
 

  

RFID BASED LAUNDRY 

MANAGEMENT 

Laundry management is a complex operation that has a 

tremendous bearing on individuals and organizations for 

whom their garments are a veritable extension of their 

images. Business and businesses can depend a great deal on 

great attire and a good set up.  

Quality and timeliness of delivery together with taking care of 

special washing, drying and storing / packaging instructions 

emerge as the key differentiators in this industry. This paper 

talks about how radio frequency identification (RFID) 

technology is providing cost effective and highly effective 

solutions to drive efficiencies and better business practices in 

this industry.  
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Laundry Management Overview 

Your attire defines a good part of what you are. It is an extension of you. It is your image as the world 

sees it in the first glance. The concept of an image applies to individuals, corporations and institutions 

alike. Naturally each one of these pays close attention to their attires. For individuals it is a matter of 

grooming and for organizations it is a matter of their corporate image. The corporate image may 

encompass safety, cleanliness, haute couture, style and a host of other things. That individuals need to 

keep themselves well groomed and thus what they wear in perfect condition is well established in our 

minds. Let us take a look at organizations.  

Hotels and inns have the promise of comfortable and clean stays as the top most items in their list of 

selling points. Besides courteous attendants, comfortable mattresses in adequately lighted and warm 

and welcoming rooms, what is essential is the pristine condition of their bed sheets, drapery, upholstery 

and linen, table cloths and a host of things that make up the day of their guests.  

Hospitals sell health and hygiene for all. Lifestyle makes up a large part of both of these. Clothes of all 

kinds make up a good part of that lifestyle. It is thus expected out of a hospital to have clean bed sheets, 

doctors and nurses wearing clean uniform, clean curtains etc. The list can get very long. The same goes 

for specialty centers such as maternity homes, diagnostic clinics and so on.  

By expanding the reach of the hospitality industry a little one can include airlines or for that matter any 

transportation service. Clean clothes are assumed to be a given.  

Add to this the fact that in most of the above cases the cloth would have specific washing and drying 

instructions. Suddenly one begins to comprehend the sheer size of the laundry management business. It 

is global. It is unique. It has existed since the time clothes have. And it is huge. It has its own logistics and 

operations management challenges.  

 

The Laundry Management Challenge 

To understand the laundry management challenge, it would be best to first take a look into how the 

industry operates. The understanding shall be approached from the perspective of retail and organized 

end users. This analysis becomes interesting because of the hugely unorganized nature of this sector. 

Entry barriers are low and so are exit barriers. There is tremendous price competition and the service is 

heavily commoditized.  

However, as is the case with most commoditized businesses, it is the quality that starts creating larger 

players and differentiators. Quality here is defined by a set of parameters that include cleanliness, 

timely delivery, quality of detergents used, quality of the machines used to wash (or dry wash) and the 

effect of washing on the texture and overall life of the clothes. A look at these parameters shows that 

given financial resources, scale and quality in terms of detergents, machinery and people can be built.  
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The key differentiators thus lie in how the scale is managed 

so that cleanliness is delivered in time and as to how 

longevity of the cloth is ensured. Of course, add to this the 

list of specialists that cater to special segments such as 

hospitality, travel and leisure and healthcare segments, and 

one gets some more differentiators.  

Every day thousands of clothes from tens of sources are 

aggregated by people ranging from shop owners to 

employees in the sectors mentioned above. These are sent 

to central locations or hubs where they are washed. Often 

these hubs are also collection points in the ‘unwashed 

clothes supply chain’ and clothes eventually end up at a 

central location that can deal with tens of thousands of 

clothes at a time. The scale can be mind blowing. Add the 

variety element to this scale. The sheer variety of sources, 

the sheer set of varied requirements of end users – the 

individuals and organizations alike, the various sets of washing and drying instructions and the 

post washing and drying care coupled with the reverse logistics chain makes the entire cycle.  

As in most cases, technology has taken up the responsibility of easing out the complexity in the 

laundry management space in a unique and highly effective way. It can be seen from the discussion 

above that managing the unwashed and washed clothes supply chain well is what creates the real 

differentiators in this space. This paper showcases how radio frequency identification of RFID 

technology can be used to simplify operations and add real value to operators in the laundry 

management industry.  

What is RFID?  

RFID is an automatic identification technology that 

transmits identities of objects or persons in the form 

of unique serial numbers using radio frequencies in 

various sets of ranges or frequency bands depending 

on the usage. A special label containing information 

about an object (its make, variety, owner, procurement 

code and in the context of this white paper –washing 

and drying instructions and handover and delivery 

dates) is attached to the object.  This label (also called 

a tag- RFID tag) can be read by a reader having one or 

more antennae which emit radio waves and receive 
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signals back from the label. This reader then transmits the information to a computer (placed 

nearby or remotely). That completes the chain of identification. It helps trace, track, authenticate, 

secure and help save time and money. 
In addition, even in the event of a loss of Internet connectivity between collection centers, hubs and the 

central laundry, work does not stop. 

In a high volume operation (which is where either can be used) RFID scores many times over barcodes in 

the per year running costs. If the convenience factor (the ease of operation and ease to handle large 

volumes) is also taken into account, RFID races further ahead.  

RFID and Laundry Management 

The laundry management cycle starts with the end users handing over the garments to collection 

centers or agents and being given a receipt that has the delivery date indicated.  

A simplified cycle has been given in the diagram below. The process steps have been explained 

underneath: 
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 End users categorize garments in a very rudimentary fashion before handing them over for 

washing 

 Information of garments received in the collection centers is recorded in a write-once RFID tag1  

that is affixed to the garments. The tag has information such as the garment type, owner, date 

on which handed over to the collection center, expected delivery date as well as a field for 

certain marks / particulars on the garment. Often bulk sets (a set of hundred towels or bed 

sheets of the same color) can be stored together and the tag can be affixed to the entire set. 

This latter tag would then also have information on the number of pieces that have been stored.  

 At times washing, drying and post-drying care instructions can also be recorded into the tag by 

means of certain wash-dry-care codes that are present in the central CRM (customer 

relationship management) system 

 The tag information along with the unique tag code is stored in the CRM system through the 

reader 

 Clothes are categorized and dispatched to hubs where they are further aggregated and sent for 

washing. All along the tags are read by readers and status is updated in the CRM 

 Before being washed, the central location can know if there are special washing instructions for 

any particular set of garments. These instructions have been codified in the tag and detailed 

instructions are fed into the CRM system. They are invoked once the tag is read. The same holds 

true for drying and post drying activities (ironing, storing etc.)  

 Once washed and dried, the garments are packed, labeled and dispatched to the collection 

centers as per the due delivery dates 

 At the collection centers, the garments are handed over to the owners upon showing the 

receipts. The receipt code is matched with the code on the tag, the tag is deactivated and the 

items handed over.  

Throughout the process, the RFID tags play the important role of tracking the clothes and ensuring 

quality in terms of washing and drying instructions and delivery schedules. Doing so takes care of the 

vital quality, assured reliability against any misplacement and timeliness differentiator in the laundry 

management space.  

  

                                                             
1 The RFID tags used here in laundry management process are cheap and rugged (to sustain the washing, 

drying and logistics process) and   unobtrusive (so as not to spoil the garments or obstruct the process in 

any way).  
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How RFID Scores Over Barcodes 

RFID technology is a huge improvement over barcodes in more than one ways. Here is a comparison: 

Barcode Technology RFID Tags and Technology 

Barcode is a line of sight technology. This means 
that the barcode reader has to be held close to the 
barcode to be able to read and interpret it. 

RFID has no such limitation. The tags can be placed 
anywhere on the garment ς one need not search 
for tags to be able to read them. RFID tags can be 
read through distances between one through one 
hundred meters.  

Barcode labels have to be affixed in specific places 
so as not to disturb the crease and packaging of a 
washed, dried and packed garment 

RFID tags need not be fixed to any particular place 
in the garment.  

The read speed of barcodes is significantly less 
than RFID. To add to this, barcodes can be read 
only one at a time. 

RFID tags can be read in bulk thereby adding to the 
speed of operation 

Churning out good quality washable barcode labels 
requires good quality polyester, resin ribbon for 
printers, a good quality printer and a barcode 
scanner. The cost of maintaining this 
electromechanical equipment is usually high. 

While the initial establishment costs of RFID are 
only marginally less as compared to the barcode 
equipment, the pure electronic nature of the 
equipment makes in maintenance free. This 
increases the RFID cost advantage with time.  

A barcode label cannot be reused. Thus label 
procurement and printing overheads are a regular 
feature in operations 

Reusable tags make for extremely low running cost 
of operations. The ease of management and 
storage too has led to widespread espousal. 

The true effect of high temperatures, chemicals 
and petrol on even high quality labels cannot be 
adequately ascertained. Post washing the 
reliability of the labels cannot be guaranteed. 

RFID tags are made of Poly Phenyl Sulfide (PPS) 
making them resistant to high temperatures and 
string chemicals. 

Limited information can be stored on a label. 
Moreover, this is not configurable on the fly.  

Not only do the tags have a large information 
memory, information buckets can be changed on 
the central servers as per requirements and the 
new information be written onto the tag memory.  
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house research and development facility. 

IDCUBE envisions to continue delivering mission critical solutions in niche areas, helping its clients 

realize high return on their investments. 
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