
Influential Women Spotlights Tania Hughes:
Redefining Leadership Through Experience &
Community

AUSTIN, TX, UNITED STATES, September

23, 2026 /EINPresswire.com/ -- Turning

Personal Challenges Into a Platform For

Empowering Others and Transforming

Homelessness Response Systems

Austin, Texas – Leadership can take

many forms, but for Tania, it is rooted in

something far more personal than a title

or credential. Her approach has been

shaped by resilience, authenticity,

compassion, and the conviction that

people who have experienced the

systems they now seek to improve

should have a meaningful role in

shaping them. Her journey through

homelessness, addiction, mental health

challenges, recovery, education, and

professional leadership has given her a

perspective that continues to influence

how she approaches community engagement and systems change.

Today, Tania serves as the Community Engagement Manager at the Ending Community

Homelessness Coalition (ECHO), where she works alongside individuals with lived expertise,

community organizations, healthcare providers, local government, and system leaders. Her work

centers on strengthening the homelessness response system while ensuring that lived

experience is recognized as a form of essential expertise rather than treated simply as a story to

be collected or an advisory role to be checked off.

For Tania, meaningful change begins when people who have been most affected by an issue are

given genuine opportunities to influence the decisions surrounding it. Her professional work

reflects a commitment to developing pathways that allow people with lived expertise to move

from receiving services to helping shape the programs, policies, and systems designed to serve
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their communities.

That commitment has guided her through community advisory councils, equitable engagement

strategies, system redesign efforts, and national presentations focused on lived experience

leadership. Across each setting, her goal remains consistent: to help create communities where

every voice is valued and every person has the opportunity to lead.

A Journey Shaped By Resilience

Tania’s perspective on leadership began long before her professional career. Having personally

experienced homelessness, addiction, and mental health challenges, she understands what it

can feel like to navigate systems intended to provide assistance while simultaneously feeling

unheard within them.

Those experiences have become central to the way she understands leadership. Rather than

separating her personal history from her professional work, Tania has learned to draw upon

what those experiences taught her. They showed her how to persevere through uncertainty, find

hope when circumstances seem impossible, and approach others with empathy.

Her journey has not followed a traditional path, but she views that history as a source of

strength. The challenges she encountered helped develop the resilience that continues to guide

her, while recovery and rebuilding her life gave her an understanding of transformation that

cannot be gained solely through formal education.

Tania attributes much of her success to resilience, a willingness to keep learning, and the people

who believed in her before she fully believed in herself. Mentors, colleagues, and community

leaders have played an important role throughout her journey, challenging her, encouraging her,

and opening doors that helped her continue growing.

Those experiences have also shaped how she approaches her own leadership. Tania does not

view success as something that should end with personal achievement. Instead, she believes

every opportunity carries a responsibility to create opportunities for others.

She describes leadership not as climbing higher than everyone else, but as reaching back,

sharing what has been learned, and making the path easier for the next person.

Centering Lived Expertise In Systems Change

At ECHO, Tania works at the intersection of community engagement, lived experience, and

homelessness response. Her focus is on helping organizations and communities recognize that

individuals who have directly experienced homelessness possess knowledge that can improve

the systems designed to address it.

For Tania, the distinction between participation and leadership is significant. Asking someone

with lived experience to share their story is not the same as giving that person a meaningful role



in decision-making.

She advocates for a model in which lived expertise informs policy, improves programs, and

contributes to sustainable systems change. Through her work, she helps develop engagement

strategies that create opportunities for people with lived expertise to influence decisions rather

than simply provide testimony about their experiences.

Her work includes facilitating community advisory councils, designing equitable engagement

strategies, and participating in system redesign efforts. She has also presented nationally on

lived experience leadership and continues working with organizations across Texas and beyond

to reconsider how communities engage people most affected by homelessness.

The impact of this work, she says, can be seen when people who were once told their

experiences only mattered as stories become respected leaders, advocates, board members,

presenters, and change-makers.

Those transformations are among the moments that continue to motivate her.

Tania believes some of the most important innovations emerge when organizations intentionally

share power, listen deeply, and recognize lived expertise as a form of professional expertise. Her

work therefore extends beyond individual engagement. It is about helping organizations rethink

how decisions are made and who should have a voice in those decisions.

Education That Strengthens Her Mission

Tania recently completed her Master of Human Services degree from the University of Arizona

Global Campus, adding another dimension to the experience and knowledge she brings to her

work. She also holds a bachelor’s degree in Behavioral Science, along with certifications as a Peer

Support Specialist and Qualified Mental Health Professional (QMHP).

Her education has strengthened her ability to bridge professional practice with lived expertise.

Rather than viewing academic knowledge and personal experience as separate forms of

understanding, Tania sees value in bringing both together.

Her professional journey demonstrates how lived experience can coexist with formal education

and professional leadership. For her, one does not diminish the other. Instead, the combination

provides a broader foundation from which to understand complex challenges and identify

opportunities for change.

That perspective has also informed her commitment to lifelong learning. Tania attributes her

success in part to her willingness to continue learning, recognizing that growth does not stop

once someone reaches a particular professional milestone.

“Do It Scared”



When asked about the best career advice she has ever received, Tania points to three simple

words: “Do it scared.”

The advice resonates because fear has accompanied many of the defining moments of her

career. She has experienced uncertainty while accepting leadership roles, returning to school,

speaking on national stages, and sharing her lived experience in rooms where important

decisions were being made.

Through those experiences, she learned that confidence does not necessarily arrive before an

opportunity. Sometimes confidence develops because a person chooses to move forward

despite not feeling completely prepared.

For Tania, courage is not the absence of fear. It is the decision not to allow fear to make the

decision.

That philosophy has become something she passes along to others, particularly those who may

be waiting until they feel completely ready before taking their next step. She believes that

waiting for perfect confidence can mean missing opportunities for growth.

Her message is straightforward: growth often begins with the willingness to take the first step,

even when that step feels uncertain.

Authenticity As A Form Of Leadership

Tania also encourages young women entering her industry to resist the pressure to become

someone else in order to be accepted as leaders.

Earlier in her journey, she believed leadership required being polished, having all the answers,

and never allowing others to see her struggle. Over time, she came to understand that

authenticity can be one of a leader’s greatest strengths.

For Tania, authenticity means showing up as the person she is today rather than attempting to

present a perfect version of herself. It means acknowledging difficult days, asking for help when

necessary, learning from mistakes, practicing healthy coping skills, and continuing to grow.

She believes there is value in allowing others to see that process.

Someone watching her journey may need to see that leadership does not require perfection.

They may need to see that healing is not linear, growth remains ongoing, and success does not

mean a person has stopped being human.

Tania believes a person’s experiences, perspectives, and imperfections can sometimes give

someone else the courage to believe that they belong.



Her message to young women is therefore not to hide the parts of themselves that make them

real. Those characteristics may be precisely what enables them to become effective leaders.

Holding Hope And Heartbreak Together

The work of lived experience leadership comes with significant emotional challenges. Tania

describes one of the greatest difficulties as carrying the emotional weight of the work long after

the workday ends.

Because she has personally experienced homelessness, she understands the circumstances

faced by many of the people she encounters through her work. She knows what it means to

navigate those challenges firsthand, which can make the realities she sees particularly difficult to

separate from her own experiences.

She recognizes the painful contrast between being able to return home at the end of the day

and knowing that others may be returning to a tent, shelter, or another place not intended for

human habitation.

That reality, she says, never becomes easy.

There are moments when she questions whether she is doing enough, particularly when she

sees how hard people are fighting simply to survive. Holding hope and heartbreak

simultaneously is one of the most difficult aspects of her work.

Yet it is also where she sees an important opportunity.

Tania has observed that more organizations and communities are beginning to recognize the

value of lived experience. When people are invited not merely to tell their stories but to

participate as leaders, she believes communities can develop stronger programs, more informed

policies, and more compassionate systems.

She does not believe she can solve every challenge alone. Instead, she focuses on helping create

conditions in which the people most affected by homelessness have a genuine role in shaping

the solutions.

Authenticity, Compassion, Integrity, And Hope

Four values guide Tania’s work and personal life: authenticity, compassion, integrity, and hope.

Authenticity forms the foundation. She believes people deserve the real version of her rather

than someone pretending to have everything figured out. Whether she is leading a meeting,

speaking at a conference, or talking with someone experiencing difficulty, she wants people to

understand that perfection is not a requirement for dignity, respect, or leadership.

Compassion is equally important. Tania recognizes that every individual has a story that has



influenced who they are. Her experiences have taught her to approach people with curiosity

rather than judgment and to understand how a single act of kindness or one person’s belief in

someone can change the direction of a life.

Integrity means doing what is right even when it is difficult. For Tania, that includes speaking up

when voices have been overlooked, following through on commitments, and ensuring that her

actions remain aligned with the values she advocates.

Hope completes that foundation. It is not a form of optimism that ignores reality, but a belief

that people can heal, grow, and transform. Tania has experienced that transformation in her own

life and has had the opportunity to witness it in others.

Creating Opportunities For Others To Lead

Ultimately, Tania’s influence is grounded in the opportunities she creates for others.

Her journey demonstrates how personal experience can become a source of leadership and how

professional development can strengthen, rather than replace, lived expertise. Through her work

at ECHO and her broader engagement with communities and organizations, she continues

advocating for a model in which people most affected by homelessness have meaningful

influence over the systems that affect their lives.

The transformation she values most is not simply institutional. It is also personal: seeing

individuals move from being viewed primarily as recipients of services to becoming leaders,

advocates, board members, presenters, and decision-makers.

That transformation reflects the core of Tania’s philosophy. Leadership is not defined solely by

credentials, titles, or recognition. It is demonstrated through resilience, authenticity,

collaboration, and the willingness to create space for others.

Her hope is to leave every space better than she found it by building relationships rooted in

trust, challenging assumptions, and helping organizations move beyond inclusion toward

genuine partnership.

For Tania, influence is not measured by recognition. It is measured by the lives empowered, the

barriers removed, and the opportunities created for others to lead.

Her story continues to demonstrate the potential that emerges when people are given the

opportunity to transform lived experience into leadership—and when communities are willing to

listen, share power, and allow those closest to an issue to help shape its future.

Learn More about Tania Hughes:

Through her Influential Women profile, https://influentialwomen.com/connect/tania-hughes
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