
          

 

Department of Social 
Services 
Submission  
 
Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit for the 
Inquiry into Annual Performance Statements 2021-2022

Inquiry into the Annual Performance Statements 2021–22
Submission 1



2 

 
Table of contents 
 

Submission ....................................................................................................................... 1 

Table of contents .......................................................................................................... 2 

Introduction ............................................................................................................... 3 

Background ................................................................................................................ 4 

2019-20 ........................................................................................................................... 4 

2020-21 ........................................................................................................................... 4 

2021-22 ........................................................................................................................... 5 

Benefits of the assurance and transparency focus ........................................ 6 

Better Data Assurance and Controls ............................................................................. 6 

Lesson: ...................................................................................................................... 7 

Performance reporting should be anchored in program management .......................... 7 

Lesson: ...................................................................................................................... 7 

Improved transparency and accountability ................................................................... 8 

Lesson: ...................................................................................................................... 9 

Challenges to overcome .......................................................................................... 9 

Significant capability investment .................................................................................. 9 

Progressive rollout ...................................................................................................... 10 

Improving guidance .................................................................................................... 10 

Audit methodology ..................................................................................................... 10 

Allocation of findings .................................................................................................. 11 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 11 

Appendices  Appendix A - Program Profile – Age Pension .......................................... 12 

 
 
  

Inquiry into the Annual Performance Statements 2021–22
Submission 1



3 

Introduction 
In 2020-21, the Department of Social Services (the department) was one of 3 entities 
participating in the Australian National Audit Office’s (ANAO) pilot program of assurance 
audits of annual performance statements. Since then, the department has been audited each 
year and is now in the third cycle of annual performance statements audits. The ANAO has 
expanded its audit program with 6 agencies audited in 2022-23. 

The department acknowledges the collaborative and constructive working relationship with 
the ANAO, particularly during the pilot program. The ANAO’s open and engaged approach 
allowed emerging issues to be addressed and supported transparent reporting to the 
Parliament. Insights from the audit have allowed the department to drive improvements 
to data governance, assurance and transparency about data being reported. Participating 
in the pilot also gave a unique opportunity for the department to work collaboratively with 
the ANAO on the maturing audit methodology. The audit team invested significant time and 
resourcing to understand the department’s programs, measurement framework and data 
methodologies.  We continue to work closely with the ANAO in how we approach the audit 
process to drive meaningful performance reporting as the program continues to expand.   

The assurance audits have supported greater accuracy in performance reporting which in turn 
helps transparency. The department continues to mature its approach to performance 
measurement through the lessons learned each year.  

The department has introduced a number of governance and risk management arrangements 
policies, tools, guidance and education to plan, monitor and report on performance 
outcomes. . This is progressively added to through lessons learned and through advice on 
better practice by our governance committees. The opportunity to participate in the pilot 
audit program has focused efforts to meet the requirements of the Public Governance, 
Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA Act) and provided insights on matters of 
assurance.   

The department is supportive of the need for more collaboration across the Commonwealth 
Government on: 

• sharing lessons to improve transparency across entities and lift assurance standards 
• settling audit methodology to achieve the right balance between transparency and 

reporting to the Parliament and the resources associated with the audit process 
• guidance on interpretation of the Public Governance, Performance and Accountability 

Rule 2014 (PGPA Rule). 
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Background 
In 2019, following an Independent Review of the PGPA Act, the Minister for Finance 
requested the Auditor-General pilot a program of assurance audits of annual performance 
statements of Commonwealth entities. This was to be done in consultation with the Joint 
Committee of Public Accounts and Audit (JCPAA). The pilot was intended to inform a decision 
on the subsequent implementation of mandatory annual performance statements audits 
in future years. The department participated in the pilot program and has been audited each 
year, now being in the third cycle of annual performance statement audits.   

The Independent Review made 52 recommendations to enhance legislative impact. 
Eight recommendations were aimed at improving performance reporting. A further 6 
supported reducing the reporting burden on entities to the minimum necessary to provide 
transparency and accountability. 

2019-20 
The department was one of 3 entities to participate in an ANAO pilot audit of performance 
statements (along with the Attorney-General’s Department and the Department of Veterans’ 
Affairs).  

The pilot provided a valuable opportunity to gain insights on performance measure 
development and better practice in reporting to the Parliament.  

The department commenced a significant program of work to:  

• develop a performance measurement structure with key activities mapped to the 
department’s outcome statements and purposes 

• identify performance measures and targets to assess achievement of the 
department’s purposes supported by best available data 

• establish a governance structure to oversee development of performance statements 
and provide advice to the Accountable Authority. 

Withdrawal 

In October 2020, the ANAO withdrew from the 2019-20 audit of the department.  
A contributing factor was delays in the provision of information with the reprioritisation 
of resources to support the government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic.   

2020-21 
The pilot continued in 2020-21. The department applied lessons learned from 2019-20 and 
significantly revised performance measures. Targets and reporting methodologies were 
better aligned to the requirements of the PGPA Rule. A significant program of work was 
undertaken to improve the culture of annual performance measurement, including: 

• Conducting logic mapping to identify roles, responsibilities, outputs and outcomes. 
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• Establishing better practice artefacts (known as Program Profiles) which document 
information about the department’s performance measures mapped to the PGPA 
Rule setting out: 

• Measure and target rationale 
• Reporting methodology 
• Data sources and assurance 
• Limitations and caveats 

Twenty two Program Profiles were prepared which have been acknowledged as better 
practice by the ANAO.  An example is provided at Appendix A. The department has shared 
these with other departments and continues to share lessons learned and artefacts with 
an increasing number of departments preparing for audit.  

Outcome 

The department was subject to 2 Category A (high risk) findings with respect to 8 out of 42 
performance measures under the following categorisation: 

• Inappropriate Performance Measures 
• Ineffective support frameworks to develop, gather, assess, monitor, assure and 

report. 

2021-22 
The ANAO conducted 6 audits in 2021-22 in a progressive expansion of the audit program. 
The department undertook a significant program of work to remedy audit findings from 2020-
21.  

The department improved annual performance statement reporting by: 

• removing duplicate content and reducing overall content by over 40 pages which 
improved readability (to support a clearer read)  

• providing better explanations and analysis of performance (to support a clearer read) 
• expanding caveats and disclosures (to improve transparency) 

Outcome  

Previous Category A findings from 2020-21 were closed. The department was subject to 2 
new Category A findings in relation to: 

• assurance over third party data reported by services providers 
• assurance over completeness and accuracy of third party reported telephony data 

A further 3 Category B and C findings remain open: 

• Assurance over a telephony system used to report performance 
• Sufficient and timely records to support completeness and accuracy of results and 

disclosures 
• Completeness of performance information in the Corporate Plan. 

Inquiry into the Annual Performance Statements 2021–22
Submission 1



6 

Audit timings continue to be brought forward year on year to try and align with financial 
statements processes. Where information is available, this is increasingly feasible by virtue of 
cultural shifts and improved process efficiency as shown in the table below.  

Through maturity 

2020-21  

• Program Profiles were finalised in July / August 2021.  They took 6 months to develop 
and finalise through workshops to map program outputs, outcomes, roles and 
responsibilities. Further workshops captured data governance. This delivered a 
consistent way of capturing performance information. 

• Each iterative version was reviewed to ensure compliance with PGPA requirements. 
There was an extensive education program across the department. 

2021-22  

• The majority of Program Profiles were finalised by the end of April 2022 with some 
exceptions finalised at the end of the reporting year.  

2022-23  

• Program Profiles were finalised 6 weeks earlier than in 2021-22 and required less 
intense effort than in previous years.  

• Stability across performance measures and the benefits of education have generally 
meant less intense effort across the department to finalise. 

Benefits of the assurance and transparency 
focus 
Better Data Assurance and Controls 
The requirements of the PGPA Rule have accelerated steps the department was already 
taking to recognise the data expertise required to support the work of the department. The 
department has established a role for Data Stewards who are custodians of departmental 
data, responsible for data quality and enable access to quality data. Data Stewards are 
embedded within program areas. In some instances, Data Stewards work in specialist teams 
to understand appropriate extraction platforms and methodologies and to contextualise data 
use and interpretation. Data Stewards are a critical resource for their policy and program 
delivery colleagues.  

In 2021, the department established a Chief Data Officer role. The Chief Data Officer 
champions the value of data and is responsible for enterprise-wide activities or significant 
projects that strengthen data integrity and reliability.  
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Lesson: 

The requirements of the PGPA Rule have improved the department’s use and reporting 
of data obtained through third parties.  

In particular, the audit approach has encouraged the department to understand the quality 
and completeness of data obtained from third parties (organisations external to the 
department) and approaches for that assurance. The department notes the audit 
methodology as it applies to third party data but suggests this needs to be balanced with the 
flexibility of the PGPA Rule to allow for accountable authorities to set this in the context of 
the work of the department.  

Audit methodology could better allow for a tiered approach to third party assurance 
expectations. This could be commensurate with expenditure and departmental operating 
context. Audit methodology could consider flow on impacts on the not for profit sector and 
the impact on gathering data from citizens (particularly vulnerable citizens) interacting with 
services. This could be balanced with the opportunity to provide clear and factual caveats for 
the reader in understanding the limitations of the data.  

Performance reporting should be anchored in program 
management 
The department's Program Profiles have been acknowledged as a better practice approach. 
These artefacts have allowed a consistent approach to documenting what we do and why, for 
performance reporting purposes. Whilst this has been beneficial for audit purposes the 
Program Profiles serve multiple purposes. This includes documenting risk and management 
decision making, and providing a useful education tool to program staff.  
 
The architecture of the Program Profiles is informed by: 

• criteria set out in the PGPA Rule 2014 16EA 
• Department of Finance Resource Management Guide Developing good performance 

information (RMG 131) 

Program Profiles are anchored in a program logic mapping discipline. Program logic mapping 
is a way of identifying the outcomes, inputs and associated outputs that achieve the 
objectives of a program. This has multiple benefits. Logic mapping can identify annual 
performance measures appropriate for assessing impact of Government programs.   

Lesson: 
Annual performance reporting is best when it is anchored in strong program management 
capability. Rather than reporting what is easy to achieve or measure, annual reporting should 
be aligned with what is measured and reported as part of managing a program, contract or 
service. It means that service providers should be asked to report meaningful information 
that allows the department to determine whether it is achieving its objectives and at the same 
time reduce unnecessary reporting burden on providers and vulnerable participants.  
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Program Profiles and logic mapping have enabled program areas to think about the tangible 
outcomes that programs are aiming to achieve. This is an approach that can be revisited 
where a program undergoes significant change. Logic mapping and Program Profiles show the 
broader context in which a measure, key activity and program are situated. Importantly 
showing the alignment of measures and achievement of the department’s purposes. Without 
this broader view measures would be diminished to merely being about the data they report. 

Improved transparency and accountability 
By better understanding the quality of data obtained from third parties, the department has 
progressively improved the disclosures and caveats that accompany performance results.   

Limitations with assurance, data sourcing and data quality are identified during Program 
Profile development (Appendix A refers). At reporting time, data stewards and program areas 
identify any further emerging issues with performance results. Accompanying notes that are 
material to a reader’s understanding of the department’s results are set out in the form 
of caveats or disclosures. 

Disclosures are an important component of balancing the requirements of the PGPA Rule 
(that data be verifiable, reliable and free from bias) with the practical limitations of obtaining 
verification over third party reported data.  

Additionally, the department’s governance structure plays an important role in providing 
independent advice to the Accountable Authority. Within the department an Audit and Risk 
Committee is supported by both a Financial Statements Subcommittee and a Performance 
Statements Subcommittee.  This structure underlines the importance the department has 
placed on its performance statements.  

The following shows the complex nature of the data the department utilises to measure 
performance and report in the annual performance statements. Annual performance 
measures and targets, published in the Annual Report, often draw upon multiple sources 
of data (and therefore the information below does not add to 100%).  In 2021-22: 

• 35% of targets reported data directly held by the department, including on systems 
where data is input by funded service providers 

• 16% of targets reported data from Services Australia generated in the process 
of making social security payments 

• A further 39% of targets reported data generated or held by other government entities 
• 16% of targets reported data from not for profit providers including de-identified 

administrative data or survey scores collected from citizens 

• 5% of targets reported data collected for telephony services by a third party, through 
a funded grant administered by the department (or even sub contracted by another 
government entity) to deliver a telephony service. 

This shows the varying extent to which the department holds data and has direct oversight. 
The majority of performance measures source data external to the department. Despite the 
complexities of data sourcing the department has focused efforts to improve third party 
assurance.  
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Lesson: 

Early understanding of data allows time for remedial work to improve data quality and 
mitigate bias in performance reporting.   

Audit and Risk Committees are an important source of advice about improving assurance 
activities and developing disclosures. Moreover, they are a crucial source of advice to the 
Accountable Authority on the appropriateness of systems, processes and measures. 
The Accountable Authority has an important role to determine acceptable level of risk 
to performance reporting, accounting for: 

o operating context 
o cost of assurance activities 
o impact of assurance activities on stakeholders and the not for profit sector and citizens 
o accuracy of performance reporting 

Challenges to overcome 
Significant capability investment 
During 2021-22 the department provided over 1,400 pieces of evidence and correspondence 
to the ANAO in support of the annual performance statement audit. The department has 
committed significant resources to this work, noting that:  

• The department is actively sharing our lessons learned and approaches with other 
government agencies as they embark on this process.  

• Each year, we have been better prepared for the performance statements process and 
continue to improve our approach. Policies and guidance are developed, tested and 
operationalised for a business as usual approach. 

• The performance statement audit process is still developing and the department has 
worked closely with the ANAO to continue to refine the approach to performance 
measurement. The ANAO highlights there is more work to do. Performance reporting 
functions and supporting systems will need to mature and play a more proactive role 
in strategic planning and quality assurance.  

• Significant buy in and support from the department’s senior management has been 
critical in the development the department’s performance framework. 

Given the current maturity levels, it is important for agencies to factor performance into their 
staffing profiles. While there are commonalities between processes for financial statements 
audits and performance statements audits there are also significant differences between 
them. These differences mean there is limited capacity to cross fertilise skill sets. It would be 
worthwhile exploring ways to improve the capability across the Commonwealth agencies. The 
Australian Public Service Commission may be well placed to offer training through the APS 
Academy to build capability in this area.   
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Progressive rollout  
Given the substantial uplift required for entities to prepare, the department suggests the 
audit program be progressively expanded – as is the current model - rather than a mandatory 
immediate roll out.  

Consideration could also be given to a rolling timeframe, whereby entities are audited 
periodically such as every 2 to 3 years based on previous audit findings and the ANAO’s 
consideration of risk. This could minimise the diversion of program and policy resources while 
focusing efforts on meeting the requirements of the PGPA Rule. 

Improving guidance 
The PGPA Rule is intentionally flexible to allow decision making capacity for the Accountable 
Authority and to allow for each entity’s operating context. Guidance has also intentionally 
been left flexible to allow decision making flexibility based on a department’s context.   

Clearer guidance on the intentions of the PGPA and examples of best practice narratives will 
allow agencies to plan for significant resourcing and lead time required to deliver a better 
practice approach. Particularly in relation to longer term policy roles that do not lend 
themselves to annual measures.  

At the next periodic review opportunity, the Committee might like to consider a review 
of Resource Management Guide content or including a review of the fitness for purpose 
of performance provisions in the PGPA Rule 2014. This could influence the minimum 
requirements necessary to improve transparency in balance with appropriate assurance. 

Audit methodology 
The department is sympathetic to the challenge in establishing a rigorous audit approach. 
Noting financial statements audits have matured over many years, it would be of benefit to 
agencies if there was to be a phased approach for performance statements in reaching the 
same standard of financial statements.  

There would be benefit in a more detailed outline of the ANAO methodology for conducting 
performance statements audits and expectations in the early stages of engagement – well 
ahead of the agency being subject to the audit process. A better practice guidance would 
assist agencies to prepare for the performance statements audit process. 

Audit timing pressures are driving requests for documentation earlier and earlier year on year. 
Generally this can be achieved, as a performance culture is embedded and processes become 
more efficient.  However, in some instances data to support performance measures is only 
available at the end of the reporting year or well after, which puts further pressure on audit 
timelines. The department would be happy to provide further observations on the recent 
audit cycle. 
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Allocation of findings 
Further work is required to refine and document the concept of materiality in the context of 
performance statements auditing. If materiality is set too high it may lead to perverse 
outcomes in the form of under reporting and reduced transparency. If set too low, the 
performance measures risk being meaningless. The department does not believe that the 
current assessment in relation to materiality has the right balance.  

Performance Statements audit findings are a commentary on the risk of mis-statement 
in an entity’s annual performance statement. Notably they are not an assessment of the risk 
to service delivery or program failure. Consideration could be given to how findings are more 
clearly contextualised for the general reader about the implications of performance 
statement audit findings. This could be done in comparison to the implications of financial 
statement audit findings and performance audit findings. 

Alternatively, consideration could be given to allocation of findings that point 
to a fundamental or systemic issue to be addressed in relation to delivery of services 
or programs or relate to data verification.  

Conclusion 
The department appreciates the efforts of the ANAO and Finance in establishing annual 
performance statements audits which have driven improvements in data governance, 
assurance and transparency of the data being reported. The department welcomes this 
improved accountability and transparency.  

Notwithstanding the challenges associated with establishing the performance statement 
audit processes and frameworks across a department or agency, for example resourcing 
constraints, tight timeframes and building the necessary tools, the department looks forward 
to working with the ANAO, Finance and other agencies to further enhance and embed this 
important work.  
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Appendices  
Appendix A - Program Profile – Age Pension 
Program profiles have been prepared for each… They consist of a summary of the  
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