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WHEN Marcus Stafford started in his 
role at MSWA 20 years ago, he felt 
uncomfortable about the company’s 
dismal contribution to neurological 
research. 

Mr Stafford said the disconnect 
between the organisation’s mission 
and the amount it was able to 
contribute to research did not sit right 
with him.  

“When I started, our annual 
contribution to research was a little 
over $30,000 a year and, honestly, I 
was embarrassed,” Mr Stafford told 
Business News. 

“We used to talk about providing the 
care and seeking the cure.

“I certainly did think that we were 
very focused on providing the care, 
but I honestly didn’t think that we 
were doing as much as I wanted to do 
in terms of seeking the cure.”

Mr Stafford decided to do something 
about it and began incrementally 
growing the organisation’s focus on 
research. 

According to its recent annual 
reports, it donated $2.6 million in 2017, 
$3 million in 2018, $3.5 million in 2019 
and $4 million in 2020.  

In July, the organisation announced 
it would contribute $10 million to 
neurological research in 2021.

At the time, Mr Stafford said it was 
one of the largest donations from 
a non-government organisation to 
neurological research in Australia. 

The $10 million has been carved 
up between Curtin University, Edith 
Cowan University, the Perron Institute 
and MS Research Australia. 

The three Western Australian 
institutions will receive $2 million 
for MS research and $2.6 million 
for research into other neurological 
conditions. 

The balance of funding, slightly 
more than $5 million, will go to MS 
Research Australia, of which $1 million 
will be given to the International 
Progressive MS Alliance. 

Mr Stafford said the increase in 
funding also enabled the organisation 
to grow research capacity in WA. 

“My secondary, slightly more subtle, 
objective was to create a centre of 
research excellence here in Western 

Australia, which allows us to attract 
and retain the brightest of Western 
Australians so we can do some really 
important work,” he said. 

Strategy
The commitment was made possible 

with revenue from the organisation’s 
business and fundraising arms. 

MSWA offers business services, 
including a call centre, data entry 
and payment processing, customer 
retention services and direct mail 
marketing.   

Fundraising activities include the 
popular MSWA Mega Home Lottery, 
the Central Park Plunge, MSWA Ocean 
Ride and Step Up for MSWA. 

These activities make up a 
significant proportion of MSWA’s 
revenue. 

In 2020, its marketing and 
fundraising income was $44.3 million, 
slightly outweighing the $40 million 
it received from government grants, 
including for providing National 
Disability Insurance Scheme services.

Mr Stafford said it had been his 
goal to grow the organisation to a 
size where it was not beholden to 
government funding. 

“When you don’t have a great deal 
of scale, you don’t have a great deal of 
options,” he said. 

The organisation’s diverse business 
model helped it to navigate the 
introduction of the NDIS, while others 
in the sector struggled. 

“If you are in the fortunate position, 
as is MSWA, where you have managed 
to diversify your income streams 
over time, covering both business, 
commercial, retail and the breadth of 
disability service provision; you are not 
impacted as much,” Mr Stafford said. 

“If you are one or two or three of 
those more vulnerable streams, it’s a 
much more difficult business.”

He said service streams like allied 
health were funded fairly, but other 
streams, including complex care, were 
not, making it difficult for businesses 
to function on narrow margins. 

Mr Stafford said he hoped his 
business mindset and alternative 
views on the industry had made an 
impact on his peers. 

“If we all stay focused on the 
future and consider this world to be 
a business world and not a charity 
world, a whole heap can be achieved,” 
Mr Stafford said. 

“If I’ve been able to do anything, 
it’s been to irreverently spruik those 
philosophies over a number of years 
with the hope that, they might not 
want to hear it, but hope they have 
been influenced to hear the wisdom 
behind that.”

What next?
Earlier this year, Mr Stafford 

announced he was retiring from his 
role at the helm of MSWA and would 
be replaced by Good Samaritan 
Enterprises chief executive Melanie 
Kiely. 

He is continuing as vice president 
of the Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry of WA’s board and was 
recently announced as the chair of 
fellow disability services provider, 
Activ Foundation.

Activ Foundation is the largest 
charity on Business News’ Data & 
Insights, with revenue of $127 million 
in the 2020 financial year. 

However, while it posted a $9 
million surplus, it also received $13.8 
million from the federal government’s 
JobKeeper wage subsidy. 

Mr Stafford would not be drawn on 
his plans in the role but said the board 
was interested in pursuing a new 
direction for the organisation. 

“I would say that the sense I have 
from the current chair of the board, 
who has been a terrific servant of 
Activ, and the other members of the 
board who hired me to this role, they 
are keen to consider a new and more 
diverse direction Activ has embarked 
on in the past,” he said.  

“I think that was part of the 
rationale for my appointment. 

“Without pre-empting where we are 
likely to go because it’s much too early, 
I do think it will be more of a business 
model and perhaps less of a traditional 
charity model.”

Mr Stafford said he would also be 
spending time consulting with leaders 
and boards on strategy and business 
improvement.  
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Outgoing chief Marcus Stafford’s diverse business model at MSWA 
gave it the capacity to donate $10 million to research. 
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