
We help create a better future 
for professionals and 

a better planet for future professionals
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Femke Dijkstra and Maritska Aarts saw there 
was a drive within Brunel to do good and give 
back. The Brunel Foundation was born in 2012, 
allowing Brunel colleagues to volunteer their 
time or donate to programs and initiatives with 
a corporate social responsibility focus.

The Brunel Foundation has the mission to 
positively impact people and our planet by 
helping create a better future for professionals 
and a better planet for future professionals. To 
enable this goal, The Brunel Foundation 

supports the UN sustainable development 
goals (UN SDGs) by helping future, young and 
senior professionals with autism increase their 
job opportunities. The Brunel Foundation also 
helps raise environmental awareness about 
unclean seas and Brunel's own CO2 footprint.

How did the Brunel Foundation come to be? 

Femke: “In December 2012, we won an internal 
idea contest with our proposal: the Brunel 
Foundation. A platform where socially engaged 

Interview with 
Maritska Aarts and Femke Dijkstra, 

Brunel Foundation Directors

Doing good, together. That’s exactly the goal Maritska Aarts and Femke Dijkstra had 
when they won an internal idea contest in 2012. 

Their idea, the Brunel Foundation, became a reality through their passion, dedication 
and the hard work and support of volunteer Brunellers around them. 

From humble beginnings to a global foundation working cross-border 
for the benefit of people and the planet: 

that’s the story of how these two women saw a need and opportunity 
to do good and grasped it with both hands.

Here, we’ll take you through the origin of the Brunel Foundation, 
the story of their growth and a deeper insight into past and future initiatives.

FEMKE DIJKSTRA and 
MARITSKA AARTS

Founders and Directors 
of the Brunel Foundation

employees come together and get a face. 
Brunel gave us the opportunity to implement 
our idea and with this, the Brunel Foundation 
was born!”

Maritska: “The idea actually originated during 
one of our many carpools together. We came 
up with an ambitious plan outside of our own 
area of expertise that included all disciplines 
within the company. We wanted to prove that 
developing CSR activities can align with the 
core business of a company.”

What were the early years like?

Maritska: “The first few years was a true quest 
to find the right balance between our work as a 
Corporate HR Consultant, our private lives (we 
both have three children) and our voluntary job 
for the Brunel Foundation. Our starting point 
was: we do ’only’ two or three activities per 
year, but what we do, we do well.
Every step, no matter how small, is a step.” 
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MARITSKA
“The idea actually 

originated during one 
of our many carpools 

together."

FEMKE 
"Often, we’d take our 

own children with us as 
‘junior volunteers’, which 

was also very fun and 
meaningful for them." 

Femke: “We worked on foundation activities 
during our part-time days, evenings and 
weekends. Often, we’d take our own children
with us as ‘junior volunteers’, which was fun 
and meaningful for them. We were more than 
happy to do this in our own time. This 
enthusiasm also motivated colleagues to join 
and volunteer for our projects.”

When did the first ‘big’ project happen?

Femke: “In 2015 we started coding workshops 
for children (7-12 years) at our offices in 
Eindhoven and Amsterdam.
We noticed that in regular primary education, 
little attention was paid to this subject, while 
coding is becoming more important in society. 
We investigated how we could use the 
knowledge and expertise within Brunel to 
introduce youngsters to this important set of 
skills. The workshops were designed and 
supervised by our Brunel IT colleagues. 
The purpose of these workshops was to teach 
children how to program and build apps and 
websites. Seeing these kids learn and become 
enthusiastic about various IT skills was great!”

What is your current strategy with the 
Foundation and has it changed over the 
years?

Maritska: “Over time, we noticed that many 
children on the autism spectrum frequented 
our workshops. From the personal 
conversations with their parents, we learnt 
more and more about the challenges that 
autism poses to daily life. We asked ourselves 
the question, what if these children, with all 
their talents, won’t find a job later, drop out 
prematurely because of the fact that they are 
not adequately supervised in their work, or 
cannot complete an education?”

Femke: “Through the projects we have 
completed and the insights we have gained, we 
started to focus more and more on people with 
autism. Last year, the problem of plastic filling 
our seas also became a focal point, since this 
is a very important topic worldwide. Both align 
with theUN SDGs, and we as a global 
foundation hope to make a positive 
contribution to them.”

Can you tell us more about your mission 
‘To create a better future for professionals 
and a better planet for future professionals’?

Maritska: “This mission really leans on two 
pillars: people and planet. It guides us in our 
initiatives, locally but also globally. It means we 
will try to make an impact geared towards 
making people’s lives better or making the 
planet we all share a better place. This mission  
is focused towards two areas: people with 
autism in the labour market and the plastic 
problem our planet faces.”

Can you tell us more about the people part of 
the mission?

Maritska: “We became more and more familiar 
with autism and the impact it has on people’s 
lives, when trying to find a job. The majority of 
people with autism don’t have a regular job. 
At Brunel, we believe everyone has a right to 
meaningful employment. From our own 
experience, we’ve noticed there’s a lot of talent 
to be found amongst people with autism. Talent 
that might just need a little help or guidance to 
unlock its full potential. 
Together with our global partner Specialisterne 
Foundation, our specialists and numerous local 
organisations, we want to help educate 
employers on the potential of this group and 
eventually help grow the number of people with 
autism in the labour market.”

And the planet?

Femke: “The focus on the plastic ocean 
problem originated during our participation in 
the Volvo Ocean Race, a global sailing 
competition. Our eyes, and those of many 
fellow Brunellers (including our board of 
directors) were opened to the realisation of the 
scale of the problem that plastic in our oceans 
poses. Following this we decided to add this to 
our area of focus. Not just in helping to clear 
plastic from the ocean, but also by making sure 
it doesn’t end up there in the first place.”

What do you hope for the future of the Brunel 
Foundation?

Femke: “We strive to change the mindset and 
habits of our employees in order to positively 
influence the labour market for people with 
autism and to create a cleaner environment for 
all of us. With our projects, we aim to remove
stigmas, biases and stereotypes.”

Maritska: “Together with our Brunel Foundation 
community members worldwide, we would like 
to contribute in every region to projects in line 
with our objectives for people and planet. This 
can be either financially or by the use of the 
talents and time of our Brunel colleagues. We 
connect with local and global partners with the 
aim of strengthening each other. Furthermore, 
we would like to set up annual global activities 
— for example, on World Autism Day or World 
Cleanup Day, each region conducts 
simultaneous activities. It would be fantastic if 
we could achieve this with the Brunel 
Foundation and create a positive impact on 
society.” 
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Planet

The Brunel Foundation is taking action to combat polluted seas by implementing local initiatives to 
reduce the plastic waste directly in our oceans, or before they get a chance to reach our waters by 
cleaning plastic pollution on land. We help increase environmental awareness for polluted seas and 
our own CO2 footprint. Our oceans are under increasing stress from loss of wildlife, the unbalanced 
ecosystem and a decrease in food source: a growing problem with a profound impact on our 
planet's climate. Billions of tons of plastic converge in huge areas in our oceans. At the current rate, 
all the plastic in the ocean will outweigh the fish in our oceans by 2050.

People

We believe that everyone who can and wants to participate in the labour market  should be given 
the opportunity to do so. Brunel has the ambition to support people with autism find meaningful 
employment  and in doing so support the UN SDGs. 
We initiated a partnership with Specialisterne Foundation,  a non-governmental organisation geared  
towards including people with autism in the labour market, to collaborate and  support initiatives 
that make  meaningful work more accessible to this talented group.

”We take action for clean seas by initiating local 
impact initiatives (e.g. cleanups on land or sea) to 
reduce plastic waste before it reaches our waters. 

Besides these cleanups, we focus on raising 
awareness and stimulating people to use alternatives 

for plastic in their work environments or at home. 
As a company, team or individual, we have to believe 
that every change we make, every piece of plastic we 

don’t use or clean up, will make a difference.”

FEMKE DIJKSTRA, DIRECTOR BRUNEL FOUNDATION

”Prejudice, ignorance and incomprehension among 
employers are often the biggest barriers for people with 

autism who are looking for a job. Often talent is not 
noticed (enough) and positive traits remain 

underexposed. Many people with autism have specific 
talents and valuable skills and shouldn't be 

unemployed. We believe that employers should always 
choose the best candidate, regardless of whether or not 
the person is autistic. Interpreting signals in a different 
way and looking at behavior from another angle might 

help create the same job opportunities for both.” 

MARITSKA AARTS, DIRECTOR BRUNEL FOUNDATION
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Brunel Foundation 
Milestones

From a good idea to a global organisation giving a face 
to the dedication and compassion of Brunellers worldwide, 

the Brunel Foundation has grown over the years. 

Let us take you through some milestones. 

The beginning

The Brunel Foundation was created in 2012 by
Femke Dijkstra and Maritska Aarts in the
Netherlands as a result of a best idea contest.
It was entirely run by volunteers. The Foundation 
receives its funding from Brunel, its employees, 
as well as valuable time from its volunteers.

The first year

During the first year they 
established the basis for the 
Brunel Foundation and defined 
focal points, goals and working 
processes. The core activity in the initial years 
was making the knowledge and expertise of 
Brunel specialists available, free of charge, to 
non-profit organisations and associations that 
lacked budget but were working towards 
making society a better place. 

2012

2013
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End-of-year donations

The first steps were made towards local 
partnerships, and the Brunel Foundation 
became one of the charities in the end-of-year 
donations from clients and employees. 
This gave the Foundation the opportunity to 
financially support projects and initiate new 
projects.

Coding workshops 
for children

In 2015, the Brunel Foundation organised coding 
workshops for children. This workshop was 
designed and supervised by our Brunel IT 
colleagues. Children learnt how to code, build a 
website, create an app or game and explore 
technology in an informal and social environment 
at one of our Brunel offices. Our workshops were 
frequently attended by children on the autism 
spectrum. By conversing with the parents and 
the children, we learnt more about the issues 
and challenges they face on a day-to-day basis.

CSR team building

The Brunel Foundation organised CSR 
team building sessions for all Human 
Resources Managers in the Netherlands. 
In small groups, our colleagues discussed 
various topics related to people with a 
distance to the labour market. They learnt 
more about the difficulties these people 
face in finding a job and what their role in 
this process could be. 

Developing an application 
for Dutch lifeguards

The Brunel Foundation developed an event 
management application for the Dutch 
Lifeguard Organisation together with 
Brunel software experts and Brunel 
volunteers. Dutch lifeguards are present 
throughout the country at events close to 
or related to water. The application helps 
the lifeguards efficiently organise and 
manage these events in a safe way.

2015

2014

2016

2017
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High-tech discovery

During the Dutch Technology Week in Eindhoven, 
the Brunel Foundation co-organised workshops 
for children about 'Programming in Minecraft' 
and 'The origins of the animated film'. Together 
with Brunel volunteers and experts, the children 
were taught more about technology in a fun and 
informal setting. The experts from Brunel also 
explained the dangers of the online world and 
how to protect yourself from online bullies, 
trolls, prying criminals and phishing attempts.

Tech, sailing & kids

In 2018, the Brunel Foundation offered a 
cheque with donations from Brunel employees 
and clients to the Tech Playgrounds 
organisation. Tech Playgrounds offers weekly 
events to children to introduce them to the fun 
side of technology. Because Brunel participated 
in the Volvo Ocean Race in 2018, the Brunel 
Foundation and Tech Playgrounds organised a 
day filled with water, sports and tech for 
children at the Volvo Ocean Race finish line in 
The Hague.

Autism and work

The Brunel Foundation and the Dutch Autism 
Association (NVA) combined forces to help 
enable meaningful employment for people with 
autism. The Brunel Foundation and the NVA 
collaborate on the workweb-Autism project. 
The Brunel Foundation donated 20.000 euro to 
support this special project: an online tool that 
helps people with autism find suitable 
employment opportunities. The Brunel 
Foundation also organised 'AUT in the Brunel 
Office', where they invited people with autism 
to an open and transparent introduction 
meeting with our consultants. 

Donation to the 
Precious Plastic Project

Brunel Foundation donated 10.000 euro on behalf 
of employees and clients at the end of 2019. This 
donation was made to Tech Playgrounds to 
support one special project: Precious Plastic. 
Precious Plastic is an open source community to 
build processing stations to convert plastic waste 
back into valuable products. Tech Playgrounds 
will build this recycle station with the help of 
Brunel specialists, their coaches and 
(neurodivergent) teenagers.

2018

2019/2020

2017

2018/2019
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The Sustainable Planet Scorecard

The Sustainable Planet Scorecard project is about 
improving our environmental footprint by looking at our own 

offices and making positive change where possible. 

We created a scorecard with 9 criteria related to sustainability. At the start of 2019, a measurement 
was conducted to find out how our offices scored. A second measurement was conducted at the 
start of 2020 to see how we improved globally on these criteria. 
 
A total of 72 of our global offices were included in our base measurement and our second 
measurement. We are proud to report significant increases on most criteria and will aim for even 
better results in 2021. 

The scores below show the percentage of our offices that met each of our 9 criteria in 2019 and 
consequently in 2020. Between the two measurements, our offices created plans to improve their 
scores and meet more criteria. Below that, the difference between these two measurements is 
reported.  We are proud to report significant increases on most criteria and will aim for even better 
results in 2021.

% Lighting Presence 
Detection

Green 
Energy

Climate 
Control

Carbon 
Credits

Green 
Fleet

Collect & 
Recycle

Zero 
Plastic

Sustainable 
Suppliers

2019 33,3% 27,8% 15,3% 43,1% 9,7% 2,8% 48,6% 44,4% 22,2%

2020 47,2% 38,9% 75,0% 59,7% 16,7% 5,6% 69,4% 83,3% 44,4%

Improvement 13,9% 11,1% 59,7% 16,7% 6,9% 2,8% 20,8% 38,9% 22,2%

 0 to 2 
 Your office needs to improve to create a better environment for your 
 colleagues.

 3 to 6 
 Your efforts are on the right track but more is needed. Keep working     
 towards a better future!

 7 to 9 
 Great! Your office is pretty sustainable! Thank you for this hard work from 
 all the future professionals!

Did you 
tick all 
the boxes?

ScoresScores

Collect & Recycle*
Waste from our offices is separated 
(paper, glass, plastic etc.) and 
recycled.

Zero Plastic*
Zero usage of single use plastics 
(water bottles, plastic cutlery etc.). 

Sustainable Suppliers
Sustainability efforts of suppliers 
of food, office supplies and others 
are considered and evaluated.

LED

Lighting *
Lighting in the office building 
is high-efficiency (led).

Presence Detection*
Lights automatically turn on 
when someone is present and 
turn off when not in use.

Green Energy
The office building runs on 
green energy.

Climate Control
Heating, air-conditioning and 
climate control is automatically 
regulated for maximum efficiency.

CO2

Carbon Credits
We will compensate carbon 
emissions by planting trees

Green Fleet
Car sharing and car pooling 
schemes are in place by 2020. 

Energy TravelTravel ResourcesResourcesEnergy

Sustainable Planet Scorecard
Tick the boxes that apply to your office

* Mandatory requirement

All lightening in the office 

buildings are high-efficiency (led).

Car sharing and car pooling

schemes are in place for 2020.
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create awareness about autism. Brunellers from 
different business lines and staff departments 
joined experts, NGOs and Specialisterne for a 
day filled with presentations, theatre and 
workshops surrounding the central theme of 
autism in the workplace.

The goal of Specialisterne Foundation is to 
enable one million jobs for people with autism 
and similar challenges through social 

entrepreneurship, corporate sector 
engagement and a global change in mindset.
It's all about equal opportunities, and at Brunel 
we want to contribute to this goal and help 
people with a distance to the labour market get 
the job they want and deserve. 

Let's close the distance to the labour market! 

Specialisterne Foundation 
Partnership

The Brunel Foundation and the Specialisterne Foundation established a joint global 
partnership in April 2019 to collaborate on the inclusion of autistic and neurodivergent 

people in the labour market.

People with autism have an added value that is 
often not recognised, because they have difficulty 
with social interaction, a need for predictability 
and can become overloaded with sensory input. 
Brunel and Specialisterne both believe everyone 
should have the opportunity to grow and develop 
themselves to their full potential and well-being.

Specialisterne Foundation and Brunel will use 
their own unique expertise  and knowledge to 

create awareness about autism. They also wish 
to promote the advantages of autism in the 
workforce and include this group of untapped 
talent in the workplace. 

Launch Event

To officially launch our partnership with 
Specialisterne, Brunel organised an event in 
Amsterdam to get to know each other and 

Specialisterne
Launch Event
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Luncheons

As part of our partnership with Specialisterne 
Foundation, Brunel will attend a selection of 
‘Autism Advantage Luncheons’. These events, 
organised by Specialisterne with the UN and 
corporate partners, aim to bring people 
together to collaborate on changing attitudes 
surrounding autism and the workplace. 

Through knowledge, experience and network 
sharing, awareness and acceptance is generated.

At the first luncheon we attended in Bangalore, 
Brunel representatives were impressed by 
the potential of this group and the challenges 
they face.

“There were many moments of educational 
surprise about autism in the workplace. 

It was an experience to display the potential 
of the neurodivergent spectrum. Confidence, 

creativity, sense of purpose, natural art of 
detecting flaws in visual patterns and many 
more qualities change the game and rewires 

conventional thinking about brains (and 
business!).”

APRAJITA PANDEY, 
HR CONSULTANT MIDDLE EAST & INDIA.

Introduction to 
Specialisterne

“This event taught me that we all think 
we’re doing the right thing for someone, 

but in reality we’re not and they’re actually 
in need of something else. 

That’s what really got me thinking.”

SIVAN RASOUL, 
RECRUITMENT CONSULTANT IT, 

BRUNEL NETHERLANDS ON THE SPECIALISTERNE 
PARTNERSHIP LAUNCH
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Local Impact Projects

Our global partnership with Specialisterne Foundation allows us 
to navigate to higher levels of making an impact.  Generating awareness and opening 
doors in institutions, organisations and society are key to our mission of creating a 

more accessible labour market for people with autism. To strengthen this mission and 
generate impact on the planet side, Brunellers all over the world initiate local impact 

projects in their own communities to make daily life a little better.

Chasing Rainbows

Brunel China organised a day filled with games, 
exercise and learning for children with autism. 
They organised this event together with Rainbow 
Pen, a non-profit organisation that supports the 
development and creative expression of children 
with autism. This campaign also involved the 
children drawing an art piece related to the 
theme of our planet and environment. 
The talented group of children produced some 
beautiful artwork, often thought-provoking 
about the future of our planet. These drawings 
were collected in our 2020 calendar which we 
offered to our clients, contractors and 
employees in Asia.

China

"This was an amazing experience 
to kick start Brunel’s long-term 

plans for supporting the autistic 
community in China. I’m very proud of 

all our Brunellers for the way they 
interacted with the children, and look 

forward to future collaborations soon."

JON PROCTOR, 
REGIONAL DIRECTOR ASIA

Cleaning beaches and diving for plastics

Brunellers teamed up with some of their clients to clean up one of Qatar's public beaches.

Brunel Qatar’s diving team, in collaboration with Buhangin Divers, also took this initiative to not just 
clean Sealine Beach in Doha, but to go below sea level to gather as much plastic as they could. 

“I am proud to be a part of a 
company that tries to make the 

world a better place through CSR 
movement.”

ELAINE NINA S GREGORIO, 
SENIOR RECRUITER QATAR

Qatar
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The Avondale House

Team Brunel USA collaborated with a local non-
profit organisation, The Avondale House. The 
Avondale House provides a day school, adult 
program and residential group homes to 
children and adults with autism. The team got a 
chance to get their hands dirty by helping with 
tasks like painting, landscaping and cleaning a 
backyard to get the first home ready.

Clean for green

Brunel Germany proves that combining fun and 
doing good go hand in hand. For their summer 
workshop, teams of Brunellers throughout 
Germany set out to rid their local environments 
of plastics and trash. Everyone loves a clean 
area and gathering trash on land means less of 
it will end up in our oceans.

USA

Germany

Nether-
lands

“You don’t see autism from the 
outside, but it can have a profound 

impact on someone’s life. 
Getting to know someone and trying 

to understand them is essential to 
enabling their talents!”

FLOOR ROTGERS, 
RECRUITER ENGINEERING 

NETHERLANDS

Be heard and 
understood

During World Autism Week, 
Brunel Netherlands organised a 
week of conversations between 
Brunellers and people with 
autism. For people with autism, 
it is very important to be heard 
and understood. During this 
week, very open and 
transparent conversations took 
place about autism and 
searching for, finding and 
retaining work.

World of Work

Brunel Manchester partnered with 
Together Trust to offer work 
experience sessions for students at 
Inscape House School. This 
specialist school supports children 
and young people aged 5 to 19 years 
with autism and related social 
communication difficulties. Brunel 
employees guided and coached a 
group of students aged 16-19 
towards applying for jobs and 
navigating the workforce. 

"Our work with the Together Trust, 
giving young people a first-hand 

experience of the workplace, has been 
incredibly rewarding for both parties.”

OLIVER HAGUE, 
REGIONAL MARKETER AND ANALYST 

MANCHESTER

United
Kingdom
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The success of the Brunel Foundation
stands with the positive energy and 

enthusiasm of our employees 

Without Brunel colleagues, there’s no Brunel Foundation. 
Anyone can make a contribution to the foundation’s mission during his or her career 

at Brunel or even later on.
 

The Brunel Foundation strives to be a catalyst for change by inspiring 
and encouraging our employees to contribute to society and make sustainable 

choices when and where they can. 

Together with our regional foundation members, we’ll continue 
looking for opportunities to achieve our goals and beyond.
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Our Postcards. 
Please use use our postcards to spread some awarenes.
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