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 My Madeleine Moment 
In April 2017, I lived in Moscow, had a good job, my career looked promising, 
and everything seemed to be ok in my life. Yet, I suddenly started feeling very 
unhappy. Is it the life I was dreaming about when I was a child? Why is my 
work not inspiring me anymore? Why do not I feel satisfied with my life? 
 
By that time, my friends had been telling me for years that I actually belonged 
to the social sector and that serving the public was what I was suited for best. 
 
Not having any social workers or even volunteers among my friends and 
colleagues, I found this idea very strange. I did not know a lot about charities, 
and I thought of myself as a corporate person. 

Painting Walls – My First Volunteering Experience

The funny thing is I did not even realize that actually, I had been already involved in 
social projects for years. While working for business, I would come up with social ideas 
and initiatives (kind of CSR - single-industry towns revitalization project, advocating for 
changing the unethical legislation, etc.). 
 
Sure, I have always been willing to serve the humanity, but I did not have any hands-
on experience with charities and could not imagine myself working in a charity.
 
In April 2017, I started volunteering for a local charity helping with flats’ renovation for 
disabled people. As I realized later, my motivation was not the best. First of all, I tried to 
help myself and find some meaning in my life. And well, that’s not the best motivation 
for volunteering! But helping others helped me feel better, regain the joy in my life 
and move forward.

 

 

 

 

  

 

It was in April 2017 that I had my "madeleine moment” which, as it 
did to Marcel Proust, evoked my youth memories and dreams and, 

bringing my past back to me, encouraged me to try to change 
something in my life.  

 I moved to Saint-Petersburg, and the first thing I looked for there was – guess what? – 
volunteering.  Saint-Petersburg is very different from Moscow. While Moscow is all 
about business St. Pete is all about arts, creativity, and compassion. 
 
There are a lot of nice charities there. Saint-Petersburg is the birthplace of many 
charitable practices in Russia like the first hospice and the first charity helping 
homeless people. 
 
I started volunteering with a local charity helping children and adults with cancer. We 
visited children and adults in hospitals bringing arts and games. I also helped in the 
office a bit with some admin tasks and contributed to social media. And I was very 
happy. It was such a relief to understand that you could at least make people smile 
and distract them a bit from their illness.

Saint-Petersburg, The Most Charitable City In Russia



 
Now it was high time I digged deeper into the social sector, gained some 
hands-on experience and tried to work for a charity full-time. At least, I was 
willing to test this idea. I searched for an international charity helping 
children to volunteer as a skilled volunteer and ended up in Child’s Dream. 
And I never regretted it! 
 
It’s a very nice charity and the real best-practice. And it’s a fantastic 
combination of head and heart, business processes and devotion, smart 
solutions and kindness. 
 
I served at Child’s Dream as a skilled volunteer from November 2018 till 
February 2019 and enjoyed every day there.  

At Child's Dream

If you are considering volunteering let me please share some conclusions. 
 
First of all, remember the rule of the oxygen mask! Put the oxygen mask on yourself first – then 
you can help others! Your motivation for volunteering should not be guilt! You should start 
volunteering if everything great is in your life and if you feel that you have enough energy and joy of life 
to share with others. You shouldn’t volunteer if you have some problems which require your attention 
and time. Otherwise, you will share with others not your joy of life but something else :). But sure, 
sometimes serving others can help you recover from despair, that’s how we are designed. 
 
Secondly, you know it: “Stop sending your kinds to Africa to build schools – they even can’t fry 
eggs for themselves in the morning!”. If you want to do something good – there is no need to go 
abroad. Even the world’s most rich countries have their causes (cages in Hong Kong, forgotten elderly 
people in Japan, homelessness in the US). Reach out to community you belong to. They always need 
help. Don’t go to Africa to build schools! Choose the cause that sounds appealing to you. Importantly, 
direct contact with beneficiaries (serving in hospitals, giving food) is much more rewarding emotionally 
than administrative tasks – which actually feel like normal office job (although with much nicer 
atmosphere!).
 
Finally, I think it makes sense to do some office volunteering if you have professional  interest, if 
you want to have a look into day-by-day operations of an NGO and if you need volunteering to pursue 
your career in the social sector. Then it will be satisfactory (there is a lot of work and you will have to 
work hard(. Come only if you are reade for it!

The Rule of the Oxygen Mask

Join the cause you like

Do what you love

Help the community you belong to

Go abroad if you need 

professional experience

But first of all – remember the rule of 

the oxygen mask!


