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Introduction

Australian Industry Group is concerned that low levels of 
workplace literacy and numeracy are significantly impacting 
upon our workplaces.

In the Skilling the Existing Workforce Project completed in 
December 2008 a number of companies identified this as an 
issue.1 In response Ai Group called for the establishment of a 
national workforce literacy strategy to refocus, enhance and 
expand current programs.

The results of the Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (2006) 
undertaken by the Australian Bureau of Statistics as part of 
an OECD comparative study were also of major concern.2The 
key finding was that many of the Australian adult population 
have literacy, numeracy and problem solving skills below 
the minimum required for individuals to meet the complex 
demands of everyday life and work in the emerging 
knowledge based economy. Specifically:

n	 46% had less than the minimum prose literacy skills;
n	 47% had less than the minimum document literacy skills;
n	 53% had less than the required numeracy skills; and 
n	 70% had less than the minimum required problem 

solving skills.

These findings have serious implications for the level of skills 
in the workforce.

In the latest National CEO Survey3 businesses were asked 
about skill shortages in literacy, numeracy and information 
technology skills. Over a quarter of employers indicated 
a shortage of literacy skills, 22.5% reported numeracy 
skills shortages and over a third identified shortages in 
information technology skills.

1 �Skilling the Existing Workforce, Final Project Report, Australian Industry Group, 
December 2008.	

2 Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey at http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs	
3 �Skilling business in tough times. National CEO Survey, Australian Industry 

Group and Deloitte, October 2009	

Foundation Skills Shortages by 
Enterprise Size
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While there were skills shortages in these foundation skills in 
all enterprises it is the larger enterprises that experience the 
most difficulty.

All of these factors have led Ai Group to undertake the 
National Workforce Literacy Project with funding provided 
through the Commonwealth Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations. 

Why literacy and numeracy training  
is important

The impact of low levels of literacy and numeracy is 
significant in the workplace. It affects the following:

n	 Productivity: this is reduced when errors are made, 
materials wasted and time is wasted.

n	 Safety: workplace safety is endangered when safety 
regulations are not understood.

National Workforce 
Literacy Project
Background to Australian  
Industry Group Project
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“Too much reliance on calculators so they can’t recognize wrong 
answers. No ability to make a good estimate of the right answer.”  
NSW firm

“They can’t read Standard Operating Procedures.”  
Melbourne Manufacturer

“We have trouble receiving an acceptable standard of written 
material for websites, brochures and other publications.” 
Brisbane company

“Sometimes we find that injuries are not reported because they 
do not want to do the paperwork.”  
South Australian Manufacturer

We will add to this information from roundtables with 
the results of a national survey of employers to obtain a 
comprehensive view of the problems as they experience them.

2. Trial Some Solutions

Enterprises have been selected across three States to participate 
in literacy and numeracy trials. What will this involve?

n	 Employers will nominate the particular literacy or 
numeracy problem that most affects their workplaces.

n	 A Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) expert 
practitioner will work with the employer to agree on 
strategies to be used to assist.

n	 While the nature and timing of the implementation of 
the strategies is subject to negotiation it will cover the 
following:

	 n	 at least 5 identified employees;
	 n	 80 – 120 hours of specific literacy or numeracy 

training;
	 n	 full delivery in the workplace; and
	 n	 delivery between February and October 2010 for up 

to 5 hours per week.
n	 LLN training will be integrated with the delivery of other 

formal or informal training to maximize effectiveness.
n	 LLN training can be assessed in addition to assessment for 

other integrated training.

3. Measure Success

All participating groups will be involved in the measurement 
of outcomes.

Employers: will be asked to provide indicators of what they 
consider to be a successful outcome. These will be measured 
before and after the trial. Employers will evaluate the trial 
upon completion and again after 6 months to determine the 
affect on their businesses.

Participants: the participating employees will undertake 
a pre-training test against the Australian Core Skills 
Framework. This Framework measures learning, reading, 
writing, oral communication and numeracy on a 5 point 
scale. Participants will again be tested at the completion of 
the training to determine the level of improvement.

Trainers: The group of trainers used in the enterprise trials 
will also contribute to the overall evaluation. They will be 
asked to consider what the potential benefits are from the 
approaches used to workforce literacy and numeracy.

4. Report to Government

At the completion of the project in mid 2011 Ai Group will 
report its findings and recommendations for reform to the 
Commonwealth Government. 

Reports prepared for the phases of the project are  
available through the Australian Industry Group website  
www.aigroup.com.au

Further information about the project can be 
obtained from:

Michael Taylor
Policy and Projects Manager
Australian Industry Group
Telephone: 9867 0134
Email: mtaylor@aigroup.asn.au

Funded by the Commonwealth through the Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.

n	 Team Effectiveness: this is diminished by poor 
communication and low levels of literacy.

n	 Increasingly Complex Work: increased regulation and 
documentation, increased competition and workplace 
change require an increasingly literate workforce.

n	 Training Value: the benefits of training are reduced if 
participants lack literacy and numeracy skills.

n	 Skills Shortages: internal promotion and recruitment 
is difficult if applicants lack the necessary literacy and 
numeracy skills.

n	 Ageing Workforce: an ageing workforce is more likely 
to have literacy and numeracy issues which affect their 
re-skilling.

What will the project do?

1. Consult with Employers

First of all we will consult with employers to understand 
their perspective on these issues. 

Employer Roundtable, Brisbane

A number of employer roundtables have been conducted 
to gather employer views and understand in more concrete 
terms what the problems are.

Some employers have indicated that the problem is ’huge’ 
and includes older workers, school leavers, employees 
who are Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) and 
employees recruited through labour hire companies.

What does the problem look like?

Employers have provided a range of responses:

… time wasted in correcting errors on the shopfloor 
and in warehousing and delivery …

… cash management and quality control issues in 
retail and the food industry …

… quality audits and accurate documentation 
essential for the pharmaceutical industry …

… apprentices struggle with numeracy required for 
construction and engineering industries …

… supervisors and leading hands require 
communication skills to relay understood messages

… employees not able to complete incident reports to 
standard required by WorkCover …

… employees cannot use or trace codes on metal 
used in fabrication …

Australian Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey Results (2006) for Workforce

Level 3 is considered to be the minimum requirement to function in a modern workplace. Over 4 million 
employees are below Level 3.

Survey Level % of Workforce Number of Employees

Levels 4 and 5 21.9% 2.3 million employees

Level 3 39.5% 4.2 million employees

Levels 1 and 2 38.6% 4.1 million employees

300,000 unemployed are also at Levels 1 and 2


