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The Honourable Malcolm Turnbull MP  
Prime Minister  
Parliament House  
Canberra ACT 2600 

Dear Prime Minister 

In accordance with the provisions of section 44 of the Public Service Act 1999, I present you 
with my report on the state of the Australian Public Service for 2015–16. 

I have steadily been releasing insights and evidence on the state of the service through regular 
updates on the State of the Service website. This approach has given agencies access to valuable 
data on their performance as soon as it was available. 

The Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit agreed in 2003 to extend the tabling 
deadline of the State of the Service component of my annual reporting to one calendar month 
after the tabling date of agencies’ annual reports. This report is required to be tabled by  
30 November 2016. 

Yours sincerely 

The Honourable John Lloyd PSM  
Australian Public Service Commissioner  
28 November 2016
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‘One hundred years ago, no‐one could have foreseen 

the breadth that the Australian Public Service now 

encompasses. Now, more than 150,000 professionals with 

experience in areas as diverse as foreign policy, climate 

change, aged care, cyber security digital transformation, 

advise on and implement public policy. The reality is, the 

government could not formulate or implement any policy 

of substance without our Public Service.’

The Honourable Malcolm Turnbull MP
Prime Minister
Address to the Australian Public Service 
20 April 2016 
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Commissioner’s review

The Australian Public Service (APS) has again in 2015–16 demonstrated that it is discharging 
its responsibilities capably. Many public servants at all levels embrace the challenge of doing 
their best to serve the Australian community. They do this in a professional and efficient manner 
against a backdrop of constantly evolving expectations, changing priorities and increasing levels 
of complexity.
Results from the 2016 employee census show that high levels of employee engagement 
continue across the APS. Engagement allows the APS to respond well to current challenges, 
including reducing red tape, improving efficiency, and engaging with innovation and digital 
transformation. 

Employees with new enterprise agreements tend to show higher levels of engagement than 
employees in agencies still bargaining.

The APS can improve performance. During 2015–16, a review of APS workforce management 
identified a number of areas in which the APS can improve workforce practices.1 Driving high 
performance and increasing workforce flexibility are key priorities.

An inclusive and diverse workforce is a healthy and productive workforce. The APS generally 
does well in this area but we can do better. In 2015–16, three strategies were launched aimed 
at improving our gender equality practices, Indigenous employment participation rates, and 
employment of people with disability. 2

The years 2017 and beyond present a number of additional areas that will require attention.  
Some of these are addressed in this report, including ongoing reforms to workforce management, 
and upgrading performance and talent management capabilities.

1 Australian Public Service Workforce Management Contestability Review 2015, Unlocking potential: If not us, who? If not now, when? 
Australian Public Service Commission, Canberra

2 Australian Public Service Commission 2016, Balancing the future: the Australian Public Service Gender Equality Strategy 2016–19; 
Australian Public Service Commission 2015, Commonwealth Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employment Strategy; Australian Public 
Service Commission 2016, As one: making it happen—APS Disability Employment Strategy 2016–19.
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Finally, the assessment of the state of the service is underpinned by comprehensive data collected 
each year on the APS workforce. This year marks the 50th anniversary of collecting APS 
employment data.

Much has changed in the APS since 1966. The final chapter of this report explores some of 
these changes. For example, in 1966, 15 per cent of ongoing APS employees were based in the 
Australian Capital Territory, compared to 39 per cent in 2016. Women accounted for a little 
over 23 per cent of the permanent workforce in 1966 compared to 58 per cent now. The data 
from 1966 records 1,619 women retiring because of marriage.

That the APS has such rich data to draw upon is a testament to the forethought and 
commitment of many members of the APS over 50 years. I thank those members who have 
contributed to this robust data source. 

The Honourable John Lloyd PSM 
Australian Public Service Commissioner 
28 November 2016
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About this report

The APS plays an essential role in the governance of Australia. It continues to exemplify 
professionalism and an impartial commitment to service.

The Public Service Act 1999 provides the framework for managing the APS. It defines the 
duties and powers of agency heads and provides a legal framework for the employment of APS 
employees. The rights and obligations of those employees are set out in the Act.

Public Service Act 1999, Part 1, section 3

The main objects of this Act are:

a.  to establish an apolitical public service that is efficient and effective in serving the 
Government, the Parliament and the Australian public; and

b.  to provide a legal framework for the effective and fair employment, management and 
leadership of APS employees; and

c.  to define the powers, functions and responsibilities of Agency Heads, the Australian Public 
Service Commissioner and the Merit Protection Commissioner; and

d. to establish rights and obligations of APS employees. 

Section 44 of the Public Service Act requires the Australian Public Service Commissioner to 
give a report each year on the state of the APS for presentation to the parliament. 

This State of the Service report provides a high level assessment of the APS during 2015–16. 

More detailed information is provided on the Australian Public Service Commission’s State of 
the Service website (https://stateoftheservice.apsc.gov.au).

This report draws on a range of information sources. The traditional sources are the APS agency 
survey, the APS employee census and the APS Employment Database (APSED). Information 
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about the agency survey, employee census and APSED can be found on the State of the Service 
website. External sources are also used as required.

The 2015–16 State of the Service report is structured around the following themes:

• performance

• capability

• integrity and accountability. 
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The APS at a glance

The APS has a wide range of responsibilities relating to economic management, 
national security, health, aged care, employment, education, culture and the arts, 
families and communities, immigration, taxation, and the environment.

The APS 
represents 
1.3% of the 
Australian  
labour force There 

are 98 
agencies

up 362.4%  
from June 2015down 8.5%  

from June 2015

employees

up 2.3%  
from June 2015

down 1%  
from June 2015

137,848
ongoing  

employees

By location 
The highest proportion of 
APS employees are based in 
the ACT, with 59.9% of all EL 
employees and 72.9% of all 
SES employees in the ACT.
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increased by 1,626 (8.4%) and the number 
of Trainees increased by 299 (140.4%).
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over 55 years

20.4% 
 work part-time

37.2%  
Canberra based

59.0% 
female

10.4 
years

median length of 
service for ongoing 

employees

By age
The proportion of ongoing APS employees aged 

over time, increasing from 21.2% of ongoing 
employees in June 2002 to 32.3% at June 2016. 

155,771

up 13.9%  
from June 2015

17,923
non-ongoing 
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9,759

ongoing 
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separated

11,005
ongoing 

employees 
engaged

The mean age 
for ongoing APS 
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43.5 
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Performance

The APS is operating from a strong foundation. It continues to evolve by streamlining its 
functions and processes in order to drive productivity and performance improvements.

Many of the practices that contribute to delivering strong performance also have a positive 
impact on employee job satisfaction, retention and loyalty. These practices include:

• setting and communicating clear performance expectations

• delivering relevant and regular performance feedback

• evaluating performance 

• providing appropriate learning and development opportunities

• identifying organisational career paths for employees 

• recognising and rewarding good performance

• managing underperformance.

The APS starts with a strong employment proposition that is designed to encourage high levels 
of engagement from employees and provide a framework to ensure the wellbeing of employees  
is maintained.

Employment framework
The APS employment framework enables the effective management of staff. It structures the 
recruitment, development and mobility of staff. It operates efficiently, but it would be wrong to 
be complacent. The nature of work and the expectations of staff and managers are changing. The 
employment framework has to adapt to these changes.

The composition of the APS workforce has undergone a major shift in recent years in response 
to the changing nature of work. The APS has a small but growing proportion of non-ongoing 
staff. At 30 June 2016, non-ongoing employees comprised 11.5 per cent of the total APS. This is 
an increase from 10.3 per cent of the total APS in 2015. As shown in Figure 1, the proportion of 
non-ongoing employees in the APS has been gradually increasing since 2004.
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Figure 1: Proportion of non-ongoing employees in the APS, June 2002 to June 2016
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Source: APS Employment Database.

APS employment practices are reviewed to ensure they remain relevant and administratively 
proportionate. APS recruitment practices have to be flexible to enable the engagement  
of contractors, labour hires, non-ongoing and casual employees according to an agency’s 
workforce needs.  

Staff mobility and flexible working arrangements currently receive additional focus. They can 
enable a shift from a work–life balance to more work–life integration. Encouragingly, results 
from the APS employee census show that 75 per cent of respondents are satisfied with their 
work–life balance and their ability to access flexible working arrangements. Results also show 
that 76 per cent are satisfied with their non-monetary employment conditions.

In 2015, Sandra McPhee AM, with the support of the Australian Public Service Commission, 
conducted a review of APS workforce management practices. Launched in April 2016, the 
report of the review, titled Unlocking potential, provides a rich set of actions to accelerate the 
modernisation of the APS workforce. It is framed around four key areas for change:

• attracting and recruiting staff

• optimising talent and driving high performance

• improving flexibility

• redesigning human resources.
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The Commission has recognised and responded to the need to modernise the APS employment 
framework to align with changing work patterns and provide greater flexibility for agencies to 
manage their workforces. 

The streamlining of the APS employment framework will be advanced by the amendments to 
the Public Service Commissioner’s Directions. The aims of the amendments are to:

• streamline the engagement of non-ongoing employees

• broaden Indigenous and disability affirmative measures

• give agencies greater flexibility to determine their performance management arrangements.

Attraction, retention and separation
During 2015–16, the APS experienced 11,005 engagements and 9,759 separations of ongoing 
employees. Of the separations, the number of resignations during 2015–16 was greater than the 
number of retrenchments for the first time since 2013.

The APS competes for skilled people. It is important to understand what attracts people 
to working in the public sector and what factors cause people to leave. Since 2013, the 
Commission has managed entry and exit surveys to assist agencies to obtain information about 
engagement, retention and staff movements. 

The most common reason for joining the APS during 2015–16 was the type of work available. 
Long-term career progression and development opportunities also featured highly in reasons for 
joining or remaining in the APS. Most employees taking up ongoing positions expected to stay 
with their new agencies for at least two years. 

Most respondents to the exit survey reported that they were leaving their agencies voluntarily. 
Employees most commonly reported that a lack of future career opportunities affected their 
decision to leave their agencies. A desire to try a new career, unmet work expectations and 
having achieved all they could in their job were also important factors.  

The exit surveys show that it is imperative to provide attractive and flexible work environments. 
This area will remain a focus for the APS, although staff turnover is relatively low.

Employee engagement
Employee engagement is critical. An engaged workforce is likely to be more committed, 
innovative and productive. 

The 2016 APS employee census demonstrates that employee engagement in the APS remains high 
(see Figure 2). Job engagement and engagement with immediate supervisors have particularly 
strong results
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Figure 2: APS employee engagement scores, 2014, 2015 and 2016
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As with previous years, significant variations are evident across job, team, supervisor and 
agency engagement measures depending on agency function. Specialist and policy agencies 
are consistently rated higher on each measure, while operational agencies rate lower. Members 
of the Senior Executive Service (SES) also report higher engagement levels on each measure 
compared to the workforce overall.

Attendance management
In 2015–16 the unscheduled absence rate across the APS decreased by 0.1 days to 11.5 days 
from 11.6 in 2014–15. This is the first decrease in four years. However, the APS rate remains 
well above private sector trends.

Similar to previous years, differences are evident depending on the size of the agency. Large 
agencies have the highest rates of personal leave with an average of 12.1 days on average per 
employee. 

The APS continues to investigate the drivers of workplace attendance and the connection 
between employee engagement and sick leave use. The Commission is also examining the factors 
that influence leave-taking behaviour. The objective is to reduce the relatively high unscheduled 
absence rate in the APS.
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Employee performance management
More than ever, employees need to be innovative, agile, responsive and resilient. Employee 
performance and its management continues to attract close scrutiny.

The tools that agencies and supervisors use to effectively manage employees are a key focus for 
the APS. Also, it is an area that continues to undergo significant modification. 

Supervisors and the policies they administer determine whether performance management is 
effective or not. Results from the 2016 APS employee census shows that while supervisors may 
be confident in their ability to manage performance, they are less confident about the policies 
that govern their actions. The same result was recorded last year.

Fifty-five per cent of responding APS supervisors agree that their agencies’ performance 
management policies provide them with clear guidelines for measuring employee performance. 
Similarly, 55 per cent of APS supervisors agree that their performance management policies are 
transparent and promote fair and equitable processes. Furthermore, 61 per cent of supervisors 
agree that the requirements necessary to rate an employee as performing at an acceptable level 
are clear.  

A key to successful employee performance management is ensuring that good performance 
conversations occur regularly between managers and employees. Good performance 
conversations are ones that are honest and forward-looking and that highlight the impact an 
employee’s performance has on the organisation’s success.

It is encouraging that 86 per cent of responding APS supervisors maintain that they provide 
performance feedback in a timely manner and 85 per cent say that they articulate clear 
and consistent performance expectations. Similar numbers of supervisors also report that 
they proactively deal with issues of underperformance. Seventy-six per cent of responding 
supervisors believe that they can rely on their managers for guidance and support to address 
underperformance.

Interestingly, in the 2016 employee census, 62 per cent of responding employees report that 
their managers provide them with clear and consistent performance expectations. In comparison 
to the 85 per cent of managers who report that they articulate clear and consistent performance 
expectations to their staff. These results show that there is scope to improve the way in which 
performance expectations are communicated to employees.

An element that is pleasing to observe is that 68 per cent of APS employees agree that their jobs 
give them a feeling of personal accomplishment. Also, 74 per cent report that they use their 
skills in their current jobs.  
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These results are mixed. They reflect a commitment to treat performance management seriously. 
However, the policies in many agencies can be improved. Most agencies report that they have 
developed or are in the process of introducing performance management initiatives.

Increasing mobility 
As reported last year, increased staff mobility in all its forms is needed to broaden perspectives, 
make new linkages and improve collaboration. This includes mobility across industry sectors, 
across APS agencies and across government jurisdictions. 

Greater mobility will assist the APS to improve its capability and relevance by:

• broadening individual experiences through exposure to alternative operating environments 

• introducing employees to new ways to address challenges and problem-solve  

•  identifying contemporary workforce management practices that ensure employees are able to 
reach their full potential.

Seventy-seven per cent of ongoing APS employees have only worked in one agency. A number of 
barriers exist to the movement of staff between agencies, other government jurisdictions and the 
private sector. Several barriers are based on perceptions, while others are more structural. 

In the 2016 APS employee census, 48 per cent of respondents agree that their agencies 
provide opportunities for workplace mobility. Sixty-one per cent, however, are of the view that 
workplace mobility, including secondments and temporary transfers, should be more common 
in their agencies.

Agency survey data indicates that most agencies have policies in place to promote employee 
mobility. In 2016, 61 per cent of agencies promoted ‘within agency’ mobility. Support for 
external mobility was lower, with 41 per cent of agencies promoting interagency mobility, 28 
per cent promoting non-APS public sector mobility and 17 per cent promoting movement 
to the private sector. With increasing technology enablers, shifting policies and changing 
procedures, the APS is expected to adopt more flexible work practices heading into the future, 
like Operation Free Range.3 

Creating a diverse workforce
The APS has a long-standing commitment to a workforce that reflects the diversity of the 
community it serves. A range of initiatives are being undertaken with a focus on gender, 
Indigenous and disability issues. 

3 Australian Public Service Commission 2016, ‘Operation Free Range’, viewed 2 October 2016, www.apsc.gov.au/priorities/aps-reform/
freerange.
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A diverse workforce is best achieved with an accepting and supportive workplace. Supervisors 
and workgroups that foster a sense of inclusion are a positive force in this regard. In 2016, 
the vast majority of responding employees agree that the people in their workgroup and their 
supervisors behave in an accepting manner towards people from diverse backgrounds. Sixty-nine 
per cent of respondents agreed that their agency is committed to creating a diverse workforce.

Gender balance

Launched in April 2016, Balancing the future: the Australian Public Service Gender Equality 
Strategy 2016–19 sets out actions for driving high performance and boosting productivity 
in the APS. It is a strategy for harnessing the best talent, changing cultures, and challenging 
assumptions that hold us back. In 2016, over 40 per cent of agencies reported implementing the 
gender equality strategy.

Women currently make up 58 per cent of the ongoing APS workforce. The representation of 
ongoing women in the APS has now reached parity with or exceeded ongoing men at all levels 
from APS 1 to Executive Level (EL) 1. Since 1996, the representation of ongoing women in the 
APS has almost doubled at the EL 2 and SES Band 1 levels and tripled at the SES Band 2 level. 
The representation of ongoing women at the SES Band 3 level has increased five-fold. Twenty 
years ago, women made up 19 per cent of ongoing SES employees, compared to 43 per cent  
in 2016.

The gender equality strategy will further drive this trend toward equal representation of women 
and men in the APS leadership.

Indigenous employees 

The Commonwealth Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employment Strategy, launched 
on 1 July 2015, supports a new target to lift Indigenous employment to 3 per cent across the 
Commonwealth public sector by 2018. In 2016, 50 per cent of agencies report implementing 
the employment strategy.  

Representation of Indigenous Australians in the APS has increased over the past few years. In 
2014, representation was 2.6 per cent of ongoing employees, rising to 2.7 per cent in 2015 and 
2.9 per cent in 2016. The APS continues to have reasonable success in attracting and recruiting 
Indigenous people. We are also seeing a lower separation rate among Indigenous employees 
than there has been in the past. A number of factors may have contributed to this improvement, 
including better agency-specific Indigenous employment strategies and the introduction of 
Indigenous Champions. 
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In this year’s agency survey, 59 per cent of agencies report that they offered mandatory or 
voluntary Indigenous cultural awareness training to employees. In these agencies, Indigenous 
employees are more likely to agree that their agencies are committed to creating a diverse 
workforce (see Figure 3). This is an important finding and supports the greater uptake of  
these programs.

Figure 3: Indigenous APS employee perceptions of support for diversity in the workplace, 2016
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Employees with disability

The APS remains committed to improving the representation of people with disability. 
Launched in May 2016, the As one: making it happen—APS Disability Employment Strategy 
2016–19 sets out four key action areas centered on expanding the range of employment 
opportunities, developing capabilities, increasing representation and fostering inclusive cultures 
in the workplace. Agency survey data indicates that 43 per cent of agencies have commenced 
implementing the employment strategy.  

According to APSED, representation of people identifying with disability in the APS is at 3.7 
per cent of ongoing APS employees, an increase from 3.6 per cent in 2015. As at 30 June 2016, 
5,161 people with disability were employed as ongoing APS employees. This is the largest 
number of employees with disability in the APS since 2010 and the highest proportion since 
2007. Self-reporting of disability may not be an accurate gauge of numbers. 
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Eight per cent of respondents in the 2016 employee census reported that they have an ongoing 
disability. Our experience in the APS is that confidential surveys record higher disability 
employment rates. 

Employees from non–English speaking backgrounds

A small decrease in the representation of people from non–English speaking backgrounds 
has occurred. The representation fell from 14.7 per cent in 2015 to 14.5 per cent in 2016. The 
proportion of APS employees born overseas is around 22 per cent. This is marginally lower than 
the 25 per cent of Australians who were born overseas.
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Capability 

A capable and high-performing public service is essential to deliver government products, 
services and initiatives efficiently and effectively. Agency capability extends beyond the 
capabilities of the APS workforce, combining employees’ skills with the processes, systems, 
culture and structures to deliver business outcomes. 

In his address to the APS in April 2016, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull said, ‘The key to 
success for a 21st century APS is to embrace innovation and technology—to think big and bold 
and to be committed to learning and leadership at every level’. 

Leadership
The importance of developing APS leadership and management capabilities has been well 
documented, including in previous State of the Service reports. Senior leaders establish the 
strategic direction of their agencies and the broader APS. Leaders at many levels are central  
to effective change management and prove to be critical in mobilising the workforce to  
achieve its best.

Immediate supervisors

Employee perceptions of the effectiveness of their immediate supervisors remained high in 
2016. Satisfaction with immediate supervisors is one of the key strengths of the APS. The APS 
employee census measures satisfaction with immediate supervisor performance against 10 
capabilities. Results for 2016 are shown in Figure 4 and are available on the State of the Service 
website. Results show a high degree of stability.
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Figure 4: Satisfaction with immediate supervisor performance, 2016
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Senior leaders

The SES plays a significant role in the APS. SES officers provide leadership at an agency and 
whole-of-APS level. They ensure delivery of outcomes and shape organisational culture. Senior 
executives operate in complex and sometimes uncertain environments. How they deal with these 
situations and bring employees with them is important. 

In the 2016 APS employee census, almost 49 per cent of respondents agree that the SES in 
their agencies are of high quality. In contrast, 29 per cent agreed that the SES in their agencies 
give their time to identify and develop talented people. It is important to note that, in both 
instances, over a third of respondents provided a neutral response to the relevant questions, 
neither agreeing nor disagreeing. 

An interesting finding is that 34 per cent of SES respondents indicated that they had worked 
more than 100 hours in the fortnight leading up to the census. Furthermore, 57 per cent of 
responding SES reported that they had completed work at home or in another location outside 
of normal work hours on most days or every day. Notwithstanding these work hours and effort, 
70 per cent of SES respondents were satisfied with the work–life balance in their current jobs.
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Optimising talent
Talent management focuses on individuals with the potential to successfully undertake critical 
roles now and in the future. Talent management is attracting increased attention throughout the 
APS. Four elements form the focus of APS talent management strategies:

• talent attraction and identification—sourcing external talent or identifying internal talent

•  talent development—making a targeted investment in the development of talented employees

• talent engagement—maintaining the engagement of talented employees with the APS

• talent deployment—actively drawing on identified talent to fill critical workforce roles.

The APS talent management guide 4, released in August 2015, was designed to support agency 
talent management capability. The guide’s approach is to encourage talent management across 
agencies and linking it to workforce planning.

Agency survey data indicates that agencies have a number of measures in place to develop 
talented employees. Twenty per cent of agencies have developed agency-wide talent management 
programs designed to target high-potential employees, with specific measures targeting APS, EL 
and SES employees. Fifty per cent of agencies use relationship-based development opportunities 
to develop talent. These opportunities include mentoring, coaching and peer support schemes.

Agencies report that talent management is an area in which they will continue to develop their 
capabilities and offerings.

Learning and development
The APS determines essential development priorities through its learning and development strategy.5

In 2015–16 development priorities focused on:

• leadership and talent development

•  management expertise, including financial management, policy development, business 
planning

• core skills, including people management, procurement, contract management.

In the 2016 APS employee census, 63 per cent of respondents reported that they had access to 
effective learning and development. Eighty-three per cent had spent at least some time in formal 
training and education over the 12 months prior to the census. Fifty-five per cent respondents 
spent a total of three or more days in formal training over this time.

4 Australian Public Service Commission 2015, ‘Talent management guide’, accessed 26 October 2016, www.apsc.gov.au/publications-and-
media/current-publications/talent-management-guide.

5 Australian Public Service Commission 2016, ‘Learning and development strategy’, accessed 26 October 2016, www.apsc.gov.au/learn-
and-develop/aps-centre-for-leadership-and-learning/learning-and-development-strategy.
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Innovation
Innovation contributes to a high performing public sector by increasing productivity and 
delivering better services to the government and citizens of Australia. A commitment to 
innovation at all levels assists the APS to improve its policies, processes and procedures.

Seventy-one per cent of all APS agencies report they are focusing on developing an innovation 
strategy for their agency. Further, 82 per cent of agencies report that they are engaging with 
internal and external groups to drive innovation. 

Agencies report that the following strategies are beneficial in fostering innovation:

•  implementing strategic, digital and/or innovation plans to foster an innovative culture 
within the agency

• focusing on digital transformation and technology to create and improve processes

• encouraging innovative ideas from all employees

• providing opportunities for staff to attend innovation forums, labs and sessions

• rewarding staff for innovative ideas

• establishing committees or councils to provide a coordinated approach to innovation.

Innovation is an area in which agencies report that they are continuing to develop their 
capabilities. Thirty per cent of agencies report having a developed strategy.

In March 2016, the Institute of Public Administration ACT Division, in partnership with 
the Department of Industry, Innovation and Science, launched the inaugural Public Sector 
Innovation Awards. The awards recognise, celebrate and share innovation in the APS. The four 
award winners were:

•  the Department of Defence, for the design and production of a low-cost counter–
improvised explosive device (IED) that jams radio signals which can set off IEDs

•  Geoscience Australia, for the development of a computer-based system that maps Australia’s 
potential for new mineral sources

•  the Department of Finance, for govCMS, a shared service for all government agencies 
intended to reduce the technology and compliance burden on government agencies and 
improve the government’s digital and online capability

•  the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission (ACNC), for the ACNC Charity 
Portal, a ‘digital by default’ service that allows charities to manage their own details on the 
ACNC register and submit required annual statements.
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Managing change
The APS must remain dynamic and flexible. The ability to respond to and manage change is  
an important quality for APS agencies and the workforce to master. Workplace change can  
be difficult to effectively implement and it is an area in which the APS is continuing to increase 
its capability. 

Change is commonplace across the APS and takes a variety of forms. Eighty-nine per cent of 
respondents to the 2016 APS employee census report experiencing some form of workplace 
change in the past 12 months. Fifteen per cent of respondents identified change in the structure 
of their agencies as the single biggest workplace change their workgroups had experienced. 
Another 15 per cent cited decreased staffing numbers as the most significant change. 

Only 47 per cent of those who had experienced some form of workplace change, however, were 
satisfied with how the change was communicated to them. This suggests that the APS has an 
opportunity to improve how it manages and communicates change processes.
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Integrity and accountability 

APS frameworks: values, integrity and conduct
APS employees occupy a position of trust. They are entrusted by the government and the 
community to undertake important work on their behalf. This trust mandates a high level  
of responsibility which should be matched by the highest standards of ethical behaviour  
from each APS employee.

Together the APS Values, the APS Employment Principles, and the APS Code of Conduct set 
out the standard of behaviour expected of all APS employees. 

The continued effectiveness of the APS relies on workplaces fostering organisational cultures 
that enable the highest standards of integrity, transparency, accountability and trust. Agencies 
must have processes, procedures and systems in place that support continuing ethical behaviour.

APS Values
Results from the APS employee census continue to demonstrate that most APS employees 
agree that their senior leaders, immediate supervisors and colleagues act in accordance with the 
APS Values. As shown in Figure 5, the vast majority of respondents to the 2016 census report 
that their colleagues and supervisors always or often act in accordance with the APS Values in 
their everyday work. Importantly, only 68 per cent of respondents said the same of their SES. 
However, it should be noted that 15 per cent were unsure how their SES act.
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Figure 5: Perceptions of adherence to the APS Values, 2016
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Breaches of the APS Code of Conduct

An important element of integrity in the APS is the reporting and investigation of allegations of 
misconduct by APS employees. The level of serious misconduct in the APS continues to remain 
low. The number of APS Code of Conduct breaches investigated in 2015–16 is comparable to 
the number of investigations conducted in past years.  

In 2015–16, agencies reported finalising Code of Conduct investigations for 717 employees, 
an increase when compared with 557 in the previous year. The proportion of investigations that 
found the Code of Conduct had been breached increased to 87 per cent in 2015–16 from 85 
per cent in 2014–15. A failure to behave in accordance with the APS Values and Employment 
Principles, and thus to uphold the integrity and good reputation of the employee’s agency and 
the APS, continued to be the most common alleged breach. 

The most common sanction applied for a breach in 2015–16 was a reprimand. The second most 
common sanction was a reduction in salary. The employment of 87 employees was terminated as a 
sanction for a breach of the Code of Conduct in 2015–16, compared to 81 employees in 2014–15.

Bullying and harassment

The APS Code of Conduct requires employees to treat everyone with respect and courtesy and 
without harassment. 
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Workplace bullying continues to be a concern in the APS. Data from the APS employee census 
demonstrates that consistently over the past decade, between 15 per cent and 18 per cent of 
respondents reported that they had been bullied or harassed in the workplace. Bullying could 
be by a client, a colleague, a manager or a combination. This year, 16 per cent of responding 
APS employees report that they had been bullied or harassed in their workplaces in the 12 
months prior to the employee census.  

Sixty-seven per cent of those respondents who indicated that they had been bullied or harassed 
said that at least one of the offenders was a manager. Co-workers were responsible in just 36 
per cent of incidents, while 9 per cent said that they were bullied or harassed by someone more 
junior and 5 per cent nominated someone external to the agency.  

The experience of bullying and harassment is often a subjective one. What is perceived as 
harassment by one person may be proper management action to another. Given that, the 
reported level of bullying and harassment needs to be treated with some caution.

Harassment remains a real concern and is usually investigated as a suspected breach of the Code 
of Conduct. The subjective experience of harassment, and the difficulty of proving allegations, 
may provide an explanation for the relatively low proportion of Code of Conduct investigations 
that lead to a finding that harassment has occurred.

APS leaders are committed to safe and healthy workplaces. Tools and resources are being 
developed for APS managers and employees to create workplaces that are free from bullying 
and harassment. 

Corruption

In 2015–16, agencies advised that 106 of the 717 finalised Code of Conduct investigations 
involved corrupt behaviour. The types of corrupt behaviour included inappropriate recording of 
flex time credits, misuse of personal leave to undertake paid employment, conflict of interest on 
selection panels, theft, and misuse of duties to gain a personal benefit.

APS employees were asked if they had witnessed and reported perceived corruption in their 
workplaces. For the purposes of the APS employee census, corruption in the APS was defined as:

The dishonest or biased exercise of a Commonwealth public official’s functions.  
A distinguishing characteristic of corrupt behaviour is that it involves conduct  
that would usually justify serious penalties, such as termination of employment  
or criminal prosecution.

In the 2016 APS employee census, 4 per cent of responding employees report that they had 
witnessed another employee engaging in behaviour they considered met this description. Sixty-
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seven per cent of these employees reported that they had witnessed cronyism, 26 per cent had 
witnessed nepotism and 22 per cent had witnessed APS employees acting, or failing to act, in 
the presence of undisclosed conflicts of interest. Of the employees who indicated that they had 
witnessed corruption in their workplaces, 33 per cent reported the behaviour.

Given the relatively small number of investigations reported by agencies for corrupt behaviour, 
it is likely that this misconduct reported by employees did not usually amount to criminal 
misconduct. It may, for example, represent employees who feel that a selection process was not 
conducted properly.

There is, nonetheless, no room for complacency and the Commission is working to support 
agencies in ensuring that workplace cultures support high levels of integrity. Agencies continue 
to develop and apply their own policies and procedures for managing risks and dealing with 
reports of corruption or other forms of misconduct. 
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Fifty years of APS employment data 

The assessment of the state of the service is underpinned by comprehensive data and information 
collected each year on the APS workforce. 

The APS Employment Database records the employment data of all current and former APS 
employees. The year 2016 marks the 50th anniversary of the collection of APS employment 
data. Needless to say, the Australian Public Service has changed dramatically over the past  
50 years. 

In 1966, there were 97,416 ongoing staff employed in the then named Commonwealth Service 
across 24 departments.6 The departments included the Department of Repatriation, the 
Department of National Development and the Department of Labour and National Service. In 
contrast, in 2016 the APS has 137,848 ongoing employees in 98 agencies. The responsibilities of 
these agencies reflect the changing priorities of the federal public service and include the Digital 
Transformation Office, the Organ and Tissue Authority and the Clean Energy Regulator.

In 1966, almost 58 per cent of ongoing employees in the Commonwealth Service were 
employed at the APS 1 and APS 2 classification levels. Executive Level staff comprised 5.6 per 
cent of the workforce. The removal of typing pools and computerisation changed the makeup of 
the APS. In 2016, employees at the APS 1 and APS 2 classification levels represent only 2.3 per 
cent of the ongoing APS workforce. Executive Level employees now comprise more than 26 per 
cent of ongoing APS employees.

Women made up 23 per cent of the ongoing Commonwealth Service in 1966, compared to  
58 per cent of the APS in 2016. Around 92 per cent of women employed in the Commonwealth 
Service in 1966 were engaged at the APS 2 or lower classification levels, with many employed as 
typists, clerks and clerical assistants. Only 50 per cent of male Commonwealth Service personnel 
were employed at these same levels.

6 This headcount does not include employees of the Postmaster-General’s Department and the Australian Broadcasting Control Board.
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Only 15 per cent of ongoing Commonwealth Service employees in 1966 were located in the 
Australian Capital Territory. By 2016, Canberra had grown substantially and some 39 per cent 
of APS employees are now working in the territory.

As the Australian workforce has become older over time, so has the APS workforce. In 2016, the 
average age of an ongoing APS employee is 43.5 years. In 1966, it was just 34.5 years. From 1966 
to 2016, the proportion of the ongoing workforce aged 55 years or older more than doubled 
from 8.1 per cent to 17.3 per cent.

The Commonwealth Service in 1966 experienced some significant changes to its employment 
policies. The bar that prohibited married women from being employed in the Commonwealth 
Service was lifted in late 1966. Australia was the last democratic nation to lift this restriction. 
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