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Changing lives one wash at a time
Vanguard Laundry Services is a social enterprise commercial laundry service 
based in Toowoomba, Queensland, which provides jobs and employment 
pathways for people with a lived experience of mental illness who have a history 
of unemployment. In 2019, the third year of business, Vanguard grew rapidly and 
increased laundry revenues. While it did not make an operating profit in FY2019, 
this was achieved early in 2020.1

Around 65 target staff with 
lived experience of mental 
illness worked at Vanguard 
in FY2019 with a total of 111 
people on its payroll.

1  Financial analysis is based on management accounts rather than audited statements.

The 2019 evaluation had 70 participants:

22 5 41 2

Who is the Vanguard employee

Staff valued the flexibility, 
understanding and support 
they received at work and 
median job satisfaction 
remained high.

During employment at Vanguard, the median 
total income rose by $360 to $955 per fortnight. 
For those who moved on from their employment 
with Vanguard as of June 2019 (14 participants) 
the overall median income was $988 a fortnight.

Current and 
previous target staff

Other staff and 
managers

Board members Family members of 
target staff

Data from Services Australia – Centrelink2 showed reduced 
payments since Vanguard (22 participants), with a 

27.8% reduction in total gross  
Centrelink payments
in participants’ first year of employment with  
Vanguard, compared with total gross payments  
received the year before.

While individual participants’ payment amounts varied 
differently over time, the average reduction in gross Centrelink 
payments was equivalent to 

$4,733  
per participant per year.

Given the small sample of Centrelink data, these 
findings should be interpreted with caution.

Services Australia - Centrelink data

2  Formerly the Department of Human Services – Centrelink.



Reducing reliance on...

Improving and increasing...

Highlights
Laundry revenue rose 
by 46.1% in FY2019 
to 

All of the target staff participating in the 
evaluation reached 26 weeks in employment. 

77.1% reached one year of employment, with 
another 14.6% still employed at last contact.

Queensland Health data on 25 participants shows 6 more visits to the ED in the year since 
employment with Vanguard, but 3 fewer hospital admissions, and 241 fewer days in hospital.

There was a significant increase in total net 
income (median +$360 a fortnight) since 
working at Vanguard, and a significant decrease 
in Centrelink income (average -$270 f/n) since 
starting at Vanguard. 

The proportion of participants receiving 
Centrelink decreased from 82.5% to 57.5%.

2019
$2,275,696.

2018



A model that can be replicated or expanded

Research provided by

A snapshot of Vanguard for FY2019
 Employed approximately 111 staff in total.

  Employed around 65 staff who experienced mental illness.

 Generated over $2.2 million in laundry income.

 Paid over $1.5 million in employee wages.

  The majority of Vanguard’s total income of $3,261,421 for FY2019 came from 
business operations (71.9%), while 28% came from grants and donations to 
assist with new equipment for Vanguard’s Stage 2 growth. 

  In FY2019 Vanguard experienced further growth and laundry income was 
46.1% higher than the previous financial year.

  Additional business came from Brisbane as anchor volume for Vanguard Two 
(a proposed second laundry) and a small amount from surrounding regions. 

Learning that contributes to policy and program reforms
In 2019, CSI Swinburne and Vanguard Laundry Services made submissions to 
the Productivity Commission Inquiry on mental health regarding the potential 
of employment focused social enterprise to support economic participation and 
wellbeing for people with mental illness.

CSI Swinburne appeared before the Inquiry panel on 18 November to present 
further evidence, and was invited to make a supplementary submission by  
23 January 2020.

“I never had much of a social 
life in the last couple of years 
because of my diagnosis, and 
it’s been nice just to walk in and 
say good morning to people and 
have a bit of a laugh about the 
weekend or share something.”

- Target staff member

“…the world we are living today 
everything is just fast.  Everyone 
wants to make money… so they 
want just people who are elite, 
not people who they can take 
the time to teach, to help - no… 
so in the market the competition 
between me and these people is 
really hard.  I can’t compete with 
them.”

- Transitioned staff member

Evaluation findings to date indicate that Vanguard’s provision of award-waged, flexible paid employment in an inclusive 
environment is generating positive outcomes overall.

For target staff, improved financial circumstances were the most frequently reported benefit of working at Vanguard.

Flexibility and supportive colleagues/supervisors were highly valued by all staff.

There are some challenges with achieving sustainable transitions to work outside Vanguard – e.g. high competition for entry 
level work, and finding inclusive employers. 

Operating models of social enterprise such as Vanguard Laundry hiring some of our communities’ most disadvantaged do 
provide cost challenges to the business around decreased efficiency for commencing staff, and additional staff support and 
training costs.

Funded by the AMP Foundation, a proud Vanguard supporter.

Funded by the Australian Government 
Department of Social Services.  

Go to www.dss.gov.au for more information.




