful
Saniya!

A real estate
company is looking
for young sales
executives.

Why don’t you
take the
interview?

At least you’ll
get some
experience.

Will I be
able to?

I was nervous,
but I had nothing 
to lose anyway.

You’re absolutely
spot on! Brilliant. You mean I get 

the job? Really?

Welcome to our company young lady. We hope you 
connect with our customers and convert them to
sales. And yes, you get a commission for every sale!

I believe we should first 
look at our customer’s needs
before we pitch a property.
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As I said at the very beginning, today things are different. I am earning more than anyone in my family
could ever think of. I am making sure that everybody’s needs are taken care of I am not saying 
I’ve arrived, but that I’ve only just begun. And yes, I am preparing for my exams too. Wish me luck!

I don’t know what the future holds for me 
or how long will I stay in this sector; but

one day I’ll have a house like this, of my own.

Thank you
so much for
this deal.

Congratulations
to you both!

So I hope you like
this property. We aim to 
provide the best facilities
at economical costs.
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MY RESTART RECIPE 
As a homemaker, I have a sorted
domestic life. A working husband, 
school going children, all checked.

But once everyone left for the 
day and I was alone in the
house, a feeling of emptiness 

would fill me in. 

I was beginning to realise that my 
life was missing a sense of 

purpose. I wanted more out of my
life than just domestic chores.

I want to go out and 
work. But then I’m 
42, who’ll employ me?

I would remember my school days 
and how much I enjoyed studying.

But I had to discontinue school
for domestic responsibilities.

Then my children 
leave for school too.

My husband leaves early in the
morning on his job of 
a school bus driver. 

sunIta, 
bhiwandI
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You may brush it off by calling it my ‘midlife crisis’, but I was at 
that stage of my life when I didn’t want my remaining half life to be 
half-lived. I was sure to get out of my comfort zone and complete 

my unfinished aspirations, within my given situation. 

I think I got it
from my parents.

My father taught
me to make
Jowar Bhakri.

To tell you a bit about myself,
I love cooking, trying new recipes.

It’s a staple
in our home.

You can call it
my passion.

Is it too late
to start now?

I signed up to
be the oldest
school girl in 
my class.

A bit of research helped and I braced
myself to press the Restart button. 

I found a place to redress 
my dream, to complete
my school education.

Now, I make
it really well.

My mother taught
me to make
Puran Poli.
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It felt good to step out of 
home with a sense of 
purpose instead of being 
tied daily to drudgery of
domestic chores.

Hmm...this geography
is rather interesting...

I was now in a happy space. To go out, interact with the world,
learn new things and bring them home. It was a new life for me and
I realised how important the Restart button can be. And even for 

a moment, I never felt embarassed about my age.

Start with 
visualising the
life you want.

An idea is as
good as its
execution.

How was your
school today,
beta...

It was good Aai,
how was yours?

You mean I too can
be an Entrepreneur?

Besides academics, I also 
started attending other classes
to help me build myself.

I now started finding my world. 
At home I was now connecting better
with my kids too. Now my house had

not two but three students.
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Didi, do you provide 
lunch meals? I heard
that your cook...

Thank you so
much for this!

Hello and welcome 
to my kitchen!

The word started
getting around and
my orders started 

going up.

Rs 2,000/-
It’s high time
I did. If not now
then when?

One day, a casual query
triggered my dormant
dream, pushing me to act.

All the best
Sunita didi!

Though I did not have
the money, I decided to 
take the plunge. 

A prospective customer
believed in me.

Thus, within a few months, 
I restarted my life. I was 
realising the worth 
of my skills.

Am I dreaming?
Will I be able to
do this?

Step by step, I was on a journey towards making something 
out of my life. Thinking of new ideas along the way, stumbling 
but walking ahead. I now had to get out of my comfort zone.

Moving mountains of self doubt,
I was now committed to my
new found sense of confidence
and the world responded.

22



Even though every journey begins with a single step,
the road ahead unfolds in rather interesting ways.
I have had to prepare myself for challenges along 

the way, learning as I moved ahead.

I put up a stall at 
the Centre’s Job Fair 
and got a positive 
response too!

Try my special
Puran Poli!

I need to learn
to be calm and
cordial with my
customers’ demands.

I need to learn
logistics, inventory
management and set a 
better delivery system.

Who would’ve thought 
I will start learning
new techniques to 
grow my business.

I am now setting 
up a channel 
on Telegram. 

Hello and welcome
to my YouTube
channel. Today...

23



Today, living a mundane domestic life appears impossible for me. 
The centre's support has instilled confidence in me. My family's and 
now the customer's faith in me has stirred the desire to be and 

do my best. I wouldn’t let them down.

Before I leave, there’s one last thing I would share from my experience.
That it’s never ever too late in life and I am living it. Call me ambitious
and I will never shy away from my ambition to be an entrepreneur, but 
before that - to be an educated person who can help women like me. 

Recently I took my exams for 
class XII. I felt so proud to have 
my son as my history teacher at home.

During the 
Freedom
Movement...

I hope I can
keep up with

your efforts Beta!
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namIta*,
ambernath

*Name changed for privacy reasons

MOVING AHEAD

I can’t wait to tell 
you my story.

Even I couldn’t have 
imagined to be where 
I am today.  

Recently I 
finished school
successfully.

This is my new
profile. Welcome
to my world.

Now I have 
joined a FMCG
corporate!

Today, I start
with a new job.
Wish me luck.

Do well and
eat on time!



Don’t worry dear, I met the doctor.
We need to take our medicines on time,
and stay healthy. We’ll be fine child. 

I have grown up here
with my mother as 
my sole guardian.

She made sure I continue
going to school and take
my medicines regularly.

I promise I won’t 
dissappoint you Aai.

...don’t tell
your friends
about this.

Your HIV status 
might push

your friends away.

But I always 
wanted to make
something out
of my life!

I have a
suggestion...

Aai, you’re
the strongest!

So, fearing
stigma, I thus
learnt to grow
up in silence.

Some years back I learnt I was HIV+.
But my mother didn’t panic and

made sure we were on the right track.
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I now started getting
interested in my studies 
and much to my surprise, 
I started doing well too.

I was in Xth when
one day my 

teacher called me.

My curiosity got the
better of me. I found
out and joined free
computer classes 
in the evenings.

I just couldn’t believe it 
when I passed my Xth with 
good marks. Yet I was torn
apart between my dreams

and duties.

You’re bright!
After Xth, you should
continue till XIIth
and finish school

Namita.

You know how
things are at
home, teacher...

This Powerpoint
is so cool!

I should explore
more of this...

I have to stop going 
to school and start
working. I have to
support Aai.



It all starts
with Empathy...

These classes
are even more 
interesting!

I guess this is
my life from here 
on. I’ll get used

to it.

At the Centre, besides 
the regular classes,
I started attending 
Life Skills classes too.

I took up a job
at a local factory
making ice cream 
wrappers for a
salary of Rs 9,000
per month.

Will I be able
to do my own

business someday?

The thrill of getting paid was something
I will never forget! Now I could support
my mother and save a bit for myself too!

I got used to my new life. 
Though I missed school, 
I was happy to spend more 
time with my mother. 
But then, one day
she did it again.

With my first
salary I will
buy a nice bag.

Little did I know,
my life will
change again.

Very much!
Thank you Aai!

Namita,
here you can attend 
classes to finish

your school education
while working. 
Interested?

Each big idea
starts with 
a small step...
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Now I was class in XII, the final year of 
school education. With exams coming closer, 
I felt I needed more hours to study.

I worked hard
and took the 
exams, half 

nervous and half
confident.

From a family struggling 
to survive, I realised 
I have made progress. 
But then this was just 
the beginning. After my
exams I wasted no time 
lookilooking for a better job.

And here I am
today. Off to
work!

Sir, can I please
get some leave.
My exams are
close. Please!

I don’t believe
I am going to
complete school!

Sure Namita.
All the very 
best!

We would be
happy to have
you in our 
sales team...

Somebody
pinch me!

...with a starting
salary of
Rs 16,000
per month.

Thank you
so much for this 
opportunity!
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Congratulations!
You’re promoted.

Please visit us next 
month too madam.

Now I am more than my
medical status. I am careful
about my health, my medicines
and my HIV status is not

an issue.

I have to visit local stores,
take sales orders and meet
my monthly targets.

I want to climb up the
corporate ladder with 
hard work and integrity. 

And once I get my house in order, the one thing I really want to do is - make a centre, a home, 
where I can help anyone in need, free of any bias or stigma. A safe haven where no one

is silenced. One may say its a lofty ambition, but it’s the only one I have.
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