
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARIES 


LITERACY IN THE INFORMATION AGE: 

FINAL REPORT OF THE INTERNATIONAL ADULT LITERACY SURVEY 
SUMMARY BY JAMES E. PAGE AND T. SCOTT MURRAY
 

What is this study about? 
Literacy in the Information Age was the final of three international reports on the results 
of the International Adult Literacy Survey or IALS, conducted between 1994 and 1998.   
It was published by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) and Statistics Canada (Statscan) in 2000.  

The first volume Literacy, Economy and Society was issued in 1995 containing initial 
IALS findings from the 1994 IALS surveys of Canada, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Poland, Sweden, Switzerland and the United States.  The second volume, Literacy Skills 
for the Knowledge Society, added data collected in 1996 on Australia, Flemish-speaking 
Belgium, Northern Ireland, New Zealand and the United Kingdom.  This last summary 
report incorporated 1998 survey results from Chile, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Finland, Hungary, Norway, Slovenia, the Italian-speaking region of Switzerland and 
limited data on Portugal.   

All of the IALS reports had two fundamental objectives: to measure adult literacy skills 
on a set of comparable scales and to both describe and compare the literacy skills of 
adults from these countries across different cultures and languages. 

Literacy in the Information Age contained five chapters.  The first chapter, Skills for the 
21st Century explains why skills are becoming increasingly important in the knowledge 
economy, both at the individual and at the macro levels.  The second chapter explains 
the “Population Distribution of Adult Literacy” and the third chapter delves into how 
literacy skills are developed and sustained. Chapter four explains the benefits of literacy 
to economic and productivity outcomes while Chapter five explores “Future 
Developments” in methodology, reviews the studies main findings and lays out issues for 
further analysis. 

What are the questions addressed by the study? 
As was the case with the other publications in the IALS series, the key question for 
Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society was how to define literacy.  The approach 
taken is to relate literacy to how an adult uses “…printed and written information to 
function in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and 
potential”.  The study also sought to explore the impact of phenomena like globalization 
and new information technologies on skills demand and development. 
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The IALS measured three types of literacy: 

� 	 Prose literacy (the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use 
information from texts, including editorials, news stories, poems and fiction); 

� 	 Document literacy (the knowledge and skills required to locate and use 
information contained in various formats like tables, graphs, schedules, charts, 
forms, and maps); and 

� 	 Quantitative literacy (the knowledge and skills required to apply arithmetic 
operations to numbers embedded in printed materials such as balancing a 
cheque-book, figuring out a tip or completing an order form, for example). 

Each type of literacy was measured on a 500-point scale broken into five levels of skill 
(level 1 being the lowest, level 5 the highest). The Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) considers IALS level 3 to be the minimum level 
of literacy required to function effectively in a modern society and economy. 

The use of these three parallel scales made it possible to profile and to compare adult 
literacy skills across seven countries and between subgroups within those countries. 

Why is this study important? 
As the final report on the first set of IALS surveys, this report presents a coherent 
analysis of the state of literacy across more than 20 countries.  Taken together the IALS 
surveys provide data on 10.3 per cent of the global population and economies 
responsible for 51.6 percent of world GDP.    

What does the study conclude? 
This final report confirms the findings published in the earlier IALS reports: Literacy, 
Economy and Society and Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society. Its main conclusion 
is that there is considerable variation in the ways that literacy skills are distributed in the 
countries surveyed.  The results show that countries with the highest levels of literacy 
skills have been successful in raising the literacy levels of their least skilled citizens.  
Initial education was identified as the main factor in improving the levels of literacy skill, 
particularly the skills of youth from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 

The principal finding of this report is that all of the countries surveyed the older age 
groups have a significant skills deficit when compared to younger people.  After 
controlling for age-related variations in educational attainment, this deficit appears to be 
much larger in some countries than in others.  Countries vary in how well they succeed 
in updating and refreshing the stock of literacy skills the population has acquired through 
education and other means.  This finding suggests that investments in the initial 
education of youth will not be enough to address the problem of skills deficits for adults.  
Special measures for improving and replenishing the skills of adults as they age are also 
needed. 

The report also identified that four factors that affect the skill levels of adults after their 
initial education or training is complete.  First, labour force participation, and especially 
the type of occupation a person is engaged in, has an impact on literacy outcomes.  
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Second, differences in the use of literacy skills in the workplace due to the differing skills 
demands of industrial and occupational structures and in the organization of work, serve 
to either support or to undermine literacy maintenance and acquisition.  Third, differing 
rates of participation in formal adult education and training seem to contribute to 
processes of skills acquisition, maintenance and loss during adulthood.   Fourth, 
differences in the social demand for the use of literacy skills at home serve to either 
support or to detract from literacy acquisition and maintenance. 

The final conclusion, based on the fact that this study reported on such a broad and 
heterogeneous range of countries and languages is that the relationship between 
educational attainment and literacy proficiency is even stronger than previously believed. 

Publication information 
Literacy in the Information Age: Final Report of the International Adult Literacy Survey 
Published by Statistics Canada (Ottawa) and the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development or OECD: Paris and Ottawa, 2000 
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