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There have been times when I have con-
sidered my paid position as manager of Vol-
unteering Canterbury and wondered why I
stay here. As the senior of three paid workers
in an organisation with limited financial
resources that has a wide range of operations,
the amount of work for which I am responsi-
ble sometimes seems impossibly large. And
yet, in my ninth year in the job, I still love it!
Why?

Volunteering is about free will and having
a choice. And I definitely chose this job.
After 20 years in commercial administration I
was thoroughly disillusioned with working in
a culture where the dominant values were
very different from my own. I had always
been involved in voluntary work, mainly in
child-related organisations and political
activism, but until I moved to Christchurch
in the late 1980s, I was not aware that there
was such a thing as the voluntary sector.

After settling in here, I took a couple of
University Feminist Studies papers, and as my
disillusionment with the commercial sector
grew, I decided to seek training that might
enable me to gain employment in the not-
for-profit sector. I vaguely thought this might
be in the helping skills area, still not really
aware that there were paid jobs available in
voluntary organisation administration. The
only training option seemed to be at
Christchurch Polytech, and in 1993 I duly
enrolled as a part-time student in the Certifi-
cate in Community and Social Services pro-
gram. This was an extremely basic, non-
assessed course, but I enjoyed the classes,
found the assignments manageable in time
and content, and soon felt ready for more.

The course required that I do some hours
of supervised voluntary work, and I carefully
considered where this might happen. My
choice was the local Women’s Centre, a femi-

nist organisation with a focus on domestic
violence. My offer of help was accepted, and I
commenced training as a volunteer support
worker, a role that I found immensely satisfy-
ing. Later that year I was made redundant
from my paid job and took on several part-
time accounting contracts. The Women’s
Centre needed a finance worker, and that role
became another part of my “portfolio.” By
now I was a member of the organising collec-
tive, an experience which provided both chal-
lenges and pleasure as we struggled to balance
the task of managing the centre while caring
for the wellbeing of clients and collective
members.

During all this, my dream was to obtain a
full-time, paid administrative position in a
not-for-profit organisation. In late 1994 my
dream came true. I became manager of Vol-
unteering Canterbury, and I slowly discovered
that my dream contained some nightmare
elements. At times my learning curve seemed
steeper than Mount Everest. My commercial
management experience had gained me the
job, but time and again it was my experience
in the Women’s Centre Collective, as the
chairperson of a local residents’ group, and as
a Green Party activist that I called on for
guidance.

I quickly discovered that the scope of the
job was infinite, and I needed to put some
very clear boundaries in place. I learned to
prioritise (and re-prioritise as circumstances
changed). I was obliged to abandon my per-
fectionist habits. Thoroughly completing any
task seemed to be out of the question. Unin-
terrupted time became a scarce commodity.

The benefits derived from managing a
small voluntary organisation mirror in many
ways the benefits of being a volunteer. There
is an element of free will, of giving service,
especially when income is considered. In
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