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Summary of this submission 

Our central message is that basic skills like literacy, numeracy and digital literacy should 

be a core part of Skillnet Ireland’s next statement of strategy. 

 

This is because: 

• Basic skills benefit our economy 

• Basic skills benefit employers 

• Basic skills benefit employees and jobseekers 

• Basic skills benefit Skillnet Ireland 

• Basic skills support government policy 

• Skillnet Ireland has a key role to play in basic skills 

 

To do this, we recommend Skillnet Ireland commit to: 

1. Improve literacy awareness among your networks 

2. Integrate literacy into the training you support 

3. Develop Skillnet Initiatives that target disadvantaged groups 

4. Connect with Regional Adult Literacy Coalitions 

5. Support basic skills in your policy work 
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Introduction 

We are the National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA), a registered charity and 

membership-based organisation. We receive annual funding from SOLAS to support the 

Further Education and Training strategy (SOLAS 2020) and the Adult Literacy for Life 

strategy (SOLAS 2021). Our Learn with NALA distance and eLearning service (NALA 

2024a) was awarded a UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization) International Literacy Prize in September 2025. 

 

We believe that literacy is a human right. Everyone in Ireland should have the chance to 

develop their literacy, numeracy and digital skills to take part fully in society. Our 

mission is to: 

• campaign for literacy as human right; 

• be leaders and champion best literacy practice; and 

• support organisations in their efforts to be literacy friendly. 

 

NALA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the public consultation on Skillnet 

Ireland’s Statement of Strategy 2026-2028. 

 

 

  

https://www.nala.ie/nala-wins-unesco-international-literacy-prize-for-learn-with-nala/
https://www.nala.ie/nala-wins-unesco-international-literacy-prize-for-learn-with-nala/
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Literacy, numeracy and digital skills 

Literacy, numeracy and digital skills 

involve listening, speaking, reading, 

writing, using numbers and everyday 

technology to communicate, to build 

relationships, to understand information 

and to make informed choices in all 

areas of everyday life. 

 

Literacy, numeracy and digital skills 

enable people to reach their full potential, 

to be active and critical participants in 

society and to help address poverty and 

social exclusion.  

 

In this document, we use the word “literacy” to refer to all of these skills.  
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Literacy and equality 

Literacy needs arise because of educational and wider structural inequalities. A 

person with literacy needs is more likely to have: 

• parents with low educational attainment; 

• poor health; and 

• low income. 

 

They are also more likely to be unemployed or outside the labour force (CSO 

2024a). 

 

For equality, priority should be given to those who have experienced the most 

educational disadvantage – the furthest behind first principle in the UN 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN 2015). For the furthest behind, there 

must be enhanced and targeted opportunities and supports. 
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Adult Literacy for Life strategy 

The Government published a 10-year Adult Literacy for Life strategy in 2021. It 

aims to: “ensure that everyone has the necessary literacy, numeracy and digital 

literacy to fully participate in society and realise their potential” (SOLAS 2021, p4).  

 

This strategy commits to a cross-Government, cross-economy and cross-society 

approach to support literacy needs. It means that a whole range of sectors will 

understand literacy barriers and work together to remove them. This includes 

employers and training providers. 

 

 

 

 

www.adultliteracyforlife.ie   

https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/f/120607/x/a256be34db/adult-literacy-for-life-strategy.pdf
http://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/
https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/


Page 8 of 24 

   

 

 

Adult literacy needs in Ireland today 

Findings from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) Survey of Adult Skills 2023, released on 10 December 2024 (Central 

Statistics Office - CSO 2024a), show the following: 

 

• 1 in 4 adults1 in Ireland (25%, around 835,000 people) do not have basic 

proficiency in numeracy2. This means that 1 in 4 adults can, at best, do basic 

calculations but may struggle with tasks needing multiple steps.  

 

For example, these adults may find it difficult to charge customers correctly. 

 

• 1 in 5 adults in Ireland (21%, around 700,000 people) do not have basic 

proficiency in literacy. This means that 1 in 5 adults can, at best, understand 

short texts and organised lists, when information is clearly indicated. 

 

For example, these adults may have trouble reading workplace policies or 

safety regulations. 

 

Other findings on digital skills in 2023, from the Digital Economy and Society Index 

(European Commission 2024), show that 

 

• More than 1 in 4 adults3 in Ireland (27%, just over a million people) do not have 

basic digital skills. This means that more than 1 in 4 adults have not done at 

least one activity in each of five digital competence areas4. For example, sent 

an email, fact-checked something or changed software settings. 

 

These adults may struggle to adopt new digital technologies such as artificial 

intelligence (AI). 

 

1 Aged 16-65 
2 This means they score at or below Level 1 on a five-level scale 
3 Aged 16-74 
4 Information and data literacy; Communication and collaboration; Digital content creation; Problem-
solving; and Safety skills 
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Adult literacy needs in Ireland’s workforce 

The OECD Survey of Adult Skills 2023 (CSO 2024a) provides up-to-date information 

about literacy, numeracy and employment in Ireland. 

 

The survey shows that having literacy and numeracy needs makes a person more likely 

to be unemployed or outside the labour force, even in Ireland’s current context of full 

employment. However, a substantial proportion of adults who are employed also have 

these basic skills needs: 

 

• 17% of employed adults in Ireland have literacy needs; and 

• 20% of employed adults in Ireland have numeracy needs. 

 

Skills needs vary widely by sector. The three employment sectors with the highest 

levels of literacy needs are: 

 

1. Transportation and Storage (35%) 

2. Construction (30%) 

3. Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (28%) 

 

The three employment sectors with the highest level of numeracy needs are: 

 

1. Transportation and Storage (34%) 

2. Administrative and Support Service Activities (32%) 

3. Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (31%) 

 

Literacy and numeracy needs are also associated with lower incomes: the lowest 10% 

of earners in Ireland are around three times more likely to have literacy needs or 

numeracy needs than the highest 10% of earners. 

 

Please see NALA’s factsheet on employment in the OECD Survey of Adult Skills 

(NALA 2025) for further details. 

 

  

https://www.nala.ie/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/NALA-factsheet-on-employment-OECD-Survey-of-Adult-Skills.pdf
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Adult literacy needs and lifelong learning 

Ireland’s lifelong learning rate has grown in recent years. However, the OECD has 

stated that "participation in lifelong learning in Ireland lags behind top EU performers" 

(OECD 2023, p21). 

Also, not everyone is benefitting. Adults with lower levels of education and skills are 

much less likely to take part in lifelong learning (OECD 2025, SOLAS 2025). 

• SOLAS (2025) found that the only group whose participation in lifelong learning went 

down between 2023 and 2024 was adults with qualifications at National Framework 

of Qualifications (NFQ) Level 3 or below. 

• The OECD (2025) found that adults with literacy needs are less than half as likely to 

be in adult learning (32%) as the highest-performing adults (71%). 
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Government targets for basic skills 

Table 1 below shows where current levels of literacy, numeracy and digital literacy 

are in relation to the targets in the Adult Literacy for Life Strategy (SOLAS 2021, p13). 

We need to cut literacy needs to a third of their current levels, and numeracy needs 

by half, to reach the targets.  

 

The target for 20% of adults to be without basic digital skills is closer to being 

achieved. It is worth noting, however, that this would still leave 1 in 5 adults without 

the digital skills needed for everyday life and work. 

 

Measure Data source Target 

(reduce to…) 

Deadline Latest figures 

% of adults at or 

below Level 1 in 

literacy 

OECD Survey of 

Adult Skills 

7% End 2031 21% 

% of adults at or 

below Level 1 in 

numeracy 

OECD Survey of 

Adult Skills 

12% End 2031 25% 

% of adults 

without basic 

digital skills 

Digital Economy 

and Society Index 

(DESI) 

20% End 2031 27% 

 

Table 1: Current Levels of Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Need against Targets in 

Adult Literacy for Life Strategy 
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Literacy friendly organisations 

Given the extent of literacy needs in Ireland, it is important for organisations to 

be aware of literacy needs and to be literacy friendly. This means that the 

organisation makes it as easy as possible for staff and service users to  

• get the information they need; 

• use their services; 

• upskill and reskill; and  

• participate fully. 

The resources on this page can help Skillnet Ireland, and the Irish businesses 

you work with, to be more literacy friendly. 

 

Literacy resources 

• NALA’s range of Literacy Awareness Training options, including webinars 

and professional development courses 

• NALA’s distance and eLearning service, Learn with NALA 

• NALA’s practical guide to being a literacy friendly organisation, Making it 

Happen (NALA 2023) 

• NALA’s dedicated guide for employers, “An Employer’s Guide to Basic 

Skills at Work” (NALA 2006) – while this is a less recent document, the 

principles and personal experiences it covers are still relevant. 

• the short online course from the Adult Literacy for Life National Programme 

Office, “Let’s Talk About Literacy” 

 

Communications 

• NALA’s plain English resources including our Writing and Design Tips 

(NALA 2024b) 

• NALA’s plain English editing and training services 

https://www.nala.ie/literacy-awareness/
https://www.learnwithnala.ie/
https://www.nala.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Online-Making-it-happen.pdf
https://www.nala.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Online-Making-it-happen.pdf
https://www.nala.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/An-employers-guide-to-basic-skills-at-work.pdf
https://www.nala.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/An-employers-guide-to-basic-skills-at-work.pdf
https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/lets-talk-about-literacy-course/
https://www.nala.ie/plain-english/plain-english-tips/
https://www.nala.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Writing-and-design-tips.pdf
https://www.nala.ie/plain-english/editing-training-services/
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• the short online course from the Adult Literacy for Life National Programme 

Office, “Let’s talk about plain language” 

• the Customer Communications Toolkit for Services to the Public 

designed by the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER) and 

the National Disability Authority (NDA) (2023)  

https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/plain-language-course/
https://universaldesign.ie/communications-digital/customer-communications-toolkit-a-universal-design-approach
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Response to consultation paper 

The consultation paper for Skillnet Ireland’s Statement of Strategy 2026-2028 

(Skillnet Ireland 2025a) sets out three thematic areas for consideration: 

1. Strengthening Enterprise Competitiveness 

2. Accelerating Digitalisation and AI 

3. Climate Change and Sustainability 

We will address these throughout our response below. 

Our central message is that basic skills like literacy, numeracy and digital 

literacy should be a core part of Skillnet Ireland’s next statement of 

strategy. 

 

 

Basic skills benefit our economy 

Literacy, numeracy and digital literacy are the foundation on which all other skills are 

built. To stay competitive throughout the digital and green transitions, with a steady 

pipeline of highly skilled workers, Ireland needs a strong foundation of basic skills.  

 

The National Skills Council has said its next step will be to focus on basic skills:  

 

“Looking ahead, the National Skills Council will direct its attention towards 

development of foundational skills, including literacy and numeracy, lifelong 

learning, and development of skills in SMEs.” (National Skills Council 2025, p27) 

 

 

Basic skills benefit employers  

Quoting our Employer’s Guide to Basic Skills at Work (NALA 2006, p7) - “Employers 

who have supported basic skills in their workplace report many benefits, including: 
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• improved customer relations 

• reductions in wastage 

• improved time-keeping and attendance 

• better morale and more flexibility from employees 

• improvements in production targets 

• better attention to quality 

• increased profits”.  

Skillnet’s own research, Ireland’s Talent Landscape 2025 (Skillnet Ireland 2025b) has 

found demand for basic digital skills among employers: 

• 18% of business leaders surveyed find it difficult to source employees with Microsoft 

365 skills (p19); and 

• 77% highlighted Microsoft Office as pivotal for growth (p44). 

Microsoft Office was the top digital skill selected as pivotal for growth – more than 

double the amount of employers who selected AI (37%). In preparing for new 

developments like AI and climate change, it’s important not to lose sight of employers’ 

basic requirements. 

 

 

Basic skills benefit employees and jobseekers 

People with good basic skills are more resilient to economic shocks as they can more 

easily learn new skills, including advanced skills. They typically earn more and are more 

likely to be employed. 

 

They also have many better social outcomes (CSO 2024b), which include 

• Better health 

• Higher life satisfaction 

• More trust in others 

• More frequent volunteering 

• Stronger belief that they have a say in government.  
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Basic skills benefit Skillnet Ireland 

Adults with good basic skills are more likely to find out about Skillnet Ireland’s learning 

opportunities, to engage in them and to have positive outcomes. 

 

As Skillnet Ireland grows and reaches more workers, you will probably encounter more 

adults with literacy needs. Understanding these clients will make you a better talent 

development agency.   

 

 

Basic skills support government policy 

There are many commitments in the Programme for Government related to adult basic 

skills. For example, the Government has committed to 

 

• “review the financial supports available to adult learners and promote access to 

education and lifelong learning” (p72); 

• “invest in digital skills at all levels, from basic digital literacy for all citizens to being a 

leader in higher education and research in areas like Artificial Intelligence and 

Quantum Computing” (p35); and 

• “ensure citizens with disabilities can access employment on an equal basis to others 

by focussing on building skills, capacity and independence” (p17). 

 

Basic skills are also a priority for the European Union (EU). The Union of Skills 

announced in 2025, and associated Action Plan on Basic Skills, cover reading, maths, 

science, digital and citizenship skills across the life span. 

 

We have already discussed the Adult Literacy for Life strategy (p8) and the targets 

within it (p12). But we will note here that this Government’s term of office is crucial for 

implementation of the strategy, which runs from 2021 to 2031. 
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Skillnet Ireland has a key role to play in basic skills 

As the national talent development agency of Ireland, Skillnet Ireland is uniquely placed 

to address the basic skills needs that we have set out in this submission. Right now, 

only a tiny fraction of the adults with literacy needs in Ireland are engaging in literacy 

learning. Through your business networks, Skillnet Ireland can reach those who need 

upskilling the most and have the most untapped potential. 
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Our recommendations 

Here are some recommendations for how Skillnet Ireland can support basic skills in 

practice. 

 

1. Improve literacy awareness among your networks 

Improving awareness of the level of literacy needs in Ireland, how these needs affect 

people’s work and learning, and how to address them will have immediate positive 

effects for educators, employers and employees. A range of training and guidance 

options are suggested on page 13 of this submission. These could be offered to 

Skillnet Ireland staff, educators, and business networks. 

 

2. Integrate literacy into the training you support 

Integrating literacy means that learners are not assumed to have basic literacy, 

unnecessary literacy barriers to learning are removed, and literacy skills are 

improved through learning about other topics. Educators should also be able to 

identify when a learner has literacy needs and signpost them to appropriate 

services. We can offer further guidance on integrating literacy. 

 

3. Develop Skillnet Initiatives that target disadvantaged groups 

The OECD has recommended Ireland to "provide tailored and targeted support to 

disadvantaged groups to address the specific barriers they face to participating in 

lifelong learning" (OECD 2023, p124). The Adult Literacy for Life strategy sets out 

the following 12 priority groups for potential targeting (SOLAS 2021, p59): 

 

1. Older adults (55+) 

2. Members of the Traveller Community 

3. Persons with disabilities 

4. Low-paid workers 

5. Carers 
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6. One-parent households 

7. Incarcerated persons and ex-offenders 

8. Persons recovering from addiction 

9. Long-term unemployed 

10. Migrants 

11. International Protection Applications 

12. People with language needs 

 

4. Connect with Regional Adult Literacy Coalitions 

Under the Adult Literacy for Life strategy, Regional Adult Literacy Coalitions have 

been set up in each of the 16 Education and Training Board (ETB) regions. There 

could be opportunities for local Skillnet Business Networks to collaborate and share 

information with the coalitions. At this link you can find the contact details for each 

of the 16 Regional Literacy Coordinators. 

 

5. Support basic skills in your policy work 

Skillnet Ireland has a uniquely informed and powerful voice in the development of 

government policy on talent development. You could have a significant impact on 

adult literacy and other basic skills throughout your policy work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://a.storyblok.com/f/120607/x/500ba4268a/rlc-contact-list_as-of-02_12_25.pdf
https://a.storyblok.com/f/120607/x/500ba4268a/rlc-contact-list_as-of-02_12_25.pdf
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Conclusion 

In this submission, we are calling for basic skills like literacy, numeracy and digital 

literacy to be a core part of Skillnet Ireland’s next statement of strategy.  

 

We have made our case for why and how Skillnet Ireland can support the development 

of basic skills among Ireland’s workforce. 

 

 

Contact 

We are happy to discuss our comments and recommendations further. 

 

Aoife Crawford 

Research and Policy Officer 

Tel: 01 412 7919  

Email: acrawford@nala.ie  

 

mailto:acrawford@nala.ie
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List of acronyms 

• AI: Artificial Intelligence  

• ALL: Adult Literacy for Life  

• CSO: Central Statistics Office  

• DESI: Digital Economy and Society Index  

• DPER: Department of Public Expenditure and Reform  

• ETB: Education and Training Board  

• EU: European Union  

• FET: Further Education and Training 

• NALA: National Adult Literacy Agency 

• NDA: National Disability Authority  

• NFQ: National Framework of Qualifications  

• OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development  

• PIAAC: Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies  

• SME: Small and Medium-sized Enterprise  

• SOLAS: An tSeirbhís Oideachais Leanúnaigh agus Scileanna (State agency 

responsible for Further Education and Training) 

• UN: United Nations  
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About NALA 

The National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) is a charity and membership based 

organisation. We support adults with literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs to 

access learning opportunities that meet their needs and to take part fully in society. 

NALA does this by raising awareness of the importance of literacy, doing research and 

sharing good practice. We also provide support through our online learning courses, 

tutoring service and by lobbying for further investment to improve adult literacy, 

numeracy and digital literacy skills. 

 

 

National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA)   Websites: 

Sandford Lodge        nala.ie  

Sandford Close        learnwithnala.ie 

Ranelagh, Dublin 6  

D06 YF65 

 

Freephone: 1 800 20 20 65 

  

Email: info@nala.ie 

 

 

Company Registration Number: 342807 

Registered Charity Number: 20020965 

CHY (Charity) Number: 8506 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adult Literacy is co-funded by the Government of Ireland and the European Union. 
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