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Literacy and numeracy shortfalls have emerged as a major 
issue for employers as they evaluate their skills base against 
opportunities presented by the improving economy.  
Ai Group has become increasingly concerned about reports 
from across our membership of workforce literacy and 
numeracy deficiencies. The frequency with which this issue is 
raised indicates this is not a limited problem but it has not 

been possible to get an accurate fix on the extent of the issue – until now. 

The release of this report on employer views about workforce literacy and numeracy 
represents a major step forward in tackling this fundamental issue. The report 
includes several key findings to guide us forward. 

A key finding is that more than 75% of employers responding to our survey reported 
that their businesses were affected by low levels of literacy and numeracy. This is a 
major finding. We were keen to establish what the views of employers are as this is a 
gap in the current research and our knowledge. This disturbing result is consistent 
with the results of the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey of 2006 which drew 
attention to the poor level of literacy and numeracy skills within the Australian 
adult population.  

The survey also revealed that 45% of employers nominated labourers and process 
workers as the occupational group most affected by low levels of literacy and 
numeracy. But the story does not end there. All occupational categories were 
impacted by inadequate levels of literacy and numeracy including apprentices, 
technicians, clerical and administrative workers, managers, engineers and other 
professionals. The rich data provided through the employer roundtable discussions 
confirmed that this is a problem for the whole of the workforce. 

The consequences of inadequate literacy and numeracy are significant both in terms 
of the number and depth. Poor completion of workplace documents and time wasting 
through repeated work were the most reported impacts at over 40%. But there is a 
long list of other important consequences including ineffective work teams, materials 
wastage, ineffective training, financial miscalculations, workplace injuries and 
unsafe work practices and recruitment difficulties. It is clear that inadequate levels 
of workplace literacy and numeracy are having negative impacts on productivity and 
workplace safety. 

The findings of this report are most disturbing and the time for action is now.  
Ai Group is assisting directly through a current project with a number of companies 
to trial a range of solutions. We are confident that this will contribute to the search 
for the way forward in this most fundamental of challenges. 

 

 

Heather Ridout 
Chief Executive  
Australian Industry Group
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“Big problem – not necessarily noticeable now, but problems in the future if you want to change 
anything or make progress in the business such as measuring processes and doing something with the 
information to improve productivity and reduce the number of rejects.” 
 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

“The apprentices struggle with maths, for example, to calculate angles to put up a bracket. Apprentices 

can do well in tests but they can’t do maths in the workplace – they can’t transfer to a new context. 

There is too much reliance on calculators. They can’t recognise wrong answers and have no ability to 

make a good estimate of the right answer.” 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

“In our business we need complete traceability of products and that means employees need to use 
codes accurately. We have developed simplified code numbers/code cards to help us with this, but it’s 
still an issue. Sometimes the parts need to be traced back through the supply chain so we can 
accurately report faults.” 
 

 

“We ran a competitive manufacturing course for eight people where they had to come up with solutions 

to present to the GM but there was too much fear of presenting due to their communication skills. The 

whole task was seen as too big and overwhelming for them – it was abandoned and so was the idea of 

introducing competitive manufacturing principles in that part of the workplace.” 
 

 

“We had supervisor level training for Certificate IV that picked up a lot of literacy issues because people 

were having trouble completing the training. It took an extra eight months on top of the certificate for 

some people to get through with extra support.” 
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