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The saying ‘Life begins at the end of your 
comfort zone’ is a cliché to be sure, but 
as anyone who’s made it to the other 
side will tell you, facing the fear and 

following your heart is a game-changer. These four 
women all ended up in strange places: one had a 
life-altering brain injury, two shifted across the 
world, one had a trip of a lifetime that inspired a 
dream job. But they all followed their passion. 

Karen Francis, 49
The computer industry has changed a lot in the 
past 20 years. Karen Francis remembers learning 
to type at school on a typewriter, and always loved 
technology. So it makes sense she now runs an 
online store for ethical fashion and lifestyle items. 
How she got there, however, is very interesting. 

After growing up on a sheep station near 
Palmerston North, Francis spent most of her 20s 
working in IT, specifically in software licencing.  
Jaded by changes that were happening as the 
sector became more competitive, she dabbled in 
property and real estate. 

“I always knew there was something else out 
there I wanted to do, that I’d be super-passionate 
about. I loved my jobs – but I was searching for 
something else,” Francis says. “I’ve always believed 
you have to be happy in your job – and if I wasn’t, 
I’d leave.”                                                                               >

From beginnings in IT, fund management and 
midwifery: meet the women whose careers 
have led them in remarkable new directions
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same person any more. I went and lived with Lu for 
a year in Sydney, to try to heal.”

After recovering, Francis wanted a job that would 
make a difference. While online she looked into 
eco-friendly businesses with quality products, and 
wanted to bring them to New Zealand. 

“We’re really the last country not to have 
distribution rights to these things. New Zealand is 
an interesting place because we’re so far away from 
what’s happening around the globe,” Francis says. 
“It’s about making people global citizens.”

So she created the company Eco Guardian, 
and the website Humanity, which stocks ethical 
products from companies who also support 
environmental causes. If you associate ethically 
made products with flax bags or handmade soaps, 
then Humanity will blow your child labour-made 
socks off. The products are high end – Matt & Nat 
vegan bags from Montreal, WeWood watches, 
made from reclaimed wood, all the way from 
Florence, sustainably sourced wooden eyewear 
made in Idaho – and cool. 

The brands have a huge overseas and celebrity 
following, with fans like Colin Firth, Natalie 
Portman and Justin Timberlake. Currently stocked 
in 50 places in New Zealand, Francis only has 
bigger and brighter plans for the brand.

“It’s hard work – I don’t have many days off – but 
if you give people the choice, they buy it. We’re 
trying to create a movement.”

It’s full circle for the girl from the sheep station, 
with combined passions for the environment and 
IT. Who would have thought that, 40 years later, 
both would be good business.   

In her 20s, she met Robbie, whom she married after 
seven years. The marriage lasted another six years 
– “I’m not a big fan of marriage, but I did do it” – 
and the pair remain good friends. Shortly after the 
split, Francis, who was happily working for Spark, 
suffered a brain injury that changed everything.

“I came home, I was rushing, and I got my high 
heel caught in my front door. I had my backpack 
on, which had my laptop in it, and I fell forward, 
down the steps, onto my concrete driveway,” she 
explains. “I knew, as I was heading downwards, that 
it wasn’t going to be good. I was super-happy with 
my life at the time. I loved my job. It really sucked.”

Francis went back to work the next day. But 
it was clear things weren’t okay – she couldn’t 
remember how to do everyday things like drive, 
or press the button at pedestrian crossings. After 
doctors misdiagnosed her, she was then correctly 
diagnosed with a brain injury that required her to 
be off work for a year and a half.

“They call it ‘the silent illness’. All I had was a 
tiny cut on my forehead. But it’s like a filing cabinet 
– you tip it upside down and all the files get mixed 
up. That’s what happened to my brain.”

All she could do to help her brain heal was live a 
quiet life with lots of sleep – something she found 
“very lonely”. It was during this time Francis fell in 
love – this time with a woman. It was unexpected, 
she laughs, but instantaneous. “Lucy (Lu) is my 
cousin’s husband’s sister – I was invited round for 
a cup of tea, she opened the door, and something 
happened. I’d never experienced anything like it.”

ECO GUARDIAN 
Francis tried returning to her job but found she 
was struggling to focus, and her heart wasn’t in it. 
“They were incredibly supportive, but I wasn’t the 

Sofia Ambler, 40 
The first thing you notice about Sofia 
Ambler is she looks very young to have had 
three distinctive careers in three different 
countries, but she credits this to her ‘round 
face’ – the baby-faced cheeks that saw 
her denied alcohol at the local Pak’nSave, 
despite her Swedish driver’s licence. 

An interest in developing economies 
led Ambler to do a master’s degree in 
economics in her native Sweden; it was 
while flatting that she met John Ambler, a 
Kiwi pilot she would later marry. The pair 
moved to Hong Kong, where they lived 
for 12 years – and had three daughters, 
Emma, 10; Maya, eight; and Klara, six;  
along the way.

CULTURE CHANGE
The tale of Ambler’s career trajectory 
not only takes in different industries, 
but entirely contrasting cultures as well. 
She traded fixed income in conformist 
Sweden, worked in fund management for 
a stock-broking firm in ambitious Hong 
Kong, and now runs a helicopter service 
in New Zealand – a different kettle of 
fish entirely.  

“It was definitely a lot more cut-throat 
in Hong Kong. It’s one of the world’s big 
finance centres – we started our morning 
meetings at 7am,” Ambler says. “In 
Sweden, there’s no downtime. It’s like, 
‘are you available for brunch on Saturday 
between 10 and 12 in six weeks’ time? So I 
really love the Kiwiana lifestyle.”

The idea to buy Heletranz came when 
the Amblers had moved back to Sweden 
but were looking to purchase a company 
that would serve as their next project, 
and allow them more time together. With 
Ambler and their daughters living in 
Sweden, but John working with Cathay 
Pacific in Frankfurt, they wanted to finally 
build a home after years of never quite 
settling down.

“Hong Kong is quite a transient place,” 

she says. “No one ever plans on staying 
there. And even when we moved back to 
Sweden, I knew that wasn’t going to be 
the final destination.”

A big part of the appeal of New 
Zealand was giving her girls the 
outdoorsy childhood she had grown up 
with in Sweden. Ambler jokes her father’s 
favourite saying was ‘There’s no such 
thing as bad weather, only bad clothes.’ 
Even though the family loved the energy 
of Hong Kong, the lack of nature to play 
in was getting to them all. So when the 
Heletranz option came up, it seemed 
liked the perfect plan. 

“I didn’t put my hand up and say, 
‘Please can we buy a helicopter company 
and move to the other side of the planet,’” 
Ambler laughs. “But when I was looking 
at what I wanted to do, and putting 
together a CV, I thought ‘Well, I’m really 
good at making things happen.’ I’m good 
at being the spider in the net that pulls 
things together. But you can’t really put 
‘good spider in net’ on a CV…”

Her time in Hong Kong, working on 
different trading desks around the world 
meant she had learned how to get to 
know what people needed – and who they 
needed to be in contact with – to get the 

job done. These are skills that have worked 
well for Ambler with Heletranz; while her 
husband handles the management and 
leasing of the helicopters, she is in charge 
of marketing, sales and working with the 
clients – who are a varied bunch.

“One day you’re taking a grandmother 
up for a trip, because all the grandkids 
have got together to pitch in to help her 
tick something off the bucket list. The next 
day you’ve got clients coming in from 
overseas who want a tailored package 
around the North Island for one week. 

“It’s really exciting – but it was a steep 
learning curve.”

IN IT TOGETHER
She estimates it took about six months to 
understand what kind of company they 
had bought, and another six months to 
work out what they did well. But two  
years in, she loves the flexibility the job 
offers her, and working with her husband 
has given their relationship a whole  
new dimension.

“We’ve been together 17 years and now 
we’re exploring other sides of each other 
we didn’t know existed. Now it’s almost a 
surprise, ‘Oh! You’re really good at this!’. 
I love it.”                                                               >
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Molly Harriss Olson, 55
Sometimes career inspiration happens slowly, 
internally – a dream deep inside works its way out. 
And sometimes it’s an external event that blows 
your values wide open. For American-born Molly 
Harriss Olson, it was the latter that shifted her 
career path, back in 1979.

“I started out planning to be a special education 
teacher, but when I was in my first year at university, 
Three Mile Island blew up – the nuclear disaster 
in Pennsylvania. There was a huge march on 
Washington and that was it. I knew I was going to 
work on environmental issues.”

Olson is now the CEO of Fairtrade for Australia 
and New Zealand, but her journey there has taken 
her some weird and wonderful ways. During our 
photoshoot she quickly clambers up a tree, joking 
it ‘takes her back to her activist days’. There was a 
period where she worked for Greenpeace, leading 
campaigns on the Rainbow Warrior in the US 
right after the bombing here. She draped driftnets 
over the Japanese embassy, and was briefly sued 
by BHP for her role in stopping offshore oil 
drilling. However, both her work and her study in 
the environmental field showed her passion and 
protest can only take you so far; when it came to 
the decision-making process, money talks. So she 
added an economics degree to her environmental 
sciences qualification. 

“All the decisions that were being made on forests 
and fisheries were being made on economic 
grounds, not anything else,” she explains. 
“Everyone thought I was crazy, but actually it’s 
been the most significant combination. It’s almost 
like a combination of languages – and people 
don’t speak both.”

THE WHITE HOUSE
Before that unique combo of skills took her down 
under, it took her to one of the world’s most famous 
addresses. Olson was the founding executive > 

Sarah Hutchings, 46
One way or another, Sarah Hutchings has played a 
big role in a lot of people’s most memorable days. 
After training to be a midwife when she was just 
17, she became one of New Zealand’s youngest 
midwives, working in the field – including high 
risk – for 10 years. But while she found the work 
rewarding, it didn’t tap into her creative side. 

After she moved to London with her husband to 
live and work, the pair took a trip to Italy. As a small 
child, her husband had travelled to Italy with his 
father, a jeweller. 

“[He] used to go to the jewellery fairs with him,” 
Hutchings says. There was a jewellery fair taking 
place while they were there, in the Northern 
province of Vincenza. Her husband knew she 
would love it, so they took a day trip to visit. It was 
there Hutchings had her ‘aha’ moment. 

“I’d always wanted to do something of my  
own – I’m quite an entrepreneurial person,” 
Hutchings says. “I had an epiphany where I thought  
I would love to bring the jewellery back to  
New Zealand.”

For the next couple of years she talked to 
suppliers, worked out a business plan and then 
set up an online shop. But she quickly learned the 
people who are buying fine jewellery want to be 
able to see and touch it, so a physical shop was 
necessary. In 2008, she opened a tiny little store 

in the upmarket Auckland suburb of Parnell, and 
named it Orsini. “I started so small because I was 
nervous that it was all new, and you need an awful 
amount of stock to start a jewellery store!”

But the client base for her shop grew and grew, 
so much so she was able to move to a bigger store – 
right next door to her original premises, which now 
hosts a tiny barber’s shop. 

Stocking exclusive Italian brands, as well as 
designing custom-made engagement rings, 
Hutchings has never looked back after following 
through on her ultimate dream. She goes to Italy 
to visit her suppliers every year, and her love  
for both the country and her job hasn’t faded for 
a second.

“You can’t sit around waiting for things to 
happen, you need to make them happen yourself,” 
Hutchings says. “One instigator was my mum was 
very unwell, and she passed away around the same 
time that we came back from England. If you want 
to do something, don’t wait. Life is short.” 

One of her favourite parts of her current job is 
helping people create engagement rings for their 
loved ones; being part of such a “special time in 
people’s lives”.

“It’s that whole trust aspect. People have to trust 
you to be their midwife, and to buy jewellery off 
you. I love what I’m doing creatively, and it’s a real 
privilege to be a part of it.”

‘When I was in my first year at 
university, Three Mile Island 
blew up. I knew I was going to 
work on environmental issues’
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director of the President’s Council on Sustainable 
Development – appointed by President Clinton in 
1993. Her task, set by Clinton himself, was nigh  
on impossible.

“We had the 10 CEOs of the biggest business 
sectors – the biggest oil company, the biggest 
timber company, the biggest pharmaceutical 
company,” Olson says. “We then had 10 CEOs from 
the social and environmental side. If this group 
knew each other, they were suing each other. And 
for the first 12 months we argued about whether  
we lived on a finite planet or whether we had to 
have a growing economy. That’s how different 
their views were.”

Olson’s mission was to come up with a consensus 
report about how America was going to become 
sustainable from this mixed group of unlikely 
colleagues and it was very, very slow going. 

“Honestly, for the first 12 months I wanted 
to just hide under the table. The White House 
was incredibly difficult – every day felt like a 
cliffhanger. [A colleague] put a sign on my door 
very early on – because almost everyone else there 
was male – which said, ‘Man who says it cannot be 
done should not interrupt woman who is doing it.’”

A FAIR DEAL 
Despite the odds being stacked against her,  
Olson and her team delivered the report after five 
years of slow, painstaking work, and it became 
one of Clinton’s highest achievements during his 
first term in office. Five years may seem like a lot 
for one project but it’s nothing in the scheme of 
things, Olson says drily. It turns out patience is a 
well-worn virtue in the environmental business. 

“It takes time. It takes 20 years to get big things 
happening. In my younger years, it could be  
really depressing. I mean, I put off having kids 
until I was almost 40 because I thought, ‘Oh, the 
world’s not fit.’ But I have seen so much change, 
even just in my 30 years of being passionate about 
these issues.”

She was approached to be a board member on 
Fairtrade International and immediately jumped 
at the opportunity to work for the company, 
because it encapsulates “the human, economical 
and environmental side”.

“We work with 1.4 million farmers around the 
world, and climate change hits them first. And 
they’ve done nothing to contribute to it, yet they’re 
the ones whose bananas are not getting the rain.”

‘I wanted to 
just hide  
under the 
table. The 
White House 
was incredibly 
difficult –
every day  
felt like a 
cliffhanger’

GO TO THE PEOPLE 
Her involvement on the Fairtrade 
board was full-on from the word go 
– Olson jokes her kids have ‘grown 
up through Fairtrade’s eyes’ because 
she took them to so many of the international 
meetings.

“They’ve seen tea farmers in India and cotton 
farmers in Africa,” she says. “Because of the time 
difference, I was often up in the middle of the night 
on conference calls. I really became so passionate 
about it.”

Olson went from being a board member to being 
the chairperson, where she played a pivotal role in 
changing the structure of the entire organisation 
The producer and the workers were made half 
owners of the whole system, making up half the 
board and half the general assembly. 

She was then asked to step into the CEO role 
for Australia and New Zealand. It’s an area that’s 
always been close to Olson’s heart – her husband 
is Australian, spending 15 years fighting for the 
handover of Uluru in Australia – and after years 
of taking her kids round Africa and India for work, 
they were keen to settle down. 

Working for Fairtrade is hard, Olson says, 
because as with all things environmental, change 
does not come easily. But she’s in it for life.

“There’s a wonderful old Chinese saying  
that I always think of when it comes to Fairtrade. 
‘Go to the people. Learn from them. Start with 
what they know and build on what they have. 
But with the best leaders – when the job is done,  
and the task accomplished – the people will  
remark: we have done it ourselves.’ And they  
really have.”                                                                #
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