ENTREPRENEURS 50+

Willeke, as you know I ﬁnd your working life very
interesting because you did so many diﬀerent
things and after many years you decided to start
your own business.

way of thinking. My husband Theo always says to me:
"relax, enjoy your success” but I cannot.

So, what I would like to ask you was if you could
guide us through your professional life, to help us
understand what makes a good entrepreneur and
thus inspire others to also follow their dreams.

But you should.

Well, I was born in the west of the Netherlands, I am a
farmer’s daughter and my mother is from a protestant
family, very strict. She was never allowed by my
grandfather to go to school, she only went to the primary
education and she deﬁnitely wanted to learn more but at
twelve she started working on the farm.
My father had an opposite experience, my grandparents
stimulated him to go to secondary school or university
but he refused, he wanted to be a farmer just like his
parents. They were also protestants, but more liberal. And
these two opposites raised me.

That is very interesting. I'm sure that shaped many
of your future choices.
It certainly did, because being a farmer, you are very
focused on how is the weather, things come as they come
and you have to accept them. Also, I think the most
determinant thing I´ve got from my parents was that you
should be curious, polite, and modest.

And do you feel you live up to that still?
Yes, because if I have success, for example, if I gain a
project, then I think "Many others have the same". So, I
tend to minimalise my own role in it and this is still my

I know, but this is from my past. When I´ve got home from
school and said to my mother " I've got A on my exams", she
said "How many others had A's?", you see? You have to be
modest (laughs). And that's characterizing my whole life.
Well, when I was almost four years, we moved to the north
of the Netherlands (East of Groningen) and this was a very
segregated society between farmers and workers. As a
farmers’ daughter it was not accepted to mingle with
people from workers classes. Not because of my parents,
but my peers, my friends, etc. My friends, they all married
farmers’ sons, because that was common.

Well, it is a long way since then, in society in general,
but can you still recognize these issues with
segregation and gender inequalities or do you
consider there are already big diﬀerences?
I'm not sure, maybe I was more sensitive then, but even
now, when I see the birthday parties that my parents had,
the men were sitting in one side and the women in the
other. A couple of years ago, at my mother’s birthday party,
still only women were invited...
At that time, I really objected to that and that was why when
I got my exam at secondary school, I decided to go away
from Groningen. My parents agreed, however insisted that
I should do a serious educational course.
I found a good solution in the area of mental health care,
because they oﬀered the possibility to learn how to become
a nurse and at the same time already work in the hospital,
so I could earn my own money.

That was a great solution indeed! And did you like it?
Yes and no. I did like to work with people, but I didn't like
to work in shifts. I can't cope quite well with all these
irregularities. I remember at a certain moment, I was
already in management functions, but then I said "no, I´ve
got bored". I concluded I should stop this work.
My best friends always say that I make these decisions
overnight; that is, I wake up in the morning and conclude
"I have to change". Then I decided to quit my job, to quit
my house and I moved to Leiden, here in the west
Netherlands, to study.
And what did you study?
Political sciences. Which was quite a change...but has
many commonalities. In the mental health care everything
was turning around "who has the key that opens the door
so I can go out?", and in the political sciences is always
"who is at stake? Who as the power to decide income,
liberty, everything?". In fact, that's rather similar.

Because for you it was a way to make the diﬀerence
again in the world, but in a diﬀerent perspective, I
guess. And how did it go? Was it what you expected?
I loved the study and ﬁrst I did it full time and then I
decided to go part-time, but I graduated in 6 years. That
was normal those days.

And you were working at the same time? Still in
mental health?
Yes, in a mental health institute. At the end of my studies,
I found a job at the secretariat of the political science
department, which I liked very much. My speed at typing
is still there! (laughs). I also learned to know well a
Professor at the political science department (Joop van
den Berg) that is still a good friend and one of my
supporters in my live. To become an entrepreneur, you
need supporters.
I worked at the secretariat, I studied and applied for
several jobs. It was the early 80's, I don't know if it was the
same in Portugal, but at that time, unemployment was
huge. I was thirty when I graduated and most employers
wanted someone of 22 of age and with 10 years’
experience.
Still, I didn't want to continue with that job anymore so I
left and I've got jobs in secretariat everywhere and also at
the cabinet of the Queen.

Well, that is very glamorous, something to be
featured in a magazine....
That was very nice. I only did it for one month, but that
was enough. I ﬁgured "no, this is not my work”. It was
funny for a while, but it was a very archaic organization.

Maybe this inﬂuenced your desire to be your one
boss?
Indeed! But at that time Joop van den Berg was chosen as
a Member of the ﬁrst chamber in Parliament, and he
asked me to be his personal assistant on National Politics
and Internal aﬀairs to prepare the contributions that he
had to do in the Parliament. And that was for me for the
next phase.

And what were you doing there?
I had also to prepare the meetings, proposals on
healthcare policies, for example, we made the new
proposal on euthanasia, that was approved many years
later. Also, I had to maintain his network. One thing that
is very important to know in politics is "who is talking to
who".
In politics you don't make friends. You never trust
someone, that's a rule. When I approach things I already
think to my buttons "who I have to get involved, who is
important here", so that I can already decide in which
direction to go or to write things in a way I know they will
be accepted.

I mainly did the background research. We are from
diﬀerent parties, so I always signalled when I thought we
had diﬀerent opinions We understood each other very
well, so there was never a problem. I left in 1996 when he
was appointed as director of the organization of
municipalities of Netherlands.
I then found a job as a policy worker in the municipality
of Alphen aan den Rijn. I was in the strategy department
doing surveys among the population. I worked there for 5
months and suddenly I received a phone call from my
political party to support in the second chamber (we can
compare it to the house of commons) and they were
looking for someone with big knowledge in healthcare. But
at that moment I said "No".
Why???
I was very busy in my work, I couldn’t just leave. That is
what I told them.
Why did you decide that?
Because I felt loyal to where I was working. But this story
continues. In the meantime, I was secretary of an
organization of political scientists in practice, that is how
we call this organization and the chairman was someone
of the second chamber, also from my political party and
then when I refused, one day later he called me and said:
"Willeke, I heard that you didn't want to go to this vacancy,
but you are very good.". So, I reconsidered and applied.
However, in the meantime they had already made an
advertisement for the vacancy in the papers and received
responses from one hundred people.
But I was still selected. So, I started in the Dutch
Parliament, as policy adviser on healthcare politics at
liberal democrats (D66 is the name).

That is something we do in many occasions, right?
To push on what we feel is right, but we have to take
into account a lot of other things we know will be
critical for it to be accepted?
Yes, that's true. I still have this antenna that goes on as
soon as I work with people from any governmental level.
But I liked working in the Parliament and one of the nicest
things, it was so funny, is that everyone is equal working
in the Dutch Parliament - except you don't sit on the wrong
seats (MPs) in meetings (laughs).
Nevertheless, after almost 4 years, I decided to leave and
apply for another job.

You never spend much time in the same job, right?
You like to change and ﬁnd new things. Or do you
think it is just life that pushes you there?
I think it is a push and pull factor. Suddenly I think that is
enough now and then I go.
At that time, I left for the Netherlands board for healthcare
institutions which was a governmental agency that
approves the building of hospitals, residential care homes,
nursing homes, mental healthcare and disabled people
institutions. And I did this job to work on the development
of independent living and to make healthcare and
long-term care also small scaled, and I liked it very much.
And you were doing exactly what tasks?
I was doing research, interviews and studied the local
healthcare institutions. And I also prepared the new
executive rules for funding applications to this
governmental agency. This work was very diﬀerent. I
remember the ﬁrst thing from when I worked in the
Parliament, if I called someone, for example the Mayor, I
immediately got the Mayor on the phone. In the new
organization I had to go through a big hierarchy to have
any decision moving…

Took some time to cope with this. Especially because they
didn't have internet at the beginning and I just thought
"oh my god, what have I done?".
After some time, I asked to change tasks and I worked for
2 years as head of the communication department. But I
found out that I was not good at it.
Really? You didn't like it?
I liked it, but I forgot every time I should do something to
generate news. I missed a lot to work on contents (big
laughs!).
I did this for 2 years and in the meantime this Board was
taken oﬀ by an organisation called TNO. The Board was
an organization of one hundred people and they selected
forty to go to TNO and included me. It was an awful year,
with a lot of conﬂicts and people losing their jobs.
In terms of the job, I felt lost for the ﬁrst year to work in a
large organisation as TNO with – at that time – over 5,000
workers, as often happens with these mergers. I worked
there for 6 years and there were 4 restructures of the
organisation of which 2 directly aﬀected my department.
I was assigned to projects that I liked very much, but I was
so tense. During the ﬁnal restructure of the department I
was not so much involved in TNO internal organisation
anymore, so I thought "if they don't want to kick me out,
then I ask for it”. But they decided it ﬁrst, so... I was very
happy!

And at the time you left, you already had a plan or
you were completely out on the blue?
I had told myself, if they don't kick me out, I want to ask
to be ﬁred, but when they really ﬁred me, it took 2 months
to get over this feeling that you were kicked out. But I
certainly didn't want to return. I was oﬃcially ﬁred in April,
but in December of the previous year I had already
installed my new company: Age-friendly Netherlands. I
more or less had a plan.

And that plan was kind of sudden or you were
already maturing it?
No, it was rather coincidental, I think.
Again, life took you there?
Yes, there were some people who heard that I was going
to leave TNO, and they gave me two or three assignments
before I even left. And before that, I thought that I could
make my own business.
You never thought of it before this?
No. I remember I received guidance from TNO to prepare
the dismissal from the company and the lady doing this was
very pushy that I should apply for new functions, but I said
no. When I left TNO I had dealt with 3 managers in 6 years
and I didn't want to be in that dependent position
anymore. This was what drove me to be my own boss.

Were you scared?
No.

Really? Honestly? I ﬁnd that very surprising. Didn't
you ever thought "If this doesn't work what I am
going to do, how am I going to pay my bills", you
never had that feeling?
No, but I was in a very privileged position, of course.
Because my husband (Theo) has his own income, his
retirement pension. I can always work as secretary.... I was
never scared, no. Of course, we need my income, but we
don't immediately fall into the gutter and also TNO paid
me a fair amount of compensation.

You were not scared in terms of consequences, but
were you worried in terms of the new job?
Managing a business is something also very
diﬀerent, right? You never had any cold feet about
anything?
No, but that is also because in the ﬁrst 2 years working on
my own, everything was very smooth. As I said, when I left
TNO I was already asked for 2 or 3 assignments. So, I
worked on that and then, in February 2016, there was this
call for promoters of the EIPonAHA and I applied for that
and I got it. I was assigned by the Municipality of the
Hague in the area of age-friendly cities. And in 2017 we
founded AFEdemy. But, in 2018 I didn't get any assignment
and then I was thinking "Oh no!" and I got a little bit
scared.

This happens a lot with start-ups, right? The worst
period is after the second year. But for you it was a
very small valley of death, because things worked
out very well after, didn’t they?
AFEdemy is doing well. In May 2020 we celebrated our
third anniversary. Our turnover increased from 200,000
Euro in 2019 to more than 400,000 in 2020 and prospects
are good. We are involved in many projects and it is still
a joy to work on them, together with my business partner
and co-founder and with an external pool of workers.

Do you think being an entrepreneur was the best
thing you did?
Yes. Correct.
I still like to be my own boss. But now I am also an
employer sometimes. I really don't know if I like that very
much, because of the responsibility of overseeing their
work.

What you still want to do in terms of your own
company or even as a person? What is your dream
now?
Oh, I don't know. Sometimes I think if I should like to retire,
maybe in ﬁve or six years, because Theo is getting older.
I am now 59 and maybe it is good to enjoy life sometime...
For me, the main thing is as long as I like it, I will continue
but I must still be able to follow my feeling. During my
career, and especially when I left TNO, I learned to be very
intuitive. In TNO I was very constraining myself to ﬁt in
roles that were not mine, and now I'm having the roles
that I like. So, as long as this goes on, then I like it and
maybe I don't retire...I don't know. Seeing my cycle of
changes every ﬁve years...
Then, maybe I can transfer the company to others and
that is also nice, if you can provide to start for others to
continue. I think that would also make me very proud.

Can we end with an inspirational sentence or advice
to other people, getting on their 50's and wondering
if they should start their own business or not? What
would you like to tell them?
Trust your own feeling. Because you're ﬁfty, and because
you have so much life experience already in working
whatever your area is. I worked very much in government,
completely not commercial area and I'm still not good in
acquisition but I'm very sensitive on feeling what is right
or what is wrong. And if I have a feeling that itches
somewhere, then I don't go through. This is not only
regarding business, but also regarding people.
If you are young, my advice is to grow your network. That's
the best advice that I can give. Grow your network and ﬁnd
people that can support you. Not in the ﬁnancial way, but
who can advise you, who can direct you in the right direction.
This is what happened to me and worked out well.
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