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B By 2022, the average proficiency in literacy of the 16-65 year-old population should
have increased slightly in most of the countries that took part in the first cycle of the
Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC).

m  This positive trend will be fuelled by the arrival of young, better-educated cohorts
and the simultaneous exit of the oldest cohorts, whose skills are generally weaker.

The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) measures
the skills of working-age adults (16-65 year-
olds) in literacy, numeracy and digital
problem solving. The first assessment took
place between 2011 and 2014! and a second
one will follow up a decade later. What
changes may have taken place by that time, if
current demographic trends and institutional
environments remain unchanged? Should
we expect the literacy proficiency of the
adult population to have declined between
2012 and 2022 or to have improved? And

by how much? Whatever the answer, it will

have huge implications for the well-being

of societies. The results of the first cycle
underlined the many advantages of enjoying
a good level of proficiency. People with greater
literacy proficiency are more likely to report
being in good health or to take part in civic
activities, are more trusting of others, better
paid and less likely to be unemployed. In
addition, the trend followed by each country’s
literacy proficiency also influences its level of
productivity and hence its future economic
potential.

This change is driven by demographics and the impact

of ageing on literacy

Two forces will drive the change in literacy
proficiency of the adult population between
2012 and 2022.

The first is one we can no longer influence:

it relates to demographic changes. Most people
who were aged between 16 and 65 in 2012 will
still be aged between 16 and 65 ten years later.
From one year to the next, this population
changes only at its margins. Each cohort will
shrink as some members die, especially among
those already aged over 50. Cohorts that

were previously too young will reach 16 and,
conversely, the oldest cohorts will reach 65.

All cohorts except the future young cohorts
are already present in the first PIAAC cycle.

The second is one we can act on today,

it relates to the development of individuals’
skills over time (age effects). While the
population aged between 16 and 65 will
remain largely unchanged from one year to
the next, the skills of each individual in that
population will not remain static. Age plays a
decisive role in people’s skills, with changes
during their lifetimes depending on the
intensity of their learning activities, their
ongoing and regular use of those skills, and
biological ageing. Which of these influences
prevails is essentially determined by age
and particularly by whether individuals
have completed their years of education.
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The youngest will continue to mature and
many will pursue their studies and see their
skills increase. Among the older cohorts,

individuals might maintain their skills, acquire
new ones or lose others, according to factors
such as their professional circumstances.

Literacy proficiency should increase in all countries

The modelling shows that these two forces
combined should lead to a modest but
general improvement in the average literacy
proficiency of the 16-65 age group by 2022.
Figure 1 presents the projected average
literacy scores for each country in 2022,
compared to the levels measured in 2012.
Over this ten-year period, the increase
amounts to between 1 and 10 points,
depending on the country, with an average
increase of around 5 points. These variations
remain small compared to the differences
between countries. They are also small

in relation to the literacy scale used.

In England/Northern Ireland (UK), Greece and
New Zealand the literacy level of 16-65 year-
olds should remain virtually unchanged.
Conversely, Finland, France and Singapore
will see more significant improvement, at
around 10 points. These projections do not
predict any catching-up: the gaps between
countries will remain largely stable, and some
countries which already had a high level of
proficiency in 2012 can also expect significant
Improvements.

Figure 1 / Literacy scores for the first PIAAC cycle and projections for 2022
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Source: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012, 2015).
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This trend is mainly driven by demographic change

The regularity of the projected changes and
their positive direction in all countries may
seem surprising, but can be traced back to the
demographic component. Figure 2 compares
the projections to the change which would
occur if demographics alone were taken into
account. In all countries, the change due to
the demographic component is positive and
is only marginally modified, generally in a
negative direction, by age effects. The change
is closely assoclated with the entry of younger
cohorts, who will have reached the ages

of 16-25in 2022, and the exit of the oldest
cohorts, who were aged 55-65 in 2012 and
who will be over 65 in 2022. The size of the

increase is clearly linked to the differences
in literacy proficiency as measured by

PIAAC between a country’s 16-24 year-olds
and its 55-65 year-olds. In countries where
the literacy proficiency of 55-65 year-olds

is much lower than for 16-24 year-olds
(Finland, France and Singapore), there is a
strong projected improvement, whereas it is
considerably lower in countries where there is
less difference in proficiency levels (England/
Northern Ireland (UK), Slovak Republic and
the United States). In contrast, migrant

flows will have only a minor impact, even in
countries where a large influx is expected
(Australia, Canada and Norway).

Figure 2 / Projected changes between 2012 and 2022, with or without age effects
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Source: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012, 2015).

These projections, rather than being
predictions, signal trends and orders of
magnitude. In particular, as is explained in
the methodology box below, it is very difficult
to model age effects on literacy. This has

been simplified in this instance by assuming
that the changes between 2012 and 2022 will
be similar to those observed between 2003
(or 2007) and 2012. The projections do not
take account of many phenomena related
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are the focus of public policies. Each country

to age effects, even though many of them skills distribution in 2022. The projections

will make changes to its education system, policies, which have been or are going to be

employment policies, vocational training and  implemented, but they will be visible in the

retirement age which are likely to affect its data collected in the second cycle of PIAAC.
Methodology

The projections are based on simple assumptions as to demographic changes and the
evolution of proficiency with age.

First, the population structure in 2022 is based on World Bank projections. It is gender and
age-group specific. The projections are reliable over a 10-year horizon provided that no new,
significant migration occurs.

Second, as the cohorts aged 16-25 in 2022 were too young to be represented in the first cycle
in 2012, they had to be simulated. This was done by duplicating the cohorts of the same age
in 2012 and modifying their performance in proportion with the changes observed in the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) for each country.

Finally, the most difficult aspect to model was the impact of the next ten years on the skills
of the cohorts included in both 2012 and 2022. Two different methods were used to better
assess the robustness of the projections. Both methods were used by the countries involved
in both PIAAC and an earlier, similar survey, Adult Literacy and Lifeskills (ALL). The effect of
ageing on literacy in the countries which took part in both surveys can be seen by comparing
the same cohorts at two different ages, i.e. at the time data were collected for the ALL
survey (2003 and 2007), and then for the PIAAC in 2012. An initial model, which is the basis for
Figure 1, applies for each age in 2012, and equally in each country, changes identical to those
observed on average between the two surveys in the common PIAAC and ALL countries.
Given the heterogeneous nature of this group of countries, a second, similar, model was also
used, using only data from the United States. In both models, literacy increases with age
until the age of 30, and then starts to fall. In the first model, these two effects largely offset
each other, resulting in only a slight downturn for the population as a whole. In the second
model, the decline in literacy among the over 30s dominates, and magnifies the downturmn
observed in the first model, without undermining the general nature of the increase.
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The Between 2012 and 2022, the literacy proficiency of the working-age population in
the countries that took part in the Survey of Adult Skills is set to improve, mainly

bottom driven by the relatively low proficiency of the cohorts who will reach 65 between

|ine now and 2022 and the much higher literacy skills among the incoming age
group. The participating countries are thus reaping the distant rewards of their
investment in education since the 1970s. What these data show is that high
quality schooling alone will not be enough to raise the quality of the workforce
nearly as quickly as skills requirements are rising. Governments therefore need
to redouble their efforts to make lifelong and lifewide learning a reality for all.

1. Data collection took place in two rounds. Data for countries in the first round was collected in 2011/2012. A smaller set of countries belong to the
second round which was collected in 2014/2015. For the sake of clarity, the remainder of the text will only mention 2012. Projections for both rounds
target 2022.

> CONTACT: Francois Keslair (francois.keslair@oecd.org), edu.piaac@oecd.org.
> VISIT: www.oecd.org/skills/piaac
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