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Most Canadians hold their home country in fairly 
high esteem.  Canada, as a whole, is generally viewed 
as being a country that is concerned with the 
wellbeing of its citizens; one in which social services 
such as state sponsored healthcare can be funded by a 
relatively stable and well managed economy.  With 
all of these accolades, is it any wonder that we would 
make the assumption that we’re also highly literate?   
 
You may find it surprising to know that 80% of 
Canadian businesses report having difficulty finding 
qualified, skilled employees.  The primary cause can 
be found in the Canadian Literacy and Learning 
Network report that indicates nearly half of adult 
Canadians (48%) have low literacy skills.  This 
statistic is based, in part, on the 2003 International 
Adult Literacy Skills Survey.  This study worked 
with a sample of over 23,000 Canadians, age 16 and 
over, who were evaluated using an internationally 
validated psychometric instrument.  The Instrument 
was aimed at measuring prose literacy, document 
literacy, numeracy, and problem solving.  
 
How does all of this relate to the workplace?  It goes 
without saying that Canada, along with other 
developed nations, is continuing to evolve to a more 
knowledge based economy.  Entry level positions 
continue to demand a higher level of literary 
proficiency of their incumbents.  In light of this shift, 
literacy is now more than ever a skill that is essential 
to the successful performance of an employee.   

 
A study done at the University of Alberta determined 
that nearly 25% of Canadians are employed in 
positions that are “mismatched” to their literacy 
skills.  This percentage takes into account both those 

whose skills exceed the demands of their job (literacy 
surplus) and those whose job demands exceed their 
skills (literacy deficit).   

 
Literacy deficits as well as literacy surpluses can both 
contribute negatively to an organization.  Requiring 
employees to perform at a level that is substantially 
lower than that which they are capable (literacy 
surplus) can be likened to printing two copies of every 
document just to throw one in the trash, it is a waste of 
human capital.  Furthermore, these employees are at 
risk of becoming bored and unmotivated, ultimately 
affecting productivity and the bottom line.  In the case 
of literacy deficit, we can find an equally hazardous 
situation.  In its simplest form, employees forced to 
struggle with higher demands than they are able to meet 
are not as productive as if they were equipped with the 
essential skills for the job.  That is without accounting 
for the potential health and safety issues arising from 
misunderstanding written instructions or inability to 
comprehend posted emergency procedures.   

 
One of the difficulties with this issue is that most 
Canadians who struggle with low literacy do not self 
identify as having a problem.  This results in them not 
seeking help or working to increase their skills.  
Additionally, those who are aware of their low literacy 
skills often work to mask it, making it difficult for 
employers to see it as an issue and provide them with 
help.   
 
Future predictions of literacy in Canada are somewhat 
bleak.  In fact, the number of Canadians with low 
literacy skills is predicted to rise by 67% over the next 
20 years.  If this prediction is even remotely accurate, 
then low literacy is a problem that organizations are 
going to be forced to deal with.   
 
Who should be responsible for fixing it?  This is a 
question that is currently under debate.  Some believe 
that the responsibility for training lies with employers, 
while others are of the mind that basic competencies 
are the jurisdiction of the provinces and territories.  
From my own perspective, it would be a better course 
of action for these two entities to collaborate in trying 
to solve the problem rather than spinning their wheels 
in disputes over responsibility.  Though there is not a 
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single solution to the problem, some of the key 
elements in addressing it are: 

1. Assessing the literacy of employees to determine if 
training is required. 

2. Having different training options available to 
accommodate different learning styles, situations, 
and skill levels. 

3. Analyzing jobs to determine the required level of 
literacy to perform tasks at a desired rate.   

4. Evaluating the training to ensure that desired results 
are achieved. 

5. Ensuring that the trainees are treated with respect, as 
they may be embarrassed about requiring the 
training. 

 
One suggestion would be to leave literacy training up to 
the employer, but have it subsidized by the government.  
The employer would stand to gain in the realm of 
productivity, and the government would be upholding 
their commitment to educate citizens.  It is a costly and 
time consuming endeavor, but one that may eventually 
be born out of necessity. 
 
Another, perhaps simpler, solution could come in the 
form of a joint coalition of interested parties (workers, 
management, unions, community agencies, literacy 
organizations, and government) that would share the 
financial burden of implementing a universal training 
program throughout the country, and allow employers 
to enroll those employees who require additional 
literacy training at little or no cost to the employee.  
This would help to ensure a universal standard of 
literacy amongst those who receive the training, while 
allowing all of the interested parties benefit in some 
way. 
 
It is easy to say what needs to happen, though it is 
much harder to get the commitment of interested parties 
to make strides toward a solution.  It is a serious issue 
already and, if it is not addressed, the issue of low 
literacy amongst Canadians will almost certainly 
worsen.  It would be wise for all interested parties to 
begin a collaborative effort toward a remedy before it 
gets to a point where it can no longer be ignored. 


