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Secretary’s response

I am honoured to be leading the implementation of the findings of the Capability 
Review (Review), conducted under the Australian Government’s Capability Review 
Program. The Review’s valuable insights encourage positive change for the 
Department of Social Services (DSS). They provide new opportunities for us to 
sharpen our focus on delivering social policy outcomes for all Australians.
Our Capability Review Action Plan looks to enhance our impact. It underscores 
the importance of leadership and effective cross-agency collaboration as we 
commit to implementing the Review’s findings over the next 5 years. It recognises 
the dedication of our staff to improve the economic and social wellbeing of 
individuals, families, and vulnerable members of Australian communities. 
The Action Plan sets us up to achieve the outcomes we are committed to in our 
Impact Strategy:

	� more people in work
	� a fair social security system
	� break the cycle of entrenched disadvantage
	� people are connected to their community
	� end violence in families and relationships
	� parents and carers support their children to be safe and develop.

Our Action Plan aligns to the priority capabilities we know we need now and into 
the future, to have a meaningful impact in these areas – to lead strategic social 
policy, drive delivery, embed supportive systems and collaborate meaningfully. 
Our existing initiatives, such as the Social Policy Toolkit and Social Policy Network, 
provide a strong foundation to strengthen our policy capability and foster 
collaboration across teams. The remit of the Policy Committee has been updated 
and strengthened to ensure we robustly contest policy advice to government. We 
have also established a Central Delivery Unit to drive our delivery capability and 
ensure our policies and programs result in improved outcomes for all Australians. 
I extend my sincere thanks to Liza Carroll PSM, Geoff Leeper PSM, Neal Mason, 
and Lee Steel for leading the Review, and to the APSC team for their support. I also 
acknowledge the valuable contributions of DSS staff, and thank our respective 
departmental liaison teams for their partnership throughout the process.
We look forward to implementing the Review’s recommendations through our 
determination to be a world class and impactful social policy agency that improves 
the lifetime wellbeing of all Australians.

Michael Lye
Secretary
Department of Social Services



2

What the Capability Review found

“As DSS pursues an ambitious future, it is also important to preserve and galvanise its supportive culture which was frequently sighted as one.
There is no reason a kind workplace cannot also be a creative, ambitious and high performing workplace, where staff feel safe debating ideas 
and challenging established ways of working.”
- Capability Review

The Capability Review identified the most important 
changes for the Department: 

1Continue to uplift policy 
and strategy, including 
providing bold advice to 
government.  

2
Keep improving 
delivery capability 
and partnerships 
with government 
and non-government 
stakeholders. 

3
Describe what success looks 
like in terms of real-world 
impacts and driving efforts to 
achieve this, both internally and 
with external delivery partners.  

4
Make the time to 
be deliberate and 
strategic about where 
and when DSS invests 
its finite resources.

Change in these areas will bolster the necessary capabilities for DSS to continue 
to improve the economic and social wellbeing of all Australians, including the 
most vulnerable members of our community.
The Capability Review assessed DSS’ current capabilities and preparedness to 
deliver outcomes now and into the medium-term. 
APSC’s assessment is a maturity rating against 18 capability elements, grouped 
under 5 domains (leadership and culture; collaboration; delivery; workforce and 
enabling functions). The capability elements are then assessed using a 4-tier 
rating scale: leading, embedded, developing or emerging maturity.
Critically, the Capability Review identified that DSS has ‘emerging maturity’, on 
three capability elements: ‘strategy’, ‘internal collaboration’, and ‘technology’. 
Emerging maturity means that the organisation does not have the current 
capability to meet DSS’ needs.  

1
Strategy

2Internal 
collaboration

3Technology

As part of our response to the Capability Review, DSS has developed an Impact 
Strategy to identify our policy outcomes and focus efforts on strengthening our 
priority capabilities, to ensure DSS is well positioned now and into the future. 
The Impact Strategy considers the findings of Capability Review, DSS’ Census 
Action Plan, and other feedback from staff and stakeholders.
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How we will respond: mapping the DSS Impact 
Strategy to the Capability Review findings 

The DSS Impact Strategy’s Priority Capabilities address the key areas of change identified in the Capability Review. The relationship between 
the key Capability Review findings and how they are addressed in the Impact Strategy is presented below.

How the DSS 
Impact Strategy 
will respond: 
Priority Capability 
uplift focus

Lead strategic social policy

Drive delivery

Embed supportive systems

Collaborate meaningfully

Capability Review key findings about DSS

Area for change Must improve to meet our needs
Uplifting policy 
and strategy

Improving 
delivery capability 
and partnerships

Defining success 
in terms of real–
world impacts

Deliberate 
and strategic 
investment of 
resources

Strategy Internal 
collaboration

Technology
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Our Action Plan 

Developed in response to the Capability Review, our Action Plan supports actions under the DSS Impact Strategy, DSS’ key strategic document which drives improvement and 
supports us to deliver on our mission. Each ‘Priority Capability’ below describes the required capability or skill uplift needed, with ‘our actions’ indicating the operational elements 
in place that will support us to achieve and deliver our purpose.

Priority Capability Our actions

Lead strategic social policy - 
to create beneficial change
“DSS should strive to be a policy leader 
and drive better outcomes.”  

Develop policy which increases integration, prevention and early 
intervention, and targeted supports.

	� Lead Australia’s social policy agenda
	� Design evidence-informed policy, founded in community values and voices
	� Negotiate with influence for social policy interventions to achieve economic 
and social wellbeing for Australians

	� Design and implement evidence-informed policies
	� Upskill staff on the use of data in the design, delivery, and evaluation of policies and programs
	� Facilitate strategic leadership on policies and programs that focus on prevention as well 
as intervention

	� Engage in honest contestable policy conversations, including through the strengthened Policy Committee
	� Proactively engage in opportunities to shape and influence social policy direction in Australia
	� Utilise DSS’ Social Policy Network for policy discussion and development
	� Engage staff to use the DSS Social Policy Toolkit – this will facilitate strategic policy uplift

Drive delivery - to achieve 
real impact
“To meet the government’s expectation 
for successful delivery, DSS needs to know 
whether its policies and programs are 
working, and where it can do things in 
better ways.”

Focus on delivering meaningful outcomes, using data to unlock 
continuous improvement.

	� Deliver effective and efficient policies and programs
	� Leverage lived experience in implementation
	� Continuously improve and evaluate, for real-world impact

	� Implement a Central Delivery Unit
	� Build staff capability in delivery
	� Undertake user-centred design processes 
	� Undertake continuous improvement and evaluation
	� Share delivery methods for similar policies and programs
	� Uplift DSS staff project management capabilities
	� Track progress and problem solve through central committees
	� Continue Service Delivery Immersion Program – to facilitate SES understanding of Service Australia’s 
service delivery and policy interface

Embed supportive systems - 
to work smarter
“To continue delivering its priorities in 
a constrained resourcing environment, 
the Department will likely need to manage 
its workforce in a more deliberate ways.”

 Simplify operations, improve staff experience, and streamline 
efforts through smarter ways of working.

	� Use purposeful technology including AI and automation
	� Ensure appropriate governance and efficient business processes
	� Prioritise resources deliberately
	� Support accessible and useable data
	� Lead and reward innovation

	� Identify opportunities for AI and automation to be used safely
	� Adopt governance structures that enable continuous improvement
	� Create opportunities for staff-led improvements
	� Regularly review resource allocation to align with priorities 
	� Enable easier access to data, analytical tools, knowledge and skills to enable DSS staff to use data 
ethically and effectively

	� Implement a DSS learning and development plan to guide capability uplift

Collaborate meaningfully 
- to build shared purpose 
and influence
“DSS does not have all the policy levers 
to achieve change alone. It needs to work 
with and influence others to implement 
whole-of-system changes.”

Understand our contribution to outcomes and work  
together – internally and with partners – to deliver.

	� Embed a whole-of-DSS mindset
	� Create mechanisms to engage meaningfully across line areas and streams
	� Empower SES and EL staff to take ownership of DSS’ direction 
and decisions

	� Partner with government and the community sector to deliver outcomes

	� Engage in honest contestable policy conversations internally and with our external partners 
	� Undertake relational engagement with our service delivery partners
	� Develop and implement strategic commissioning
	� Set standards for good internal collaboration, including consideration of diverse views and 
perspectives in our advice

	� Nurture a values-driven culture within DSS
	� Lead candid and respectful conversations about our priorities
	� Collaborate with Commonwealth, state and territory entities to design policies and programs that 
achieve our goals

	� Work with delivery partners to be collaborative and responsive






