
 

Recent discussions about the literacy of Canadians has centered mainly on the importance of 

strong literacy skills to meet the demands of new technology, productivity and global 
competitiveness. This emphasis has focused the debate exclusively on the economic dimension of 
literacy. But because reading is one of society's main conduits of culture, knowledge and 
entertainment, strong literacy skills can also enhance a person's quality of life. To provide some 
measure of this aspect of literacy, this article briefly describes the reading habits of Canadian adults 
outside the workplace. 

By Susan Crompton 

Literacy requirements not as high for reading at home. Some level of literacy is 

necessary to complete common everyday household chores and activities such as paying 

bills, following a recipe and doing home repairs. However, data from the International 

Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) suggest that these reading tasks are generally not as 

demanding as those at work. Because people at all but the lowest level of literacy (Level 

1) were engaged in everyday reading tasks with similar frequency, IALS researchers 

concluded that Level 2 ability is adequate for most ordinary literacy tasks outside the 

workplace.
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Although dealing with bills, catalogues or recipes may demand little in the way of literacy 

skills, reading "for fun", that is, reading undertaken as a leisure activity, seems to require 

a higher level of skill. This can be seen in the most common leisure-time literacy activity, 

reading the newspaper. The majority of Canadians aged 16 and over (87%) read a 

newspaper at least once a week. However, a newspaper is not a homogeneous entity: it 

consists of multiple sections designed to appeal to multiple interests. According to the 

IALS, some sections - advertisements, local news, sports, horoscopes, TV listings and 

advice columns - are read with almost equal frequency by people at all literacy levels 

(except level 1). For example, people at Level 2 are no less likely to read the sports 

section than people at Level 4/5. But people at the highest literacy level are most likely to 

read those sections containing more complex information: national and international 

news, editorials, articles on health and life-style, and book and movie reviews. 
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People at the higher literacy levels were also more likely to report engaging in literacy 

activities outside the workplace. Nevertheless, many people at Level 1 reported reading a 

newspaper (70%) or book (30%) at least once a week, and a significant minority write 

letters (19%) or visit a library (10%) at least once a month. Given these findings, it seems 

reasonable to assume that people with weak literacy skills do not forego reading 

altogether - they simply read at a lower level of complexity. This interpretation is 

supported by data on reading habits from the 1992 General Social Survey. 

Who reads for fun?
2  

On an average day in 1992, about 4 in 10 Canadians aged 25 and over 

(39%) spent some of their leisure time reading books, magazines or newspapers. Adults with 

higher education levels were more likely to read during their leisure time - about half of 

university graduates (51%) reported leisure-time reading compared with only one-third (33%) of 

Canadians without a high school diploma. Given the strong link between education and literacy 

skills, this difference in leisure-time reading habits is not surprising. Interestingly, women at 

almost all educational levels were slightly more likely than men to be readers. 

Older Canadians were most likely to take time to read: 56% of those aged 65 and over, compared 

with 43% of those aged 45 to 64 and only 30% of those aged 25 to 44. This reflects the fact that 

seniors have more time available for recreational activities - 7.7 hours per day in 1992, compared 

with 5.4 hours for Canadians under 65. 

What do people read? Men and women exhibit distinctly different reading preferences. On an 

average day in 1992, men were moderately more inclined to read newspapers - 29% versus 23% 

of women - while women were almost twice as likely to read books - 20% compared with 11% 

of men. This marked difference between the sexes holds across all educational levels. The types 

of books favored by men and women also differ substantially, with 60% of women book-readers 

reporting that the last book they had read was fiction, compared with only 45% of men. 

Different age groups also exhibit different choices. On an average day in 1992, 26% of Canadian 

adults aged 25 and over read newspapers and 16% read books. But those aged 45 and over were 

very keen consumers of news, being twice as likely to read a newspaper as a book. In contrast, 

25- to 44-year-olds were only moderately more likely to choose a newspaper (17%) than a book 

(13%) for their leisure-time reading. 

How much time do readers spend reading? People who read during their leisure time devote a 

substantial amount of time to the printed word: readers aged 25 and over are immersed in books, 

magazines and newspapers for almost an hour-and-a-half a day - an average of 84 minutes. 

Because seniors have more leisure time, they spend much more time reading than Younger 

adults. Readers aged 65 and over spend 109 minutes on this leisure activity, compared with 82 

minutes for readers aged 45 to 64 and only 70 minutes for those aged 25 to 44.  

 

2 
Youths aged 15 to 24 were excluded from the analysis of reading habits because they are still students, and their 

inclusion may skew the two categories for incomplete education, that is "less than high school" and "some post-

secondary." 



  

CANADIAN SOCIAL TRENDS BACKGROUNDER              (CST) 

 
Defining Literacy  

This article uses data from the 1994 international Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) 

and the 1992 General Social Survey (GSS) on time use. In the past, literacy 

measures divided people into two very separate categories - the literate and the 

illiterate - and usually used highest level of schooling to make the distinction. in 

contrast, the IALS defined literacy as the ability to understand and use printed and 

written documents in daily activities to achieve goals, and to develop knowledge 

and potential. As such, literacy was measured as a continuum of successive levels 

of skill; this continuum was separated into five levels, with the lowest level being 

"Level 1" and the highest "Level 5."
1
 

The IALS assessed adult literacy skills in three areas: prose, document and 

quantitative skills. All three areas concern the information-processing skills of 

respondents - that is, the ability to locate, integrate, construct and generate 

information - but the emphasis is somewhat different for each type. Prose literacy 

measures the skills needed to understand texts seen in everyday life, such as 

newspaper articles or instruction manuals; document literacy assesses the skills 

needed to understand forms such as job applications or transportation schedules, 

maps, tables and graphs; and quantitative literacy describes the numeracy skills 

needed for such tasks as balancing a cheque book or verifying an invoice. Only 

prose literacy is of interest in this study. 

Data on reading as a leisure activity, presented in the second half of this article, 

were drawn from the 1992 GSS on time use. The GSS did not collect data on 

literacy skills, but for purposes of this analysis, level of educational attainment has 

been used as a proxy for literacy. The table below - presenting the IALS prose 

literacy level by educational attainment - shows that education is correlated with 

literacy skills. 
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The prose literacy skill of Canadians aged 16 and over is closely linked to their 
level of education   (CST) 

 

  Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4/5 

 

%  

Less than grade 8 89 9 -- -- 

Completed primary school 59 29 12 -- 

Some secondary school 25 36 32 7 

Secondary school graduate 12 31 40 18 

Community college graduate 7 23 45 25 

University graduate -- 11 33 56 

   

 

The data also show that readers at all educational levels are equally dedicated to their habit. It is 

true that people with lower levels of education are, presumably because their literacy skills are 

weaker, less likely to be readers; but those who do read devote just as much time to it as readers 

with higher levels of education. For example, readers with less than high school spend an 

average of 87 minutes per day on leisure-time reading, while university graduates dedicate 82 

minutes. 

The average reader aged 25 and over devotes the same amount of time each day - about 38 

minutes - to newspapers and books, for a total of 76 minutes or 90% of daily reading time; 

magazines account for about 8 minutes. And although men and women who read spend the same 

amount of time on this activity, women dedicate the majority of their reading time to books, 

while men dedicate their time to newspapers. 

While women's preference for reading books seems unrelated to their educational level, men's 

interest does seem to be linked to education. Male readers with no more than high school devote 

less than one-quarter of their leisure-time reading to books, while those with postsecondary and 

university education devote well over one-third. 

Summary Almost 40% of adult Canadians spend almost an hour and a half of their leisure time 

each day immersed in the pleasures of the printed word. Yet reading for fun should be 

considered more than a diverting form of entertainment, The international Adult Literacy Survey 

found strong evidence that literacy is maintained and strengthened through practice - like a 

Muscle, if it is not used regularly, it atrophies. Reading during their leisure hours probably helps 

people to retain or improve their literacy skills, especially if they do not read a great deal on the 

job.  

 



  

Level 2 literacy skills seem to be adequate for most everyday reading tasks 
outside the workplace   (CST) 

 

% of Canadians aged 16 and over who read . . . at least once a week  

  Letters or 

memos 

Reports, articles, 

magazines, or 

journals 

Manuals or 

reference books, 

including catalogues 
Diagrams or 

schematics 

Bills, invoices, 

spreadsheets or 

budget tables 

Directions or 

instructions for 

medicines, recipes 

or other products 

Level 1 32 41 24 5 34 37 

Level 2 51 67 49 15 52 53 

Level 3 55 69 53 21 60 54 

Level 4/5 59 78 55 23 69 62 

Source: Statistics Canada/Human Resources Development Canada/National Literacy Secretariat, 

Catalogue no. 89-551-XPE. 

  

 

 

  

Canadians with higher education are more likely to read during their 
leisure time1   (CST) 

 

 

1
Using level of education as a proxy for literacy skills 

2
includes respondents whose educational level was unknown 

Source: Statistics Canada, 1992 General Social Survey. 
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A rough ride for Canada's book and periodical publishers  

Canadian periodical publishers faced rough times during the first half of the 

1990s. Between 199-91 and 1994-95, the number of titles published fell by 7% 

while total annual circulation dropped by 3 million copies. Over the same period, 

the number of fulltime employees in the industry slipped by 3%, while part-time 

positions dropped 8% to 1,600. However, revenues averaged about $860 million 

per year, and profits showed steady growth, reaching almost 8% of total revenues 

by 1994-95. 

The book publishing industry also underwent a period of decline in the early 

1990s. Between 1990-91 and 1993-94, book publishers increased the total number 

of their titles by 23% but net sales in Canada remained flat, full-time employment 

dropped 7%, and pre-tax profits dipped to just over 5%, in 1994-95, however, the 

industry's outlook improved considerably as before-tax profits rose to almost 7%, 

with 71% of firms reporting profits, suggesting that recessionary pressures 

accounted for the industry's poor performance in the early years of the decade. 

 For more information, see Canada's Culture, Heritage and Identity. A 

Statistical Perspective. Statistics Canada, Catalogue no. 87-211-XPB, 

1997.  

  

 

   

Women are twice as likely as men to choose books for their leisure-time 
reading   (CST) 

 

  



   

Readers spend almost 1.5 hours of their leisure time reading, regardless of 
their level of educational attainment   (CST) 

 

  Minutes per day spent reading by readers  

Level of education
1 Total Books Newspapers Magazines 

 

Men aged 25 and over  83 29 48 7 

  Less than high school 88 21 62 5 

  High school graduation 75 16 49 10 

  Some postsecondary 84 37 40 6 

  Postsecondary diploma or certificate 80 33 39 8 

  University 84 32 46 6 

Woman aged 25 and over 84 45 30 9 

  Less than high school 86 43 34 8 

  High school graduation 81 42 29 9 

  Some Postsecondary 88 52 27 9 

  Postsecondary diploma or certificate 87 45 33 9 

  University 79 46 25 7 

 

 

1 
Using level of education as a proxy for literacy skills. See table in Backgrounder: Defining 

literacy for distribution of literacy skills by educational attainment. 

Source: Statistics Canada, 1992 General Social Survey. 

  

 

Reading outside the workplace -whether the sports page, a celebrity profile, a whodunnit - 

contributes to Canadians' ability to participate more fully in the social, cultural and 

economic life of their community. 

 For more information, see "Adult Literacy in Canada, the United States and 

Germany," Canadian Social Trends, Winter 1996; and Reading the Future, 

Statistics Canada/Human Resources Development Canada/National Literacy 

Secretariat, Catalogue no. 89-551-XPE. 

Susan Crompton is Editor-in-Chief of Canadian Social Trends.  
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