Foreword

It is no exaggeration to use the word “revolution” when talking about how our lives have changed over the past few
decades. Today we rely on information and communication technologies and devices that hadn’t even been imagined
in 1980. The way we live and work has changed profoundly — and so has the set of skills we need to participate fully in
and benefit from our hyper-connected societies and increasingly knowledge-based economies.

Governments need a clear picture not only of how labour markets and economies are changing, but of the extent to
which their citizens are equipping themselves with the skills demanded in the 21st century, since people with low skills
proficiency face a much greater risk of economic disadvantage, a higher likelihood of unemployment, and poor health.
Our new publication series, the OECD Skills Outlook, aims to provide that picture. It will offer an annual overview
of how skills are being developed, activated and used across OECD and partner countries, and highlight the kinds
of education, employment, tax and other social policies that encourage and allow people to make the most of their
potential.

This inaugural edition of the OECD Skills Outlook is devoted to reporting the results of the first round of the Survey of
Adult Skills, a product of the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). The survey
provides a rich source of data on adults’ proficiency in literacy, numeracy and problem solving in technology-rich
environments — the key information-processing skills that are invaluable in 21st-century economies — and in various
“generic” skills, such as co-operation, communication, and organising one’s time.

If there is one central message emerging from this new survey, it is that what people know and what they do with what
they know has a major impact on their life chances. The median hourly wage of workers who can make complex
inferences and evaluate subtle truth claims or arguments in written texts is more than 60% higher than for workers who
can, at best, read relatively short texts to locate a single piece of information. Those with low literacy skills are also more
than twice as likely to be unemployed. The survey also shows that how literacy skills are distributed across a population
has significant implications on how economic and social outcomes are distributed within the society. If large proportions
of adults have low reading and numeracy skills, introducing and disseminating productivity-improving technologies
and work-organisation practices can therefore be hampered. But the impact of skills goes far beyond earnings and
employment. In all countries, individuals with lower proficiency in literacy are more likely than those with better
literacy skills to report poor health, to believe that they have little impact on political processes, and not to participate in
associative or volunteer activities. In most countries, they are also less likely to trust others.

These results, and results from future rounds of the survey, will inform much of the analysis contained in subsequent
editions of the Outlook. The Outlook will build on the OECD’s extensive body of work in education and training,
including findings from its Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and its policy reviews of vocational
education and training, and its work on skills, particularly the Skills Strategy — the integrated, cross-government framework
developed by experts across the Organisation to help countries understand more about how to invest in skills in ways
that will transform lives and drive economies. The OECD Skills Outlook will show us where we are, where we need to
be, and how to get there if we want to be fully engaged citizens in a global economy.
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