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Giving the gift of your time
Story by Mollee Francisco
Photo by Amy Zellmer

It may be the season of 
giving, but sometimes 
the best gifts don’t sit 

under the tree, wrapped in 
shiny paper and topped with 
big red bows. Sometimes 
there is no better gift to give 
than the gift of your time.

Women with jobs to do, 
families to care for and 
homes to maintain may 
think that there’s just no 
room in their busy lives for 
volunteering, but these four 
women prove otherwise. 

Let their stories inspire you 
to find a cause to gift with 
your time and talents.

Tips for getting started 
volunteering
 Find a cause you are passionate about

 Think about what you want to get out of 
your experience

 Determine how much time you have to 
give and look for organizations that fit 
your schedule

 Make a list of your talents and match 
them with a cause that can use your 
unique skills

 Ask friends, family, coworkers for 
suggestions of organizations needing 
volunteers

 If volunteering as a family, bring the kids 
in on the conversation and find out what 
they are interested in doing 

Judith Degonda
Having a friend lose her battle to breast cancer made 
Judith Degonda feel helpless. It wasn’t until she saw 
Hope Chest for Breast Cancer founder Barbara Hens-
ley on television that the Deephaven resident found 
her calling. 

“I thought, ‘Well that’s it. This is what I do for Sue,’” 
Degonda recalled. 

Hope Chest for Breast Cancer helps under-served or 
financially distressed individuals and their families 
affected by breast cancer.

Newly retired, Degonda discovered her executive as-
sistant skills were in high demand at Hope Chest for 
Breast Cancer. She volunteers her time once a week 
lending a hand with data entry, mailings and litera-
ture for the organization. Degonda also convinced 
her husband to offer his handyman skills around the 
office.

“It helps immensely to care about breast cancer,” she 
said. “I think you’d get burned out if you didn’t care 
about your cause.”

Learn more at  
hopechest.us

Anne Ulseth
Anne Ulseth instilled a volunteer spirit in her family 
early on in life. Along with her husband and their four 
daughters, the Minneapolis family made volunteering 
a regular part of their time together doing everything 
from visiting nursing homes to making sandwiches 
for homeless shelters.

“We wanted them to become more aware of the world 
around them,” said Ulseth, who owns her own public 
relations firm.  

Volunteering also helped them bond as a family. 

“It really did allow us to spend time together,” said 
Ulseth.

When Doing Good Together came along, it was a 
natural fit for Ulseth. The organization’s mission is to 
help families find opportunities to volunteer together. 

Doing Good Together makes it easy for families to 
volunteer, offering a wide range of activities for all 
ages and time commitments. 

Ulseth, who now serves on the board of directors, said 
that over time, volunteering became “as normal as 
weekly soccer games” for her family. 

Learn more at doinggoodtogether.org

Stacy Pearson
Stacy Pearson was looking for a way to give back to 
her community and make some new friends at the 
same time when she stumbled upon Minnesota Wom-
en of Today at a craft show. 

Seven years later, the working mother of two just fin-
ished forming a chapter in Savage where she lives. 

“Some of my best friends I’ve met through Women of 
Today,” said Pearson.

Minnesota Women of Today is part of a larger 
national organization whose mission is to serve the 
community, encourage personal growth and build 
friendships.  

Community chapters rely on members to come up 
with projects that are important to them. 

“Each chapter finds a need in the community and 
tries to fill it,” said Pearson. “We want to support what 
people are interested in.”

Pearson has done everything from Relay for Life and 
March of Dimes events to Jeans for Teens and Santa 
letters. 

“Women of Today is very balanced,” she said. “They 
understand we all have things going on in our lives.” 

Learn more at  
mnwt.org

Julie Lyford
Weddings have an uncanny ability to tug on the 
heartstrings, but when they involve a couple that 
struggled to find the time, energy or money to pull 
one off, they seem to tug a little harder.

“It’s everything I believe in,” said Julie Lyford. 

Lyford is on the board of directors for Wish Upon a 
Wedding – an organization dedicated to providing 
weddings and vow renewals for couples facing termi-
nal illness and serious life-altering circumstances, 
regardless of sexual orientation. 

The married, mother of two from West St. Paul vol-
unteers her event-planning expertise for the fledgling 
Minnesota chapter set to kick off this month. She is 
just one of many in the wedding industry to offer her 
services to pull off events, often with little notice.

“We’re looking for anyone that helps out with wed-
dings – makeup artists, florists, wig stylists,” she said. 

The rewards are huge for those who help to create 
such special memories for the couples involved.

“There will be lots of tears,” she said. “Hopefully they 
are happy ones.”

Learn more at  
wishuponawedding.org

Continue the conversation
Visit savvy.mn and talk about how you make time to 

volunteer, who you help and why you do it.


