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WILMA DE BRUIJN: 

“ALWAYS SEARCHING FOR 

THE RIGHT BALANCE.”
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Friendship 
gives colour to 
change

Wilma de Bruijn is driven with heart and soul to stimulate, develop and to make visible, 
everything which is beautiful within the insurance sector. As general manager of Eurapco, 
a joint venture of eight European cooperative insurers, she has a ‘testing ground’ with more 
than 43 million customers, more than 60,000 employees and a gross premium revenue of 
about 55 Billion euros. “Instead of competition, we grow with each other without losing our 
autonomy. There is so much possible if you are not in competition with each other. And when 
mutual friendship grows, real innovation moves so much faster.”
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 W
hen we speak to her 
in her home in the 
Netherlands, she has 
just returned from 
a board symposium 
in Germany with 

the decision makers of Achmea, Caser 
(Spain), Covéa (France), Gothaer (Ger-
many), Länsförsäkringar (Sweden), Lo-
caltapiola (Finland), Reale Group (Italy) 
and Swiss Mobiliar (Switzerland). There 
are hundreds of ‘likes’ flowing around 
within the social media. Dame Inga 
Beale, the first and now only female 
CEO in the more than 300-year histo-
ry of the prestigious insurance com-
pany Lloyds of London, stimulated the 
participants during the meeting with 
her progressive thinking and practi-
cal experiences. Beale is, among other 
things, the initiator of the global ‘Dive 
in Festival’, which aims to ensure diver-

sity and inclusiveness in the insurance 
world. Last year, this festival attracted 
more than 9000 visitors to 115 events 
in 27 countries.

De Bruijn: “If you always keep watch-
ing, thinking, believing as you have al-
ways done, then everything will happen 
as it always has. It seems that humanity, 
by nature, only comes into action when 
we are almost drowning. The world is 

on fire. Planet Earth faces great chal-
lenges. We need real breakthroughs. In 
the short term. I therefore see a high 
urgency in adapting organisations to 
the paradigm shifts that are already 
in full swing. Extraordinary times de-
mand from us to push our boundaries, 
invent new methods and experiment in 
new directions. From Eurapco we give 
room to innovative and inspiring solu-
tions. By sharing our experiences in an 
open and vulnerable fashion, new ideas 
will emerge that give color to the neces-
sary changes. With the diversity of the 
Eurapco network, the partners use the 
power of each other’s local knowledge. 
With this you exceed the power of a 
global player.”

VULNERABLE
Everyone who knows Wilma de Bruijn 
a little, knows that her way of think-

“TO RENEW, WE WILL 

HAVE TO GO BEYOND 

OUR FEARS”
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ing and her actions are not limited 
to the well-trodden path. She excites 
people and organizations in their 
own way to get out of their cocoon. 
“I not only stimulate the cooperation 
between different insurers, but also 
build a network of valuable services 
and products to customers from the 
network of suppliers, producers, com-
petitors and other stakeholders. This 
also gives a drive to the development 
of eco-systems. Sustainable solutions 
require recognition that we are mu-
tually dependent. We need each oth-
er to reach powerful breakthroughs as 
quick as possible. Look at how Nespres-
so has set up a productive partnership 
to reach a circular economy. Even the 
coffee pods are now to make trendy 
bikes, bags and pens.”

During the last board symposium, 
Paul Efmorfidis, the founder of the 
Greek bed manufacturer COCO-MAT, 
spoke about producing everything 
from natural materials. “Ninety nine 
percent of the waste is recycled, for ex-
ample to slippers with coconut fibre 
in the sole, carpet or doors. His latest 
5-star hotel in Athens operates practi-
cally without plastic and paper. With-
in Europe I see each country in a dif-
ferent phase of change. In our sector, 
we are always inclined to reinvent the 
wheel. Once invented, we often keep it 
with us, hidden away out of fear. Fear 
for what actually? By sharing our suc-
cesses, but also our experiences in fail-
ure in all its vulnerability, we reinforce 
each other. By placing the person, the 
customer, in a central position, not out 
of political correctness, but sincere-
ly from a desire to place the quality of 
life at the heart of the matter, we can 
quickly realize breakthroughs that are 
unthinkable for many.”

VIRTUAL HOSPITAL
EURAPCO collaborates with partners 
in the international business commu-
nity and with the legislator in Brus-
sels to develop a virtual hospital: an 
accessible online platform for contact 
between patient, doctors and carers. 

“We seek practical answers to the ris-
ing costs of care, without affecting the 
quality of care. In fact, we are looking 
for improvements in both quality and 
quantity. Together we build Long Term 
Care in health care. Another example 
is in Israel where we have selected the 
best from the ultimate high-tech start-
ups to support them and in return to 
integrate their knowledge and insights 
within the European insurance mar-
ket. In this way, we engage proactively 
with the latest opportunities through 
technological innovation and digitisa-
tion to improve customer service. At 
the same time, it also helps us to man-
age the risks of innovation and make 
responsible and transparent use of big 
data. Just look at the risks posed by cli-
mate change. We use data to make bet-
ter predictions for the future. I never 
lose sight of the practical applications. 
For example, with our partners, we talk 
about creating an App which enable 
people to provide them with safe envi-
ronments to shelter in emergencies, in-
cluding protected car parking. “

INNOVATION
“We also have an active exchange of 
knowledge and insights within the 
group. For example, at the beginning of 
2019, Achmea abolished the assessment 
interviews for their 12,000 employees. 
The annual appraisal is therefore gone 
of course. The teams within the organi-
zation determine to a large extent how 

they organize the feedback for their 
people. The performance is disconnect-
ed from a growth in salary. In the new 
situation, managers themselves agree 
with their employees on rewarding 
good performance. Leaders from oth-
er countries almost fall of their seat in 
astonishment that such a thing is pos-
sible with such positive results. What 
could be more beautiful than to share 
this kind of knowledge and experience? 
In this way, insurers from eight coun-
tries share their strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and obstacles. We listen 
to each other, question each other and 
help each other. New business models, 
innovation of products and services as 
well as risk management are no long-
er isolated in usage to a small group of 
experts. It makes me happy. Put people 
in their own energy and learn to know 
and develop their talent. I get my ener-
gy from there. I am an explorer! Where, 
in which country, and in which compa-
ny, has a solution for a problem already 
been found? “

BALANCE
Change in existing organizations is eas-
ier said than done. “The system crisis, 
which we are in as a society, asks for my 
vision to take on new directions. Most 
people want the best, only we all look 
through our own eyes. In the financial 
sector, the balance in the brain between 
left and right hemisphere is often un-
balanced. I strive for better coherence 
between the two. It is not given to every 
human being to be able to work from 
a balance. That’s why I like to work to-
gether with teams that made up from 
a diversity of people. Millennials have 
a very different approach to business 
than a senior expert. It is about the bal-
ance between logical, mental and line-
ar thinking and doing, and on the oth-
er hand creativity and the non-linear. 
For the one, the technology dominates, 
for the other, the human relationship. 
For me, it is always about the right bal-
ance.”

To illustrate: Somewhere in Europe, 
De Bruijn is involved in a process in 

“BY SHARING OUR 

SUCCESSES, AND ALSO OUR 

EXPERIENCES OF FAILURE IN 

ALL ITS VULNERABILITY, WE 

REINFORCE EACH OTHER”
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which people in some parts of the or-
ganisation do no longer trust each oth-
er. “Rapid changes in the intermediary, 
transparency, reduction of remunera-
tion and a series of new laws and reg-
ulations create a lot of emotional tur-
moil. I see how the management is ap-
proached from an emotional unrest. 
People feel that they are no longer be-
ing seen. One is looking for recogni-
tion. The response of the management 
is mainly rational. Undoubtedly with 
the right intent, only I see two groups 
working along each other in misunder-
standing. They speak different languag-
es. These kinds of situations can only be 
resolved if both parties learn to get un-
der the skin of each other. That is only 
possible if you are really willing to look 
at yourself first. To look at both your 
strength and your weaknesses. As long 
as you keep watching the other side 
from a position as a victim, then the 

outside world is always to blame. You 
will eventually have to jump over your 
own shadow to reach the other. That 
calls for authenticity, connection and 
audacity. Often people stick to their 
own feelings of fear. It is easier to move 
your own problems to the other, rather 
than getting to know yourself better. To 
be able to renew ourselves, we will have 
to go beyond our fears.”

TRUST
By nature, De Bruijn has little fear. She 
was top athlete from a young age. A seri-
ous accident at her eighteenth changed 
her life. Since then she has been oper-
ated on her knee countless times. A few 

years ago, she shared her case during 
a conference with seventy orthopae-
dic surgeons. Photos had to confirm 
the truth of her story, as it is highly ex-
ceptional how De Bruijn is able to walk 
at all. Perseverance is in her blood. In 
that respect, she still remains a top ath-
lete in the core. “From my origin I got 
it what it is to survive. As a top athlete, 
I was not nimble, but strong. To stay 
on that bar as an athlete, you have to 
have practiced a thousand times first. 
In business, it does not work any differ-
ently. But there we throw in the towel 
after one or two failures. Actually, I’m 
never afraid. At the very most I know 
the fear of not being able to walk any-

“WHERE, IN WHICH COUNTRY AND IN WHICH ORGANIZATION 

HAS A SOLUTION BEEN FOUND FOR A PROBLEM?”
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more. I have experienced the dark side 
of life in the deepest sense. With my 
relatives, in my family and in my own 
life. If pain, chaos, and even serious 
life threats have taught me something, 
then it is to learn to trust. From that 
trust, I try to help other people to reach 
their strength. Every human being has 
that power. Regardless of the rotten-
ness you encounter, you can choose to 
see yourself as a victim and be acidified 
by life or you can choose to look the rot 
in the face and do it differently.”

De Bruijn is convinced that it is ex-
tremely important to say out loud what 
you feel and what you think. Not only 
in your private relationships, but also 
in business. “If you see something that 
annoys you, speak about it, make it 
transparent. Only when we put things 
above the table can the process of 
change begin. If I feel that something is 
going on, I’ll jump on it straight away. 
I always try to create space for the oth-

er. When I see injustice, I jump into it. 
Literally. In the street, in the business 
world and in society as a whole.”

AGENDA
De Bruijn is a lot more active than what 
she shares with the outside world. 
Only her Swiss personal assistant and 
her husband Adri know the secrets of 
her diary. Her close involvement in the 
welfare of people, the insurance sector 
and society as a whole, ensure that her 
days are filled with work. It is not for 
nothing that her portrait is included 
in the “Women with Strength” collec-
tion. This initiative by LOF Foundation 
and Topvrouwen.nl shows her light on 
women who, from their position, can 
make the difference for the next gener-
ation and thus a source of inspiration 
for (working) women in the Nether-
lands. In 2018 an exposition to this was 
organized in the Rijksmuseum Am-
sterdam and they are currently work-

ing on a return to the Rijksmuseum in 
2020 with at least 200 portraits of top 
women influencing contemporary his-
tory.

She is often involved, invisible, in 
stimulating new societal initiatives 
and she also stands readily available 
for people in her surroundings who 
are stuck in life. With her background 
from the past as a bailiff and her hus-
band as an accountant, she manages to 
guide people through financial prob-
lems. “We are all experiencing some 
difficulties in life somewhere. Then you 
need someone. I have a good life, and 
I like to share it with others. Without 
my husband Adri I would not be able to 
do it”, on which her husband walks in 
quickly from another room and replies: 
“Wilma is a real alien. She landed with 
a spaceship on our planet, called ‘nev-
er give up’. She is buzzing with Energy 
and is always working on how she can 
help other people.”  n

“AS LONG AS YOU KEEP 

WATCHING THE OTHER SIDE 

FROM A POSITION AS A 

VICTIM, THEN THE OUTSIDE 

WORLD IS ALWAYS TO BLAME”


