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PREVIEW

If you think volunteering means giving your time for nothing in return, think again. If 
happiness was a currency, volunteers would be the richest people on the planet.

Australia currently has more than six million people 
volunteering, which is 35 per cent of our adult 
population. In Queensland alone, volunteering was 
worth about $13.4 billion to the Queensland economy 
in 2010, and volunteers did work equivalent to almost 
300,000 jobs (ABS). 

Clearly, volunteering saves organisations and 
taxpayers a lot of money, and the good news is, it’s on 
the rise. The estimated number of volunteers in 
Australia doubled from 1995 to 2010.

But that’s not its only benefit. Volunteering – or offering your services or skills to society for no monetary 
reward – makes people feel happy and studies are showing it’s not only good for the soul, but for the heart.

Researchers at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver wanted to find out how volunteering might 
impact a person’s physical condition, and discovered that it improves cardiovascular health, study author 
Hannah Schreier wrote in the journal JAMA Pediatrics recently.

“The volunteers who reported the greatest increases in empathy, altruistic behaviour and mental health 
were the ones who also saw the greatest improvements in their cardiovascular health,” said Schreier.

Seventy-five year-old Caloundra man Roy Weatherley has been volunteering consistently since 1974, when 
he immigrated to Australia from the UK, and he’s not stopping any time soon. 

He has recently started a volunteer role as a mentor with STEPS, a not-for-profit community organisation 
that supports people with disabilities, injuries and barriers to employment. 

“Right now I’m really happy with what I’m doing with STEPS,” says Weatherley. “I have a gentleman I see 
twice a week; I just go and sit with him. He’s got a problem with short-term memory, so I just help him to 
remember what he’s got to do at his job. Occasionally, when he’s got a lot on, I turn my hand to helping him 
because I can do it. I’ve gotten to know the man quite well and become friends with him.”

STEPS Sunshine Coast has hundreds of clients. Mentoring program coordinator David Lindsay says one of 
the main benefits STEPS mentors provide is the kind of supportive relationship that develops naturally 
through regular contact.

“They’re not didactic or preachy in any way,” says Lindsay. “One of the biggest talents we ask of mentors is 
that they have the capacity to just listen and be there.” 

It’s a role people like Weatherley relish. 

“I just like helping people – I’m a people person. I love meeting new people. 
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“In Queensland, there seems to be quite a strong volunteering presence. You’ve just got to look at what 
happened with the floods. It’s the Australian spirit – somebody’s down so you do your best to help.

“If you talk to government circles you’d find the country wouldn’t run without volunteers – I don’t say that 
lightly. If you go around hospitals and community organisations and non-government organisations, if they 
didn’t have volunteers they couldn’t afford the workforce they need.”

Cheryl Harris, who is the manager of Volunteering Sunshine Coast, agrees. “Volunteers do an incredible job 
and I don’t think they get half the recognition they deserve,” she says. “Australia is such a country of 
extremes, and volunteers contribute a tremendous amount. Essential services like the SES and the 
helicopter rescue service, the coast guards, surf life savers, services for people with disabilities – they all 
require volunteers. We couldn’t survive without them.”

Volunteering Sunshine Coast is a not-for-profit organisation that matches volunteers with various groups in 
need on the Coast. The organisation deals with more than 140 organisations requiring volunteers, and 1400 
people a year who want to volunteer.

“The jobs can vary from administration positions through to environmental groups, hospitals and libraries,” 
says Harris. “We deal with so many across the board, and we try to marry them up with the skills of people 
who say they’d like to volunteer. 

“The majority of people say they’d like to give back to the community. The second highest group of 
volunteers on the Coast are people trying to keep their skills up, because jobs are so scarce.”

Another large volunteer sector on the Coast is retirees looking to stay active and social. Denise Warner 
volunteers as a receptionist for eight hours every Wednesday at seniors group Sunshine 60 and Better in 
Maroochydore.

“Once you’ve retired you get into volunteering because you miss that involvement with other people,” says 
Warner. “I was a medical receptionist in Brisbane and we’ve retired up here. I like the social side – you’re 
helping out and you meet other people. I don’t play golf so I volunteer.”

International Volunteering

Volunteering overseas is a wonderful way to experience another country in a way that may be more fulfilling 
than the average tourist trip. Groups like Australian Volunteers International, Latitude Global Volunteering 
and Sunshine Coast-based Destiny Rescue can match volunteers with the right jobs and destinations.

Stephanie Love of Cotton Tree worked in a women’s shelter in Fiji, spent two months in Costa Rica with 
Youth With a Mission and worked with victims of sex trafficking in Thailand and Cambodia with Destiny 
Rescue.

“Working with prostitutes who had been trafficked was definitely the most impacting experience I’ve ever 
had,” says Love. “I’d heard about human trafficking but actually meeting the girls it had happened to – I felt 
really burdened by it and I felt like I almost had a responsibility to do something if I could.”

Love is 21 and has just completed a journalism degree. She works as a barista at Mojos in Cotton Tree, and 
says while making coffee is “nothing special” in Australia, it’s a skill that can give girls and women a way out 
of their dire situations in poorer nations.

''Volunteering overseas gives you a greater 
perspective on our lives here in Australia. You get 

to know the people and it’s a much more rewarding 
exchange'' Stephanie Love
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“Over there, to be able to share those skills of making coffee, it really did make a difference,” says Love. “The 
girls I was teaching to make coffee in Cambodia and Thailand were between the ages of 13 and 16 and had 
been rescued out of sex slavery. I was thinking, ‘Oh man, I need to come back with an army’. I was feeling 
like there was nothing I could really do about it, but I could help in a small, practical way. 

“Going to places like that gives you a greater perspective on our lives here in Australia – it makes you 
appreciate our lives. We went and stayed in a hill tribe village and it was one of the poorest places I’ve ever 
been to, but the people were so happy. They’re happy and they’ve got absolutely nothing.

“I’d say to anyone who wants to travel for an extended period of time, they should do volunteering. It’s the 
best way to experience a country as opposed to staying in a backpackers. You get to know the people and it’s 
a much more authentic and rewarding exchange.”

Laura McGuire from Currimundi has just started a Bachelor of Business at the University of the Sunshine 
Coast, but before the 19-year-old embarked on three years of study, she wanted to do something different, 
so she joined Latitude Global Volunteering and taught English at a school in Hanoi, Vietnam.

“It was awesome, I was there for five months with another girl from Tasmania,” says McGuire. “We had 50 
to 60 students in our classes and we just had to practice conversational English with them, doing three 90-
minute classes three days a week.”

She describes being extremely nervous about teaching her first class, and being shocked at the size of the 
room she shared with her fellow volunteer.

“We had a really tiny room for the two of us and beside that was our kitchen, bathroom and laundry all in 
one tiny room. Our kitchen was on top of our washing machine.”

She adjusted quickly, however, and says the school was experienced with Australian volunteers and any 
issues were quickly ironed out. It helped that it wasn’t her first overseas volunteering experience – she also 
went to Borneo in year 12 and worked in a village digging trenches and putting in piping so the houses could 
have running water.

“The Vietnam trip was more long-term and I got to know the students and make friends with them. In 
Borneo it was only five days’ work and then we went travelling in the jungle. It was great to know they were 
going to have running water because of us. We had to live without running water while we were there, so the 
only time we showered was when it rained. Other than that we just swam in a muddy dam.” 

Like Love, McGuire can’t recommend the experience highly enough to other young people.

“Definitely go for it,” says McGuire. “It’s one of the best experiences and you’ve got your whole life to go to 
uni or work, so you might as well go for it now.”

FAST FACTS

Australia currently has six million people volunteering. This is 35% of its adult population.

Volunteering is worth $45 billion to the Australian economy.

In 2010, volunteering was worth about $13.4 billion to the Queensland economy.

50% of volunteers give their time because they believe they are helping others.

In 2010, Queensland volunteers  provided a volume of work equal to 299,000 jobs.
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72% of Queensland volunteers were female.

36% of Queensland volunteers were aged 55 to 64 years.

The estimated number of volunteers in Australia doubled from 1995 to 2010.

The 24th National Volunteer Week will be held from May 13 to 19. For more information visit 
volunteeringaustralia.org. To volunteer on the Sunshine Coast, visit volunteeringsunshinecoast.com.au or 
call 5443 8256.
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