
When data are missing for one component, a

country will still be included if a reasonable

estimate can be found from another source. 

As a result of revisions in data and method-

ology over time, the HDI values and ranks are

not comparable across editions of the Report.

Table 2 in this year’s Report presents comparable

HDI trends based on a consistent methodology

and data. 

LIFE EXPECTANCY AT BIRTH

The life expectancy estimates used in the Report

are from the 2000 revision of the United Nations

Population Division’s database World Popu-
lation Prospects (UN 2001d). The United

Nations Population Division derives global

demographic estimates and projections bian-

nually. In the 2000 revision it made significant

adjustments to further incorporate the demo-

graphic impact of HIV/AIDS, which has led to

substantial changes in life expectancy estimates

and projections for a number of countries, par-

ticularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

The life expectancy estimates published by

the United Nations Population Division are five-

year averages. The life expectancy estimates for

1999 shown in table 1 (on the HDI) were

obtained through linear interpolation based on

these five-year averages. While the human devel-

opment index requires yearly estimates, other

tables showing data of this type, such as table 8

(on survival), present the unaltered five-year

averages. Estimates for years after 2000 refer to

medium-variant projections. 

ADULT LITERACY

The adult literacy rates presented in the Report

are estimates and projections from UNESCO’s

February 2000 literacy assessment. These esti-

mates and projections are based on population

data from the 1998 revision of the World Pop-
ulation Prospects database (UN 1998) and lit-
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The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) is the

world’s first international comparative assessment of

adult literacy skills. The IALS study has combined house-

hold survey methods and educational assessment to pro-

vide comparable estimates of literacy skills for 24 countries.

The survey tests representative samples of adults (aged

16–65) in their homes, asking them to undertake a range

of common tasks using authentic materials from a wide

range of social and cultural contexts. The IALS study is

jointly sponsored by Statistics Canada, the US Center for

Education Statistics and the Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development (OECD).

While traditional measures of literacy focus pri-

marily on the ability to decode the printed word, the

IALS study defines literacy as the ability to understand

and use printed information in daily activities at home,

at work and in the community. It compiled the cross-

country data to ensure that the results are comparable

across countries with different languages and cultures

and that any known sources of bias are corrected. 

The IALS reports on three areas of literacy:

• Prose literacy—the knowledge and skills needed to

understand and use information from texts, including

editorials, news stories, poems and fiction.

• Document literacy—the knowledge and skills

required to locate and use information in different for-

mats, including maps, graphs, tables, payroll forms, job

applications and transportation schedules. 

• Quantitative literacy—the knowledge and skills

required to apply arithmetic operations to numbers

in printed materials, such as balancing a cheque book,

figuring out a tip, completing an order form or deter-

mining the amount of interest on a loan from an

advertisement.

Analysis of IALS data reveals several important

facts. First, countries differ greatly in the level and

social distribution of literacy skills. Second, these dif-

ferences can be attributed to a handful of underlying

factors, including differences among countries in the

quantity and quality of initial education. The evi-

dence also suggests, however, that several aspects of

adult life, including the use of literacy skills at home

and at work, transform skills after formal education.

Finally, in many countries literacy skills play an impor-

tant part in allocating economic opportunity, reward-

ing the skilled and penalizing the relatively unskilled. 

The IALS will begin a new cycle of data collec-

tion in 2002 to better understand the role of literacy

skills in determining economic outcomes for indi-

viduals and, by extension, for nations. A full analysis

of the currently available data can be found in OECD

and Statistics Canada (2000).

This Report uses the percentage of adults lacking

functional literacy skills, defined on the basis of prose

literacy, in the human poverty index for selected OECD

countries, presented in table 4. 

BOX 5 

The International Adult Literacy Survey

Source: Murray 2001. 


