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The Honourable Malcolm Turnbull MP

Prime Minister

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Prime Minister

In accordance with section 44(1) of the Public Service Act 1999, I present you 

with my report on the state of the Australian Public Service for 2016–17. 

Additional evidence and analysis on the state of the service has been released 

through regular updates on the State of the Service website. This approach has 

provided public access to valuable performance data as soon as it was available.

Section 44(3) of the Public Service Act 1999 requires that this report is laid before 

each House of Parliament by 30 November 2017.

Yours sincerely

The Honourable John Lloyd PSM

Australian Public Service Commissioner

3 November 2017
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Commissioner’s foreword

The Australian Public Service (the APS) is an enduring institution with a history 

of service to the Australian public. When the APS was established in 1901 it  

was underpinned by a strong legislative basis that remains a hallmark today. 

The essential characteristics of a committed and apolitical public service  

have been retained.

The APS has embraced and adapted to change driven by political, economic  

and social influences. Today a quality workforce of more than 150,000 employees 

is positioned to continue its high quality service and to meet future challenges.

The nature of work in the APS and the way it is undertaken is dynamic and 

subject to constant change. 

For the APS, significant but manageable changes will be encountered.  

Anticipated examples include:

  Changes to individual jobs. Some jobs will go, some will be modified 

and some new roles created. Effective workforce planning will become 

more critical. Proactive approaches to workforce planning, performance 

management, training and development, recruitment and retention will be 

important. Such approaches can mitigate the impact on current employees.

  Individuals will have greater flexibility to determine when and where they 

work. Business success will depend on an engaged and flexible workforce. 

‘Flexible by default’ is already the position of many APS workplaces.

   Management hierarchies will be modified. Formal hierarchies assume a 

linear career path through expertise to managerial positions. This no longer 

applies and remuneration systems will have to better use existing flexibility 

provisions to reward expert contributions that may not fit traditional salary 

structures. Managers will be less able to exercise influence through structured 

authority. Instead subject knowledge and bringing together the many and 

varied skills of team members to achieve good outcomes will be sought. 
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  The demographic composition of the APS will change with more older 

workers and greater representation of diversity groups. An APS that is open 

to a wide range of people from different backgrounds, experience and 

perspectives is better placed to contribute to Australian society, be innovative, 

and more representative of the public it serves. 

The quality of APS leadership will dictate how successful we will be in adapting 

to the workplace of the future. Leaders require a strategic focus, the capacity to 

build relationships, manage issues and be innovative. Leaders have to assess the 

potential impact of change and find ways to support their agencies to prepare 

and adapt. Strong leaders are courageous, self-aware, resilient and act with 

integrity. Many in the APS fit this description and through our talent management 

activities we are developing more future leaders. 

The APS has exemplary ethical leaders and employees. Our leaders are 

engaged with and aware of the importance of integrity. We are not complacent 

and encourage a culture that supports ethical conduct and high performance. 

Integrity and the commitment to performance are fundamental to the APS being 

efficient, effective and responsive to the government and Australian community.

The APS has made significant progress to embrace the changes that have 

arisen. Work is well underway to position the APS to successfully meet future 

challenges and changes. Much of what we have already achieved, along with 

what we are continuing to achieve, is presented in this twentieth annual State 

of the Service Report. I encourage you to read this report and the supporting 

information and analysis available on the State of the Service website  

(www.stateoftheservice.apsc.gov.au).

The Honourable John Lloyd PSM
Australian Public Service Commissioner
3 November 2017

http://www.stateoftheservice.apsc.gov.au
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Right people, right place, right time
The APS is ensuring that people with the right skills are employed in the 
right way, in the right job at the right time.
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Right people, right place, right time

The composition and distribution of APS employees continuously shifts, partly 

in response to changes in Australian society. During more than a century of 

change the APS has maintained a proud history of managing its workforce well. 

Today, the pace of change and the complexity of services place a premium on 

recruiting and retaining the right people. The APS operates in a competitive 

labour market when searching for talent. This means people strategies in 

the APS must be continuously reviewed and improved. The goal is to attract 

talented people and then equip them to embrace challenges and to perform 

competently.

Employment categories
The APS workforce comprises ongoing, non-ongoing and casual1 employees. 

The right mix of employment categories will become more important as the 

APS embraces new policy and service delivery challenges. 

At 30 June 2017, the APS workforce comprised 152,095 employees.2 

Headcounts have remained at around this level since 2014 and reflect a 9 per 

cent reduction from 167,331 employees in 2012 (Figure 1).

1 Employees engaged under Section 22(2)(c) of the Public Service Act 1999. 
2 APS Employment Database 
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Figure 1: Number of APS employees by employment type, 2000 to 2017
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In 2017, 90 per cent of APS employees were employed on an ongoing basis.

The APS will continue to engage most of its workforce as ongoing personnel. 

This will guarantee continuity of knowledge, skills and experience. At the 

same time, non-ongoing employees will be required for specialised roles 

and tasks. Access to a flexible workforce of ongoing, non-ongoing and casual 

employees will be of growing importance as many dimensions of work 

become more complex.
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Transformation of the workforce

The nature of work is being transformed.

Many people are embracing new forms of work often identified as 

contingent work. Peer-to-peer and gig workers and those engaged 

in job market places like Airtasker are categorised as part of the 

contingent workforce.

The APS is using these new forms of work that do not readily align 

with traditional methods of recruitment, procurement, location 

and supervision. The APS will have to adapt to make best use of 

transforming work offerings.

People choose to work in this manner because they value the 

independence, opportunity, freedom and flexibility they are afforded.

Enterprise Agreement bargaining
APS agencies negotiate their own enterprise agreements within a policy 

framework established by the Australian Government. During 2016–17 agencies 

bargained in accordance with the Workplace Bargaining Policy 2015.

The Workplace Bargaining Policy 2015 requires agencies to review and remove 

restrictive work practices from existing enterprise agreements. This includes 

removing content which prevents agencies from managing their business 

and delivering effective service to the broader community. Diversification of 

employment categories enables the right people to be employed at the right 

place at the right time. The changes to enterprise agreements encourage 

agencies to improve productivity and position themselves for the future. 

The agreements negotiated to-date have sensibly balanced the interests of 

agencies and their employees. The policy framework allowed salary increases 

of up to 2 per cent per annum over the life of an enterprise agreement.
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During 2016–17, there were 39 successful enterprise agreement ballots across 

the APS. Employees at several large agencies voted up new agreements, 

including the Department of Agriculture and Water Resources, Department 

of Defence, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet and the Australian 

Taxation Office.

By the end of the 2016–17, over 60% of APS employees had voted up new 

enterprise agreements and only 19 APS agencies remained in bargaining. 

These agencies are expected to complete bargaining during 2017–18.

Geographic location
The APS employs staff across Australia and overseas. Location can be 

influential in enabling employees to effectively carry out their duties. Figure 2 

shows the location of APS employees across the country.

Figure 2: Proportion of APS employees located within each Australian state and 
territory and overseas, 30 June 2017
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A common perception is that APS employees are mostly located in Canberra. 

The reality is that most work outside the ACT. At 30 June 2017, 62.1 per cent of 

the APS workforce were located in other states and territories.3 This increased 

from 60.3 per cent in June 2012 (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Proportion of APS employees located outside the Australian Capital 
Territory, 2000 to 2017
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Service delivery agencies such as the Australian Taxation Office, the Department 

of Human Services and the National Disability Insurance Agency have broad 

geographic footprints. Agencies such as the Australian Trade and Investment 

Commission, Department of Defence, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

and Department of Immigration and Border Protection employ a significant 

number of APS employees overseas. Agencies such as the Attorney-General’s 

Department, Department of Industry, Innovation and Science and Department 

of Infrastructure and Regional Development have a smaller, though significant, 

overseas presence. 

APS agencies will continue to employ people in the right locations to meet the 

expectations of government and deliver policy outcomes and services to the 

Australian people. 

3 APS Employment Database
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Classification levels
In 2017, 73.8 per cent of the APS workforce was employed at the APS 6 

classification level or below.4 Executive Level (EL) employees accounted for 

24.5 per cent of the APS workforce. 

Since 2000, the APS workforce composition has shifted to encompass more 

employees at higher classification levels. EL and Senior Executive Service (SES) 

employees comprised 19 per cent of the APS workforce in 2000. In 2017, this 

had increased to 26.2 per cent (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Proportion of all APS employees at each substantive classification level,  
30 June 2017
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Like any organisation, the APS regularly assesses its workforce structure. 

The growth of EL employees warrants attention. Efficiency is often enhanced 

when flatter management structures are deployed. The APS is addressing this 

through span-of-control initiatives to reduce management layers. New forms of 

work are expected to disrupt management structures.

Leadership
Strong leadership and sound managerial skills are critical for maximising APS 

productivity. Leadership roles and responsibilities are most often associated 

with EL and SES positions. However, APS employees at all levels often exercise 

leadership.

4 APS Employment Database 
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The vast majority of APS employees speak highly of their immediate supervisor. 

Eighty-one per cent of respondents to the 2017 APS employee census report 

they have a good immediate supervisor. A similar proportion report that their 

immediate supervisor gives them responsibility and holds them to account 

for what they deliver. More than 80 per cent of employees also agree that 

their immediate supervisor encourages them to contribute ideas and has the 

appropriate level of skills, abilities and knowledge to perform their job. 

APS employees’ views of SES managers are more measured. Sixty-two per cent 

of respondents to the 2017 APS employee census report that their immediate 

SES manager is of a high quality. The same proportion report that their 

immediate SES manager ensures that work effort contributes to the strategic 

direction of their agency and the APS.

Leadership development is a focus for the APS as it works to ensure employees 

have the capabilities required to deal with future challenges. The Australian 

Public Service Commission (APSC) leads efforts to develop leadership skills 

across the APS. Many agencies complement this with their own programs. 

Leadership Development program

A new Leadership Development program for SES Band 2 officers 

was trialled during 2016–17. The program encouraged learning 

through experience. Participants were exposed to the views 

and experiences of organisations and individuals in receipt of 

government services.

Participants gained useful insights into the multi-faceted issues 

facing many communities because of government’s role in 

policy and service delivery. 



12   State of the Service Report 2016–17

Educational qualifications 
The APS employs people with a broad range of educational qualifications. This 

reflects the broad range of activities the APS is responsible for delivering. 

Sixty-five per cent of respondents to the 2017 APS employee census have a 

university qualification. Another 11 per cent hold a vocational qualification. The 

most common fields of study among respondents with university qualifications 

are arts and social sciences as well as economics, commerce and accounting.

The educational profile of the APS workforce differs between agencies. 

More technical and scientifically-focused agencies such as the Bureau of 

Meteorology, Geoscience Australia and IP Australia employ a higher proportion 

of people with doctoral degrees than other agencies. 

The inevitable growth of digital innovation and emerging technologies will 

require an increase in the proportion of employees with technology-related 

qualifications.

Learning and development 
Learning and development offerings ensure employees have the skills and 

knowledge to be productive. Responses to the 2017 APS employee census 

highlight that most employees proactively seek learning and development 

opportunities. Eighty-five per cent of respondents indicate they take 

responsibility for their own learning and development. Eighty-three per cent 

said they are aware of the areas they needed to develop to perform better.

The APSC is reviewing its learning and development strategy for the APS. The 

revised strategy will aim to secure the leadership and other skills that APS 

employees need for future challenges. 

Agencies have identified their own short and medium-term learning and 

development needs. Agencies have most commonly identified management 

and leadership training as a priority. Most have also nominated specific or 

specialist skills relevant to their core business. 

Agency-specific needs augment offerings related to whole of APS priorities. 
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Management in Action program

This year the APSC’s Centre for Leadership and Learning released 

a Management in Action program to build manager capability 

across the APS. The program was developed and piloted in 

collaboration with the Attorney-General’s Department and the 

Department of Immigration and Border Protection. The program 

builds EL manager capability by focusing on scenario-based 

exercises that provide theory and practice in business planning, 

exercising delegations and understanding responsibilities as a 

manager. Results have been encouraging and the program will be 

reviewed to ensure relevance into the future.

Mobility
Employee mobility is a key driver for maximising APS productivity. Mobility 

between APS agencies and with the state, territory and private sectors is 

encouraged. Mobility allows employees to acquire new skills and receiving 

agencies benefit from a broader range of knowledge and expertise. 

Data indicates that mobility fluctuates year on year (Figure 5). Two and a half 

per cent of ongoing APS employees moved between APS agencies in 2016–17. 

Employee mobility is expected to take on greater importance and become 

more common. 
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Figure 5: Mobility rates of ongoing APS employees between APS agencies,  
2000–01 to 2016–17
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Results of the 2017 APS employee census indicate that APS employees are 

generally willing to explore options for mobility: 

•  40 per cent of respondents report an interest in temporarily transferring to 

another agency

•  25 per cent of employees report an interest in temporarily transferring to the 

private sector.

Workforce planning
Workforce planning is critical to the effective management of the APS. Clear 

strategies and well-informed workforce plans enable the APS to employ its 

workforce effectively and efficiently. 

The vast majority of APS agencies conduct some form of workforce planning. 

They are also committed to improving their capabilities in this area. Eighty-nine 

per cent reported that they are seeking to improve their workforce planning 
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capabilities over the next three years. When asked about top workforce 

information priorities in 2017, agencies identified some common themes, including 

predicting employee turnover, monitoring workforce movement and trends, and 

developing strategic workforce plans and talent management strategies.

APS job family model

The APSC revised the APS job family model during 2016–17. This 

revision occurred in collaboration with several APS agencies.

The model provides a basis for identifying, articulating, analysing 

and managing the functional and capability requirements of a 

workforce including the associated risks these pose to business 

deliverables. 

For more details on the APS job family model:  

http://www.apsc.gov.au/publications-and-media/current-

publications/job-family-model

Diverse and representative
An APS that reflects the diversity of the population it serves can better 

anticipate and cater to the differing needs of the community. The APS seeks 

employees from various backgrounds and experiences because this fosters 

diversity of thought, perspective and problem-solving. In addition, employees 

grow and adapt as they learn from others. Figure 6 illustrates some aspects of 

diversity and representation in the APS.
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Figure 6: Aspects of diversity and representation in the APS
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A culture of inclusion
It is possible to attract, but difficult to retain, a diverse workforce without an 

inclusive culture. Diversity and inclusiveness must be reflected as priorities 

by leaders and in teams. Responses to the 2017 APS employee census show 

that almost 90 per cent of APS employees agree that their workgroup and 

supervisor behave in an accepting manner towards people from diverse 

backgrounds. Three-quarters of respondents agree their agency is committed 

to creating a diverse workforce.
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Over the past decade, the APS has made a considered effort to remove barriers 

that have limited the opportunities, inclusion and recognition of potential 

employees from diverse backgrounds. Most employees who identify as part of 

a diversity group agree their workgroups and supervisors accept and support 

diversity, and that APS agencies are committed to providing equal opportunities.

The APS leadership helps drive initiatives to break down formal and informal 

barriers to an inclusive and respectful workplace for all. To demonstrate the 

importance of diversity and inclusion, the Secretaries’ Equality and Diversity 

Council was formed.

Women
Rates of female participation in the APS have steadily increased over time, as 

shown in Figure 7. The most recent data shows that almost 60 per cent of the 

APS workforce is female.

Figure 7: Proportion of women in the APS over time
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Balancing the Future: APS Gender Equality Strategy 2016–19 was launched 

in April 2016. Since then, significant activity has occurred across the APS as 

agencies implement the strategy through agency-specific gender action plans. 
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More than 60 per cent of 2017 APS employee census respondents agree their SES 

manager actively supports opportunities for women to access leadership roles. 

In 2017, the proportion of women in ongoing positions showed a steady 

increase across the EL 1 classification. EL 2 and SES roles still require further 

effort as the APS continues working towards parity (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Comparison of women versus men at each classification
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
The Commonwealth Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employment 

Strategy aims to build Indigenous employment within the APS. It supports the 

government’s target of 3.8 per cent Indigenous employment in the APS by 

2018. The APS Employment Database data shows that the representation of 

ongoing Indigenous employees is just over three per cent.

Most Indigenous employees in the APS occupy trainee, graduate and APS 1–6 

positions. Almost four per cent of positions up to APS 6 are held by Indigenous 

employees, continuing a steadily increasing trend in Indigenous employment 
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since 2012. This also reflects APS-wide efforts to offer a range of entry pathways 

for Indigenous employees and to improve career development opportunities 

for existing employees. In comparison, Indigenous representation within EL and 

SES classifications has remained relatively static.

APS Indigenous capability

The APSC is working with agencies under a memorandum 

of understanding to build cultural capability across the APS. 

This includes retaining and developing Indigenous employees 

to increase representation at all levels. Initiatives under the 

memorandum include a streamlined whole of government  

APS Indigenous Recruitment Program and a cross-agency,  

cross-cultural Indigenous Mentoring Program.

Disability
Approximately one in five Australians identify as a person with disability.5 

Improving the representation of people with disability in the workforce enables 

the APS to better respond to the needs of the community. The As One: Making 

it Happen, APS Disability Employment Strategy 2016–19 aims to improve the 

representation and employment experience of people with disability in the APS. 

The Australian Public Service Commissioner’s Directions 2016 included  

an expanded affirmative measure for disability employment. This allows an 

agency head to specify a vacancy as open only to people with disability or  

a particular disability. 

Strategies implemented by APS agencies in 2016–17 were designed to broaden 

the range of employment opportunities for people with disability. Some of 

these strategies included participation in RecruitAbility6, dedicated internships 

5 Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2015 Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers
6 http://www.apsc.gov.au/managing-in-the-aps/disability/recruitabilityarchive
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for people with disability, and partnering with recruitment agencies specialising 

in assisting candidates with disability to enter the workforce.

Non-English speaking background
The proportion of APS employees from non-English speaking backgrounds has 

increased by almost five percentage points in the last 20 years. In 2017, 14 per 

cent of employees were recorded on their agency human resource system as 

being from non-English speaking backgrounds. Nearly three-quarters of these 

were employed at APS level classifications.

Age
Age diversity offers the advantage of different skills and experience. Most APS 

employees are between 30 and 54 years of age, with the median age category 

40 to 44 years of age. Thirteen per cent of employees are less than 30 years of 

age and 18 per cent are more than 54 years of age. The average age of the APS 

has risen over the last 20 years. The percentage of employees 50 years and 

over continues to increase (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Age group classifications over time
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Twenty years ago, most ongoing employee separations occurred in the 30 

to 50 age groups (Figure 10). Ten years ago, the highest ongoing employee 

separation rates occurred in the 25 to 29, 30 to 34, and 50 to 54 age brackets. In 

2016–17, nearly half of separations occurred in the 50 and above age brackets, 

with the proportion of separations increasing with increasing age. This suggests 

that employees are staying longer and that separations in higher age brackets 

are largely due to employees retiring.

Figure 10: Separations of ongoing employees 
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Innovative, collaborative and 
high performance government

The APS is embracing innovation and collaboration. APS agencies 
are also monitoring and seeking to enhance employee engagement 
and better manage the performance of their employees.

Collaboration
APS agencies, states and territories, private sector 

organisations, international

91%
Innovation
of APS agencies are seeking to improve their innovation 

capabilities. 

Performance management
of APS agencies are taking specific actions to improve 

the management of underperformance 

Engagement
of APS agencies employ strategies to maximise 

employee engagement 

95%

83%
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Innovative, collaborative and  
high performance government

The Australian public has come to expect a broad range of efficient and 

effective services and outcomes from government. The APS is responding by 

embracing innovation and collaboration. 

Innovation
In 2017, almost all APS agencies applied an approach for encouraging  

and/or promoting innovation. The role of senior leadership in communicating, 

supporting new ideas and taking on innovation champion roles was most often 

cited by agencies as a method they applied to encourage innovation. Other 

approaches included developing a collaborative culture, ensuring innovation 

was promoted in values and formal reward and recognition of employee 

contributions. Several agencies specified the importance of a formal model or 

framework for embedding innovative work practices. 

Half of respondents to the 2017 APS employee census agree that their workgroup 

had implemented an innovation in the previous 12 months (Figure 11). This 

represents more than 46,000 individual employees. Most respondents further 

indicated that one of their responsibilities is to continually look for new ways to 

improve how they work.

Innovation starts with each and every one of us. No matter what level we are  

or what department or agency we work in, we can all ask ourselves how we can 

work differently.

Dr Martin Parkinson AC PSM, Secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
IPAA Annual Address to the Public Service, 6 December 2016.
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Figure 11: Innovation in the APS

Examples of innovation in the APS are demonstrated by the winners of the 2017 

Public Sector Innovation Awards. The departments of Agriculture and Water 

Resources, the Prime Minister and Cabinet and Finance were recognised for 

their innovative practices.
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2017 Public Sector Innovation Awards

Department of Agriculture and Water Resources—Maritime Arrivals 

Reporting System

The Maritime Arrivals Reporting System is a fully online system 

that ensures incoming vessels meet biosecurity regulations to 

minimise the risk of pests and diseases entering Australia. This 

system simplifies the border crossing process while ensuring 

these regulations are met. It has been widely embraced by the 

international shipping industry.

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet—Digital First Capability

The development of an innovative online briefing system has 

transformed the way the department briefs the Prime Minister, 

breaking down barriers to collaboration. The system allows the 

Prime Minister and advisors to get information, ask questions and 

receive answers in real-time.

Department of Finance—Finance Transformation Program

The Department of Finance has undergone significant 

transformation and is now using new approaches to working that 

include more modern tools and systems. These changes have 

enabled the department to work more flexibly and collaboratively 

and realise efficiencies.7

APS agencies and work groups differ in the extent that innovation is embraced 

and supported. In some agencies, 100 per cent of respondents to the 2017 APS 

employee census indicated that employees are recognised for proposing new 

ways of working. In other agencies fewer than 40 per cent of respondents think the 

same. These results highlight further opportunities for innovation across the APS. 

7 Institute of Public Administration Australia, ACT Division—http://www.act.ipaa.org.au/innovation-winners-17
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Ninety-one per cent of agencies are seeking to improve their capabilities 

related to innovation in some way over the next three years. Most commonly, 

agencies identified that workforce skills necessary to support innovation 

required the greatest level of improvement. 

Collaboration
Collaboration is used to share skills and knowledge among APS employees. 

Collaboration between APS agencies is typically widespread and commonplace. 

Often policy or service delivery activities do not fall neatly within one agency’s remit 

and so collaboration is required to achieve policy and service delivery objectives.

Cross-agency forums are a way of promoting collaboration. The departments 

of Finance and the Prime Minister and Cabinet have formed a community of 

practice for portfolio, program and project management across the APS. The 

community of practice enables employees to share, learn and promote ideas 

in these areas. Other examples include a forum for small APS agencies and a 

community of practice looking at performance management.

Many APS agencies work with state and territory counterparts to deliver policy 

outcomes for and services to the Australian people. Some of these are specific 

initiatives of the Council of Australian Governments. 

Communications, collaboration, connectivity 

Communications professionals from across APS agencies gather 

each quarter for an informal knowledge sharing network known as 

ComCAN. This network promotes better practice and awareness 

of communication approaches and digital media tools that can be 

shared among agencies. 

ComCAN is about coordinating APS efforts in the communications 

and social media space. It enables communications professionals to 

discuss hot topics affecting government departments and agencies 

from a media perspective.
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The APS also regularly collaborates with private sector organisations. 

Numerous examples exist of government agencies and private sector entities 

working together and sharing resources on key projects. For example, under 

Australia’s Cyber Security Strategy, collaboration between private industry, 

the APS and law enforcement agencies is key to advancing and protecting 

Australia’s interests online. 

Employee engagement
Employee engagement is linked to productivity. Agencies with higher levels 

of employee engagement are more likely to be productive. Ongoing dialogue 

with employees through effective workplace relations practices can foster 

greater engagement. Similarly, engaged employees are more likely to be 

innovative. Highly engaged workplaces tend to be more diverse and more 

attractive to job seekers. Across the APS, employees report high levels of 

engagement with their job, the team they work with, their immediate supervisor 

and their agency. These levels of engagement have remained consistently high 

since 2014 (Figure 12).

Figure 12: Employee engagement, 2014 to 2017
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Ninety-five per cent of APS agencies employ strategies to maximise employee 

engagement. A common approach is to monitor engagement scores through 

annual APS employee census results. This enables agencies to identify 

concerns with and develop plans to improve engagement scores. Other 

strategies include providing employees with learning and development 

opportunities and ensuring agencies have a supporting and enabling culture. 

An emphasis on the importance of collaboration and consultation and having  

a visible leadership presence are other approaches.

Talent management
APS agencies recognise the importance of effective talent management. 

Ninety-four per cent of agencies are looking to improve their capability in 

this area over the next three years. The APSC coordinates APS-wide talent 

management activities in partnership with agencies and publishes guides  

and materials to inform internal talent management practices.

High Potential Identification Questionnaire

Engagement with APS agencies about talent management 

indicated the need for a tool to assist with the identification of talent 

at the executive levels. This year the APSC, in conjunction with five 

pilot agencies, trialled a tool called the High Potential Identification 

Questionnaire. The questionnaire was developed by external 

experts based on a robust theoretical framework and experience 

with private sector talent management.

The trial has generated useful learning and discussion in agencies 

that have engaged with the tool. The experience has also provided 

valuable insights into the importance of robust performance 

information and career conversations.

The APSC is refining guidance material and an implementation 

toolkit to help agencies make the best use of the High Potential 

Identification Questionnaire.
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Performance management
Effective performance management is an ongoing challenge in the APS. Care is 

needed to ensure agencies do not focus on process at the expense of creating 

a positive performance culture.8

The results of the 2017 APS employee census confirm that satisfaction with and 

confidence in approaches to performance management is low across the APS.  

The APS needs to address how it promotes, manages and measures performance.

Approaches to performance management are diverse. Some agencies focus 

on formal approaches in which efforts to support improvement in individual 

performance are tied to well-defined performance management systems. 

Other agencies place less emphasis on formal systems and instead nominate 

frequent, regular conversations between managers and employees, access to 

resources, learning and development opportunities and coaching for managers 

in performance conversations. 

Employees’ understanding of performance expectations are also diverse. 

More than 80 per cent of respondents in some APS agencies believe the 

performance expectations of their job are clear and unambiguous. In other 

agencies, less than 50 per cent think this. 

APS agencies are taking steps to increase the effectiveness of their 

performance management strategies. Sixty-four per cent of agencies have 

revised performance management policies in the previous 12 months and  

88 per cent have plans to do so over the next year. Almost all APS agencies 

have strategies in place to support individual performance improvement. 

8 http://www.apsc.gov.au/priorities/unlocking-potential
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Department of Communications and the Arts 
—Performance Conversations Framework

Throughout 2016–17, the Department of Communications and 

the Arts continued to implement and mature its Performance 

Conversations Framework, which underpins its high-performance 

culture. The department continued to build the capability of 

employees and managers to engage in forward-looking growth 

conversations, and intervene early to support those not meeting 

performance expectations. 

The 2017 APS employee census results show that in comparison to the 

entire APS, the department’s employees were more likely to:

• engage in formal and informal performance feedback

• agree that this feedback improves performance

•  agree that expectations are clear and that performance 

management has been useful for their development

•  agree that performance discussions help their understanding of 

what is required and that their agreement reflects what they are 

expected to deliver on a day-to-day basis.

The Performance Conversations Framework was recognised by the 

Institute of Public Administration Australia, the APSC, The Mandarin, 

the Deputy Secretaries Reform Group, the Australian Government 

Leadership Network and the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO). 

The ANAO highlighted their effective engagement with, and resolution 

of, cases of underperformance as a leading example of good practice 

in its report Managing Underperformance in the Australian Public 

Service tabled in May 2017.
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Australian Public Service Commission—Ripple

The APSC’s smartphone app, Ripple, is a conversation starter 

focused on performance management. The concept is simple: 

one question a day on performance issues is delivered to a 

smartphone, with accumulative APS-wide results available 

immediately. The aim is to help employees think through what 

is important to them about their job and make them better at it. 

It is a simple approach to a complex topic built on the idea that 

productive dialogue begins with a good question.

The pilot for Ripple started in August 2016 with 2,000 randomly 

selected APS employees spread across 30 agencies. More 

than 1,000 employees answered a question every day about 

performance issues with 1,400 employees answering 75 per cent 

or more of the questions. The process was designed to fit with 

employee daily work routines.

Benchmarking surveys showed participants made observable 

improvements in 13 performance indicators. Improvements 

included an increased awareness of their own capability strengths 

and weaknesses and improved motivation and engagement.9

Management of underperformance
Effective management of underperformance is fundamental to any 

performance management framework.

Overall, 41 per cent of respondents to the 2017 APS employee census do 

not believe their agency deals with underperformance effectively. In some 

agencies, more than half of respondents hold this view. In other agencies, it is 

less than five per cent.

9 http://www.apsc.gov.au/working-in-the-aps/performance/ripple
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APS agencies recognise the impact of underperformance on productivity 

and morale. Eighty-three per cent are acting to improve underperformance 

management. For most, reviewing policy and practices is key. Such policies 

work alongside providing support, education and coaching to those who 

are managing underperformers. Other actions include attempting to 

intervene early before underperformance becomes problematic, moving 

to detailed metrics linked to agency corporate plans and participating in 

underperformance community of practice pilots.

Human labour working alongside digital labour 
The APS uses digital technologies to support the work of its employees. This 

includes machine learning and augmented intelligence. New and emerging 

digital technologies will have implications for how the APS works.

Digital transformation
The APS recognises the importance of digital transformation. Work has been 

undertaken to ensure the APS is well placed to seize future digital technology 

opportunities. The Digital Transformation Agency helps government agencies 

undergo digital transformation. It has wide-ranging responsibilities to help 

lead transformation across government and to coordinate the delivery of the 

government’s digital transformation agenda. This agenda aims to improve the 

speed and simplicity of interacting with government through any channel. It 

also seeks to ensure that resources are deployed with agility and that their 

performance can be better measured.

In line with the digital transformation agenda, APS agencies are committed 

to improving their capabilities in this area. Ninety-two per cent are seeking to 

improve capabilities related to digital transformation in some way over the next 

three years. Most commonly, agencies identify workforce skills as the capability 

requiring the greatest level of improvement.
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APS agencies are also seeking to ensure their digital information management 

processes are sufficient for fully realising digital labour technology benefits. The 

Digital Continuity 2020 Policy released by the National Archives of Australia, 

complements the digital transformation agenda. The policy aims to ‘support 

efficiency, innovation, interoperability, information re-use and accountability 

by integrating robust digital information management into all government 

business processes.’ In mid-2017, 91 per cent of agencies indicated they are 

on track to meeting the policy’s outcomes. Some agencies are excelling in the 

management, use and reuse of digital information as signified by the winners of 

the 2017 National Archives Awards for Digital Excellence.

Digital Continuity 2020 Policy
Principle 1—Information is valued

By 2020 agencies will manage their information as an asset, ensuring it is 
created, stored and managed for as long as required, taking into account 
business requirements and other needs and risks.

Principle 2—Information is managed digitally

By 2020 agencies will transition to entirely digital work processes. This means 
that business processes including authorisations and approvals are completed 
digitally, and that information is created and managed in digital format.

Principle 3—Information is interoperable

By 2020 agencies will have interoperable information, systems and processes 
to improve information quality and enable information to be found, managed, 
shared and re-used easily and efficiently.

Source: http://www.naa.gov.au/information-management/digital-transition-and-digital-continuity/index.aspx
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2017 National Archives Awards for Digital Excellence

The National Archives Awards for Digital Excellence recognise and 

promote excellence and innovation in the management, use and 

reuse of digital information by Australian Government agencies.

The winners are examples of government agencies that meet 

public needs, improve efficiency and productivity, and work to 

international standards in digital information management.

Winner for the large agency category  

(more than 1000 employees)

Department of Industry, Innovation and Science for their case 

study: User-centric approach to digital documents management.

Winner for the medium agency category  

(between 200 and 1000 employees)

Geoscience Australia: National Offshore Petroleum Information 

Management System.

Commendations for the medium agency category

Australian Institute of Marine Science: AIMS Research Data  

Security Project. 

Australian Transaction Reports and Analysis Centre: Digital ‘People’.

Source: National Archives of Australia (http://www.naa.gov.au/information-management/digital-transition-and-
digital-continuity/digital-excellence-awards/index.aspx)

http://www.naa.gov.au/information-management/digital-transition-and-digital-continuity/digital-excellence-awards/index.aspx
http://www.naa.gov.au/information-management/digital-transition-and-digital-continuity/digital-excellence-awards/index.aspx
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Digital Transformation—National Museum  
of Australia 

The National Museum of Australia has worked over the last three 

years to meet its obligations under the National Archives of 

Australia’s Digital Transition Policy and the Digital Continuity 2020 

Policy. It has done so by introducing and implementing ‘RM8’, an 

electronic records management system.

The Museum holds standard corporate records typical of 

APS agencies. It also holds a collection of records unique to 

its business. It manages information and resources relating 

to curatorial and collection management and its Indigenous 

Repatriation program. These information types can present new 

challenges for electronic management systems, particularly with 

confidentiality, cultural sensitivities and appropriate access.

A key component of the project was a cultural change program 

conducted within the Museum to ensure employees recognised 

the importance of complying with the digital transition policies. 

Cultural change was achieved through education sessions on 

why recordkeeping was so important and why it needed to 

comply with National Archives of Australia requirements.

The Museum now creates, captures and stores 95 per cent of its 

information in an electronic document and records management 

system or certified corporate management system.
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Augmented intelligence

Artificial intelligence versus augmented 
intelligence

Artificial intelligence attempts to replicate human brain function. 

Augmented intelligence harnesses IT to enhance human 

intelligence. Augmented intelligence systems can assist with 

sourcing information, teaching and learning, risk management, 

decision making, and problem solving.

APS agencies are using augmented intelligence technologies and applications 

for improved productivity and efficiency. As these technologies become more 

commonplace, the APS will deploy a larger number of them across a broader 

range of applications. 

Augmented intelligence technologies enhance, rather than replicate, human 

intelligence. They assist humans to make decisions, source information, teach 

and learn, manage risk, and solve problems. Augmented intelligence can 

support employees to perform tasks quicker and better. It can even automate 

some tasks, freeing up employees to devote time and effort to other activities.

Numerous agencies are already applying augmented intelligence technologies 

to improve productivity and efficiency. For example, the Department of 

Immigration and Border Protection and the Department of Social Services 

use machine learning suites and other analytical systems to support decision 

making. The Australian Taxation Office and Royal Australian Mint use augmented 

intelligence technologies to assist their work in vastly different ways.
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Australian Taxation Office—Alex

Clients of the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) are demanding 

more contemporary engagement channels so they can self-

serve 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Alex, the ATO’s virtual 

assistant, helps clients obtain answers to general questions and 

navigate the ATO website. 

Alex has been trained in a broad range of general tax topics. 

While she is not artificially intelligent, she learns from every 

interaction through natural language processing, reasoning and 

detailed reporting. More people are interacting with Alex, asking 

her different and more complex questions. This allows her to 

keep learning and improving. 

Alex has held more than 1.6 million conversations with clients 

and boasts a first contact resolution rate of around 83 per cent, 

well above the industry average of 60 to 65 per cent. She also 

has a deflection rate of 75 per cent which means her support has 

stopped a client from needing to call the ATO. By helping clients 

with general enquiries, Alex frees up contact centre employees 

to assist clients with more complex enquiries. In her first year of 

work, call volumes dropped for the first time.

The ATO is now working with other Australian government, 

and state and territory government agencies, to promote a 

consistent virtual assistant experience across government. IP 

Australia was the first additional agency to adopt the Alex brand 

and saw a call reduction of 10 per cent.
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Royal Australian Mint—robots

Augmented intelligence is fundamental to the Royal 

Australian Mint, which produces up to two million coins per 

day. The Mint employs approximately 170 employees. It  

also ‘employs’ two robots, Robbie and Titan, who work in  

the circulating coin hall. Titan is employed to lift drums of 

coins weighing about 750 kg, while Robbie boxes bags of 

finished coins. 

The Mint has three automatic guided vehicles named Florin, 

Pence and Penny. These vehicles have replaced traditional 

forklifts and are programmed to move drums and packages 

of coins. With their strength and skills, the robots allow 

human employees to concentrate on maintenance and 

quality checks. 

Source: Royal Australian Mint (https://www.ramint.gov.au/sites/default/files/Robots%20at%20the%20
Mint.pdf)

Considerations for the APS
As digital labour technologies emerge APS agencies will consider how best to 

get human and digital labour to work together.

Routine or manual tasks are most likely to be automated by digital labour. 

These technologies will free employees to focus on more abstract and 

cognitive tasks. Some predominantly routine or manual tasks may disappear 

over time. However, others will take their place, including those required to 

support digital technologies.
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Some APS agencies already use machine learning and other analytical  

systems to support decision making. Legislation was amended to address the 

role these systems play in determining service or policy outcomes. As other 

agencies introduce similar systems, they will also need to consider changes  

to relevant legislation.
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Flexible work arrangements benefit agencies, 
employees and their families.
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Working anytime and anywhere

The APS has long recognised the value of flexible working arrangements. 

Bargaining has delivered enterprise agreements that support greater 

workplace flexibility. Employees and agencies are benefiting as they shift more 

rapidly to changing circumstances. This includes the ability to make individual 

flexibility arrangements over a wider range of matters.

Balancing the Future: APS Gender Equality Strategy 2016–19 highlights 

the importance of flexible work to all employees, regardless of gender, 

classification or role. The strategy requires APS agencies to review roles and 

adopt a flexible by default approach. 

Almost half of 2017 APS employee census respondents report using flexible 

work arrangements. More than 80 per cent agree their supervisor actively 

supports flexible work arrangements by all employees, regardless of gender 

(Figure 13).
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Figure 13: Flexible work in the APS
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Some significant differences exist in how different flexible working 

arrangements are used by women and men. Women are more likely to use 

part-time working hours and purchased leave, while men are more likely to use 

flexible working hours or work away from the office. 

Of respondents not using flexible work arrangements, 55 per cent say they do 

not need to. Twenty-one per cent note that their role’s operational requirements 

prevent them from doing so. 

Flexible work arrangements also support strategies to reduce unscheduled 

absence. Results from the 2017 APS employee census confirm that employees 

who believe their supervisor supports flexible work arrangements take fewer 

personal leave days than those who feel their supervisor does not support  

such arrangements. 
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Flatter structures in the APS
Across the APS, agencies are working towards flatter management structures 

and broader spans of control. Seventy-five per cent of agencies implemented 

initiatives in 2016–17 to improve their management structures. Initiatives 

included training managers to recognise, review and implement different ways 

of working and modify workforce structures to increase efficiency. 

APS agencies and the work they do can differ substantially. Some employ 

highly-specialised employees with specific subject matter expertise who 

perform at EL standard but without management responsibilities. In a 

significant number of agencies, the vast majority of EL employees had more 

than three direct reports. As Figure 14 shows, on average, 42 per cent of EL 1 

employees, and 15 per cent of EL 2 employees across the APS have no direct 

reports. Only 22 per cent of EL 1 and 47 per cent of EL 2 employees, on average, 

have more than three people reporting directly to them.

Figure 14: Direct reports to EL managers
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Connectivity, citizen engagement and new information 
channels
Traditional means of sharing information are now complemented by new channels. 

Information sharing is more efficient than ever. These new channels support the 

delivery of high quality services and better outcomes for the Australian public.

Connectivity
The APS uses technology to aid connectivity. This includes the National 

Telepresence System (NTS), supported by the Department of Finance. With 

videoconferencing facilities in more than 150 locations around Australia, 

ministers and senior officials can communicate and collaborate without the 

time and costs associated with travel.

The APS has embraced technology to facilitate digital information sharing. 

The Department of Finance provides and manages dedicated communication 

networks to connect government organisations. The data carriage service is 

a national network connecting more than 140 sites across Australia. These 

services provide cost effective and secure means of connecting agencies and 

facilitating information sharing.

Citizen engagement
Government agencies have a responsibility to engage constructively with 

citizens. Engaging citizens in policy development offers a valuable source of 

ideas for the APS.

In December 2016, Australia’s first Open Government National Action Plan10 

was released. Within the plan was a commitment to design and adopt a whole 

of government framework that embeds meaningful, open, public and multi-

stakeholder participation into government policy development and service delivery. 

The Digital Transformation Agency is developing whole-of-government 

platforms that have the potential to improve how APS agencies connect and 

engage with the public. Govpass is one platform that aims to make it easier for 

10 https://ogpau.pmc.gov.au/australias-first-open-government-national-action-plan-2016–18
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Australians to prove who they are when using government services online. In 

turn, this will allow more government services to be made available online and 

accessed in a safe and secure way. 

New information channels
Technology-facilitated connectivity has enabled the rise of new information 

channels. Online search engines, social media websites and mobile phone 

apps are more commonly being used to source information in place of more 

traditional media channels. APS agencies are readily employing these new 

information channels to communicate and engage with the Australian public.

Most APS agencies have at least one presence on social media. Seventy-nine 

per cent of agencies have a Twitter account, while 66 per cent have a presence 

on YouTube (Figure 15). 

Many agencies have mobile phone apps. This includes the Australian Securities and 

Investments Commission, the Department of Communications and the Arts and the 

Department of Veterans’ Affairs. The apps offer a new way to provide information to 

users. They also offer new ways for the public to access government services.

Figure 15: Information channels
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Data
The data held by the APS is a 
significant resource. Work is being 
undertaken to ensure that it can 
be accessed securely and used 
effectively.

Access to data Data safety and privacy

91% 

43% 

of APS agencies report that they are taking specific 

actions to improve their employees’ data literacy 

capability.

of respondents had undertaken either formal or 

informal training to improve their data literacy.
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Data

APS agencies collect and generate large volumes of data. These data holdings 

represent a significant resource. The task of facilitating access to data needs to 

be balanced against appropriate security and privacy requirements. Managing, 

using and reusing data, also requires specific skills and capabilities.

As the Government seeks to deliver more services to the right people for less 

—data will become crucial to that success.

The Hon Angus Taylor MP, Assistant Minister for Cities and Digital Transformation, Chief 
Data Analytics Officer Public Sector Forum, 3 May 2017. 

Access to data
The data held by APS agencies holds value for many, including those outside 

the APS. Improved use and reuse of this data are seen as a key means of 

driving productivity and delivering more efficient services and policy outcomes. 

The value of this data was highlighted in the recent Productivity Commission 

inquiry report, Data Availability and Use.11 The APS recognises that to realise the 

benefits of the data holdings, the data needs to be open and accessible.

The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet is championing efforts to 

realise the value of the data the APS holds and make it accessible. Building on 

the Public Data Policy Statement released in 2015, the Open Government 

11 http://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/data-access/report
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National Action Plan 2016–18 makes a commitment to identify and release  

high-value datasets held by APS agencies. The Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet is leading consultation with non-government organisations 

to develop a framework to identify high-value datasets and make them 

available for innovative use and reuse.

data.gov.au

data.gov.au provides an easy way to find, access and reuse 

public datasets from government. The main purpose of the 

site is to encourage public access to and reuse of public data. 

It was established to support open government initiatives and 

is supported and operated by the Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet. 

Source: data.gov.au

Improved integration and use of data holdings is another key APS focus. The 

Data Integration Partnership for Australia is a coordinated, APS-wide investment 

to maximise the use and value of the government’s vast data assets. The 

partnership aims to improve data integration and analysis and allow cost 

effective and timely insights into data, while preserving privacy.

Data safety and privacy
In making data open to others to use and reuse, APS agencies must maintain 

the security and privacy of the data they hold. Meeting this obligation is 

paramount to ensuring the Australian public trusts how the APS uses the data it 

collects about individuals and businesses. 

Given its importance, privacy and information security is a key consideration 

of APS activities in support of open data. The Data Integration Partnership for 

Australia specifically identifies the preservation of privacy and the security of 
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sensitive data as a main goal. A secure information sharing capability is being 

established by the Department of Finance with the aim of having a single 

system that allows agencies to share and integrate datasets securely through 

cloud-based infrastructure.

Data literacy, capability and skills
The APS recognises the importance of building data-related skills and 

capabilities so it can gain greater advantage from the value of its data holdings. 

The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet partnered with the APSC, 

other Australian government entities and private and academic sectors to 

develop a holistic approach to improving the overall data skills and capability 

across the APS. This partnership resulted in the recently released APS Data 

Skills and Capability Framework.12 Through the framework, APS employees of 

all skill levels and backgrounds are encouraged to identify and take up relevant 

learning and development opportunities. 

Data skills are essential for all APS employees to support evidence-based,  

informed decision making, whether in policy development, programme management 

or service delivery. These skills also assist in improving operational efficiency, more 

efficient resource allocation, and improved engagement with stakeholders.

Data Skills and Capability in the Australian Public Service

In response to the increased focus on data literacy, most APS agencies are 

looking to build capability in this area. Ninety-one per cent report they are 

taking specific actions to improve employee data literacy capability. The most 

common method is to give employees access to learning and development 

opportunities. Several agencies embed learning and development in a bigger 

contextual and strategic framework such as data management committees 

and community of practice networks. Others offer in-house training and digital 

champions as a means of improving individual capability. Several agencies 

12 https://pmc.gov.au/resource-centre/public-data/data-skills-and-capability-australian-public-service
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specified management of and training in electronic record management 

systems as an example of improving employees’ data literacy.

Responses to the 2017 APS employee census are encouraging and suggest  

a large proportion of the APS has or are seeking to develop data literacy.  

Forty-three per cent of respondents had been either formally or informally 

trained to improve data literacy with 49 per cent of these having been trained  

in the 12 months prior to the census. Another 52 per cent of all respondents  

felt that they would benefit from training to improve their data literacy. Only  

four per cent thought data literacy was not relevant to their job. 

These results suggest that APS employees are likely to engage with data 

literacy initiatives and that data literacy levels across the service will improve. 
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