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Overview  

INTRODUCTION 
–
In every country, a strong system of 
public integrity and accountability 
is essential to meet the public’s 
expectations of trustworthy, ethical 
and effective governance.

Australia’s National Integrity System: 
The Blueprint for Action is the report of 
Australia’s second national integrity  
system assessment.

This assessment follows Transparency 
International’s long established 
approach for evaluating the strengths 
and weaknesses in a country’s systems 
for maintaining integrity and controlling 
corruption, used in close to 100 countries 
worldwide over the past two decades.

It was supported by the Australian 
Research Council and partners 
Transparency International Australia, 
Queensland Crime and Corruption 
Commission, Queensland Integrity 
Commissioner, NSW Ombudsman and 
Tasmanian Integrity Commission.

Led by Griffith University, the assessment 
project has included contributing 
researchers and authors from across 
Australia. Apart from desktop research, 
data collection included two national 
attitude and experience surveys, five 
stakeholder workshops, 50 face-to-face 
interviews, 107 National Integrity Survey 
responses and 40 comments received on 
the assessment’s 2019 draft report.

ACCESS THE FINDINGS 
–
The report’s findings are set out  
in the 5 focus areas and 10 actions 
as a blueprint for maintaining  
and strengthening Australia’s 
national integrity system in the  
next 3-5 years.

This section sets out the background, 
research activity and contributions to  
the assessment. To access the findings,  
go the summary and each focus area.

The focus areas and actions are:

A.  A connected national integrity plan
 1.  Co-design and implement a 

comprehensive anti-corruption plan
  2.  Guarantee sustainable funding 

and independence

B.  A strong federal integrity 
commission

 3.  Ensure scope to review any conduct 
undermining public trust

 4.  Legislate stronger corruption 
prevention functions

 5.  Enact new, best practice 
investigation and public 
hearing powers

C. Open, trustworthy decision-making
 6.  Reinforce parliamentary and 

ministerial standards
 7.  Overhaul lobbying and undue 

influence regimes

D. Fair, honest democracy
 8.  Secure national election finance   

and campaign regulation reform

E. Public interest whistleblowing
 9.  Enforce consistent, world-leading 

whistleblower protections
 10.  Enshrine full ‘shield laws’ for public 

interest journalism and disclosure

https://www.transparency.org/en/national-integrity-system-assessments
https://www.transparency.org/en/national-integrity-system-assessments
https://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/726247/Governing-for-Integrity-Australia-2nd-NIS-Assessment-DRAFT-REPORT-April2019.pdf
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Background  

WHY AN 
 ‘INTEGRITY  
SYSTEM’? 
–
Integrity and accountability are 
central to maintaining public trust 
and confidence in all levels of 
government. They are fundamental 
to delivery of citizen’s expectations 
and aspirations for Australia to be a 
fair, prosperous and ethical society.

The national integrity system is the sum of 
institutions and processes used to protect 
and enhance public integrity and control 
corruption across society.

Fighting corruption is equally essential 
to transparent, responsive, and inclusive 
government. As identified by the Open 
Government Partnership, corruption harms 
everyone. It takes tax dollars from needed 
public services and projects, diverts 
resources from their public purposes 
and breeds inequality and injustice. It 
destroys trust and undermines the ability 
of governments and people to fulfil their 
potential to achieve the common good, 
especially in challenging times.

Corruption shows when an integrity 
system is not in place, failing or needs to 
evolve. Transparency International defines 
corruption as ‘the abuse of entrusted 
power for private or political gain’, ranging 
from grand to petty corruption, illegal  
to ‘legal’ corruption, and from individual  
to systemic and institutionalised abuses  
of power.

However an integrity system does not 
just fight corruption. It prevents it, by 

ensuring quality, responsive institutions 
and decision-making processes, and 
maximising how the bodies and officials 
entrusted with public power, act honestly, 
fairly, transparently and diligently to deliver 
their mission.

Since the 1990s, Transparency 
International’s national integrity system 
approach has reflected theory and 
experience that, rather than single 
‘silver bullet’ institutions or laws, control 
of corruption is achieved through 
numerous elements – institutional and 
non-institutional. The advantage of a 
National Integrity System Assessment is 
to take a holistic approach, viewing and 
strengthening the system as a whole.

Australia’s first national integrity system 
assessment was completed in 2005. 
It contributed to several important 
reforms including:

•  Reform of ‘freedom of information’  
laws to ‘rights to information’ laws

•  Initial overhauls of Australia’s 
whistleblower protection regimes

•  Australia’s first schemes for real-time 
disclosure of political donations

•  Expansion in the jurisdiction of the 
Australian Commission for Law 
Enforcement Integrity.

https://www.opengovpartnership.org/policy-area/anti-corruption/
https://www.opengovpartnership.org/policy-area/anti-corruption/
https://www.transparency.org/en/what-is-corruption
https://www.transparency.org/en/what-is-corruption
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WHAT WE  
ASSESSED 
–
The assessment began by defining 
the 15 functions that form the pillars 
of Australia’s integrity systems at 
federal, state and territory levels:

The assessment focused on evidence  
and analysis of how well these functions 
are performed, how they interact, and 
priorities for developing and maintaining  
a strong overall system.

Research took in evidence from all states 
and territories, identifying better and worse 
practices, but did not seek to assess each 
state and territory integrity system, as an 
isolated part. The resulting focus areas 
and actions reflect issues for all Australian 
governments, whether leaders or followers 
in specific aspects, especially where 
relevant to strength of the system  
as a whole.

Table 0.1: The fifteen public integrity functions 
and lead institutions in the National Integrity 
System Assessment.

Public integrity functions Typical lead institutions

1 Financial accountability Auditors-General

2 Fair & effective public 
administration Ombudsman offices

3 Public sector ethical standards Public Service Commissions

4 Ministerial standards Cabinets / political executive

5 Legislative ethics & integrity Ethics & Privileges, Expenses authorities

6 Election integrity Electoral Commissions

7 Political finance & campaign 
regulation Electoral Commissions

8 Corruption prevention Anti-corruption agencies & other agencies

9 Corruption investigation 
and exposure Anti-corruption agencies, police services

10 Judicial oversight & rule of law Judiciary/Courts & Directors  
of Public Prosecution

11 Public information rights Information commissioners

12 Complaint & whistleblowing 
processes Various integrity agencies

13 Independent journalism Media

14 Civil society contribution to  
anti-corruption Civil society / not-for-profit institutions

15 Business contribution to  
anti-corruption Business
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SCOPING AND 
DIAGNOSTICS:  
THE NATIONAL 
INTEGRITY SURVEY 
–
Scoping workshops in Brisbane 
in March 2017, in association with 
the Transparency International 
Australia biennial national 
conference, engaged a wide range 
of government, business and civil 
society stakeholders in identifying 
key issues for the assessment.

Issues included longstanding debate 
over the need for a dedicated federal 
anti-corruption agency and how such an 
agency would best fit and contribute to 
the national system. Scoping discussions 
ranged across all functions and a wide 
cross section of reform issues at all levels 
of government.

The assessment then set out to gather 
evidence on the integrity functions at 
federal and state/territory level against five 
dimensions developed from Transparency 
International’s 2009 national integrity 
system toolkit (see Table 0.2).

In an extension on previous research, a 
new ‘Relationships’ dimension focused 
on evidence of the system-wide roles and 
interactions of integrity actors, including 
powers and duties for ensuring issues 
do not fall through cracks in jurisdiction; 
coordination, cooperation and 
information exchange; and social 
accountability mechanisms.

The same dimensions and questions were 
used to structure further desktop  
and interview research.

Dimensions Questions (topics)

Scope and 
mandate

1 How well institutionalised?

2 Comprehensiveness of mandate? (1)

3 Comprehensiveness of mandate? (2)

Capacity

4 Legal capacity?

5 Adequacy of resources?

6 Independence?

Governance

7 How accountable?

8 Strength of integrity mechanisms?

9 Transparency?

Relationships

10 Policy / jurisdictional coherence?

11 Operational coordination?

12 Social accountability mechanisms?

Performance

13 How effective at achieving mandate (1)?

14 How effective at achieving mandate (2)?

15 How effective at (additional mandate)?

Table 0.2: Dimensions and questions of the 
national integrity system assessment.

https://www.transparency.org/en/national-integrity-system-assessments
https://www.transparency.org/en/national-integrity-system-assessments
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Figure 0.1: Weakest 
and strongest 
pillars of the federal 
(Commonwealth) 
integrity system
Source: National 
Integrity Survey 2018-
2019 (government and 
expert respondents, 
n=66)

Political fi nance and 
campaign regulation

Whistleblowing and 
complaint processes

Independent 
journalism

Fig 0.1 V2 Nov24

The National Integrity Survey, an 
important diagnostic tool, was developed 
to help confirm the most important areas  
of strength and weakness. Consolidated 
and extended toolkit questions were 
converted into an online research 
instrument suitable for a wide range 
of experts and interested parties, with 
answers in the form of ratings on a 5-point 
scale plus provision for open-ended 
commentary and additional evidence.

The National Integrity Survey was open 
from June 2018 to January 2019 to all 
federal and state public integrity agencies, 

relevant parliamentary committees, 
independent academic experts and business 
and civil society stakeholders including 
members of the Australian Open Government 
Partnership Network and Transparency 
International Australia. Analysis drew on 
useable responses from 107 individuals: 
37 experts in academia, government and 
business (including research team members), 
29 government agency representatives,  
and 41 private individuals.

Figure 0.1 sets out the results for all 
respondents who answered questions 
about the federal (Commonwealth) integrity 
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system. While only indicative, without 
moderation or standardization, they reflect 
the aggregate view of a wide diversity of 
expert, practitioner and lay views on the 
strongest and weakest elements of this 
integrity system.

The functional pillars of the federal 
integrity system spread from weakest 
(bottom left) to strongest (top right) 
– measured in terms of perceived 
performance (top to bottom) and their 
strength on all other dimensions combined, 
including capacity (left to right).

Overall the results confirm a strong 
relationship between the perceived 
performance of each function and how well 
it is institutionalised, resourced, managed 
and delivered (scope, mandate, capacity 
etc).  For the federal level of government, 
election integrity and judicial oversight rated 
as strongest (top right); while ministerial 
standards, legislative integrity, corruption 
prevention and corruption investigation 
rated as weakest on both dimensions 
(bottom left).

The results also highlight key outliers. 
Unlike election integrity, political finance 
and campaign regulation ranked among the 
lower performing functions, despite ranking 
highly for scope, mandate, capacity and 

Photo 0.1: Brisbane 
scoping workshop, 
one of five stakeholder 
workshops held 
as part of the 
assessment. 
Credit: A J Brown

governance. On the other side of spectrum, 
independent journalism ranked as a high 
performing function notwithstanding lower 
capacity, resources and governance.

This picture helps identify the main areas 
of strength in the system. It also highlights 
the main weaknesses and parts of the 
systems that need strengthening.

The views gathered through the National 
Integrity Survey informed subsequent 
research and helped identify the main  
focus areas for the final assessment.
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WHAT AUSTRALIANS 
THINK: GLOBAL 
CORRUPTION 
BAROMETER 
(AUSTRALIA)  
2018 &2020 
–
Citizen attitudes, experience 
and opinions of corruption and 
the integrity system also formed 
foundation evidence for 
the assessment. 

Two national surveys were conducted, 
using questions from Transparency 
International’s Global Corruption 
Barometer, the world’s largest survey  
of public opinion and experience  
on corruption:

•  A national telephone survey conducted 
by OmniPoll (May 21 - June 27, 2018) 
of a stratified random sample of 2,218 
respondents, aged 18 years and over, 
with sample quotas set by gender, 
location/region and age, and results 
post-weighted for representativeness 
using Australian Bureau of Statistics 
data on age, region, level of education.

•  A national online survey conducted 
by OmniPoll and their online partner, 
Lightspeed Research (22 – 27 October 
2020) of 1,204, respondents aged 
18 years and over, with results post-
weighted to ABS data on age, highest 
level of schooling completed, sex  
and area.

Results released in August 2018 and 
November 2020 included comparisons with 
the last most recent TI Global Corruption 

Barometer (September-October 2016) and 
Australian Constitutional Values Surveys 
conducted nationally by Griffith University 
from 2008 to 2017.

Results are highlighted under  
Focus Area C: Open, Trustworthy  
Decision-making.

The evidence confirmed that trust in 
public institutions remains under pressure 
– much of it driven by rising concern 
about corruption. Around 40 per cent of 
variation in Australian citizens’ overall trust 
and confidence in government is owed to 
perceived levels of corruption among their 
public officials.

Fortunately, we also know trust in 
government rises when citizens assess 
government to be doing a good job in 
fighting corruption.
 
EVENTS AND 
DISCUSSION PAPERS:  
THE NATIONAL 
INTEGRITY 
COMMISSION 
–
Creation of a dedicated federal  
anti-corruption agency was a hot 
topic throughout the assessment – 
as recommended by Australia’s  
first national integrity system 
assessment in 2005.

Early evidence from the research team to 
the Senate Select Committee on a National 
Integrity Commission, in 2016, led to the 
recommendation that the assessment 
should be used to help reach a ‘conclusive’ 
view on options for strengthening the 
federal integrity system.

http://www.transparency.org/research/gcb
http://www.transparency.org/research/gcb
https://transparency.org.au/open-trustworthy-decision-making
https://transparency.org.au/open-trustworthy-decision-making
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/National_Integrity_Commission/IntegrityCommissionSen/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/National_Integrity_Commission/IntegrityCommissionSen/Report
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The Australian Government also 
welcomed the assessment as part of 
Australia’s second Open Government 
Partnership National Action Plan.

The assessment released two discussion 
papers on a federal anti-corruption agency. 
The second paper: A National Integrity 
Commission: Options for Australia, was 
released in August 2018 at a major project 
workshop in Canberra, opened by the 
Secretary of the Commonwealth Attorney-
General’s Department, Chris Moriatis PSM.

The Options Paper was also tabled in the 
federal House of Representatives as part 
of a Matter of Public Importance debate on 
12 September 2018. It directly informed the 
design of the National Integrity Commission 
and National Integrity (Parliamentary 
Standards) Bills 2018, introduced by 
Independent MP Cathy McGowan AO 
in November 2018, and similar bills 
introduced subsequently in 2019 and 2020 
by the Greens and Independent MP Dr 
Helen Haines.

See Focus Area B: A Strong Federal 
Integrity Commission.
 
INTERVIEWS AND 
EXPERT FEEDBACK 
–
The research also included  
face-to-face interviews with  
50 stakeholders from Queensland, 
NSW, South Australia, Victoria  
and the Commonwealth,  
conducted between June 2016  
and February 2019.

Interviewees included 29 current or 
former senior officers of integrity agencies, 
Departmental staff, eight journalists, 
five civil society representatives, four 

whistleblowers and two chairs of relevant 
parliamentary committees.

In April 2019, the assessment published 
its draft report, Governing for Integrity 
containing 25 proposed recommendations 
(Table 0.3). Submissions and feedback 
were received on the draft report from 
40 organisations and individuals, plus 
in discussion at two National Integrity 
Workshops held in Melbourne and 
Canberra, in partnership with the 
Accountability Round Table and Open 
Government Partnership Australia Civil 
Society Network, also in April 2019.

This expert and stakeholder feedback 
contributed to reduction of the 25 draft 
recommendations to the 10 actions 
proposed by the final report (see Table 0.3).

Photo 0.3: Hon 
Stephen Charles QC, 
Serena Lillywhite, 
Andrew Podger 
AO, Gary Sturgess 
AM and A J Brown 
discuss models for 
a national integrity 
commission at the 
National Integrity 
Workshop, Melbourne, 
April 2019. Credit: Alex 
Lamb / Transparency 
International Australia

Photo 0.2: Release 
of the draft report, 
TI Australia national 
conference, 
Melbourne, April 
2019. Credit: Alex 
Lamb/Transparency 
International Australia

https://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/518249/Full-Report-National-Integrity-Options-August-2018.pdf
https://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/518249/Full-Report-National-Integrity-Options-August-2018.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;db=CHAMBER;id=chamber%2Fhansardr%2Fe9910ead-7240-49bf-bdec-3741da5331b9%2F0148;query=Id%3A%22chamber%2Fhansardr%2Fe9910ead-7240-49bf-bdec-3741da5331b9%2F0080%22
https://transparency.org.au/a-strong-federal-integrity-commission
https://transparency.org.au/a-strong-federal-integrity-commission
https://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/726247/Governing-for-Integrity-Australia-2nd-NIS-Assessment-DRAFT-REPORT-April2019.pdf
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Draft recommendations Governing for Integrity 2019 Final Focus Areas and Actions

A connected national integrity plan A

Rec 1: National integrity and anti-corruption plan

1   Co-design and implement a 
comprehensive anti-corruption plan

Rec 2: A truly ‘national’ integrity commission

Rec 20: Closing the cracks between agencies

Rec 24:  Coordination and cooperation

Rec 22: Independence for core integrity agencies

2 Guarantee sustainable funding  
and independenceRec 23: Propriety and performance

Rec 25: Sufficient, secure and stable resources

A strong federal integrity commission B

Rec 3: A modern, national definition of corrupt conduct

3  Ensure scope to review any conduct 
undermining public trustRec 13: Direct accessibility to the public

Rec 21: Jurisdiction over private actors

Rec 5: Comprehensive mandatory reporting

4  Legislate stronger corruption  
prevention functions

Rec 6: Strengthened corruption prevention mandates

Rec 7: Resources for prevention

Rec 8: A comprehensive corruption prevention framework

Rec 16: Justice in all integrity violation cases

5 Enact new, best practice investigation  
and public hearing powers

Rec 17: Effective law enforcement support

Rec 18: Reform of public hearing powers

Rec 19: ‘Sunlight’ public reporting powers

Open, trustworthy decision-making C

Rec 4: ‘Undue influence’ as a new corruption marker

6 Reinforce parliamentary and  
ministerial standardsRec 11: Meritocratic political appointments

Rec 12: Parliamentary and ministerial codes of conduct

Rec 10: Lobbying and access 7 Overhaul lobbying and undue  
influence regimes

Fair, honest democracy D

Rec 9: National political donations and finance reform 8 Secure national election finance  
and campaign regulation reform

Public interest whistleblowing E

Rec 14: Whistleblower protection that protects 9 Enforce consistent, world-leading  
whistleblower protections

Rec 15: Support for public interest journalism 10  Enshrine full ‘shield laws’ for public 
interest journalism and disclosure

Table 0.3: Draft 
assessment 
recommendations  
and final focus  
areas and actions.
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CONCLUSION 
–
Our analysis of Australia’s integrity 
systems showed we have many 
strengths, but also many current 
weaknesses. Departures from 
known best practice, failures 
to appreciate the context and 
challenges of modern integrity 
risks, inadequate political will, and 
legal and bureaucratic incoherence 
result in systems which are more 
fragmented, fragile and less 
cohesive than they should be.

In some areas, such as corruption 
prevention and political integrity, our 
traditions mean we can and should be 
leading the world – as we have done 
before, but currently are not.

The final focus areas and actions 
provide a basis for a comprehensive 
plan for how Australians can best govern 
themselves, and be governed, with 
integrity. The Blueprint for Action outlines 
the fundamentals, areas of focus and the 
actions needed to begin a new narrative 
about Australia’s integrity system, what is 
needed to renew and strengthen it, and 
now to make it work.
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