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What is the link between literacy and poverty?

What is the poverty rate in BC? 

How does it affect people’s lives?

 (1)
—

Individuals who are employed typically have higher literacy test scores than those who are unemployed. (8)
—

“[T]here is a connection between economic well-being and potential literacy development as adults who earn less participate less in activi-
ties that support the development of literacy abilities, and have fewer opportunities to participate in job training and education.” (2)

“Over half a million British Columbians 
– 12 percent of the provincial popula-
tion – lived in poverty in 2009 according 

After Tax].” By comparison, the other 
provinces ranged from a low of about 
5% in PEI to the next highest rate of 
just over 10% in Ontario. (4)

Between 2006 and 2008, high school dropouts were more than twice as likely to be living in poverty as high school graduates 
who did not attend college or university. (6)

general population because of particu-

groups include single mothers with young 
children, people of Aboriginal ancestry, 
recent immigrants and refugees, and 
people with disabilities, mental illness or 
addictions.” (4)

[E]ach additional year of education 
raises annual earnings by approximately 
8.3% and, of that, approximately 3.1 
percentage points result from the com-

and, in turn, literacy on earnings. (3)

“BC has recorded the highest child poverty 
rate in the country for eight years running 
– one in eight children lived in a family 

in 2009.” (4)
—

“Some demographic groups are much 
more likely to experience poverty than the 

shorter life expectancy than higher-income Canadians.” (4)
—

Between 2008 and 2009, there was a net loss in employment for individuals with less 
than a high school diploma; as of 2011, employment levels for individuals with less 
than a high school diploma were 14.5% lower than in 2008, and their labour market 
outcomes were poor. (7)



References
1. Canadian Council on Learning. (2007). Health literacy in Canada: initial results from the International Adult Literacy and 

Skills Survey, 2007. Ottawa: Canadian Council on Learning. Retrieved from: http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/HealthLiteracy/
HealthLiteracyinCanada.pdf

2. Canadian Literacy and Learning Network (CLLN). (June 2012). Learning and earning: linking literacy and poverty using 
IALS data on earnings. Ottawa: CLLN. Retrieved from: http://www.literacy.ca/content/uploads/2012/09/learning-and-earn-
ing-literature-review.pdf

3. Green, D., & Riddell, C. (2001). Literacy, numeracy and labour market outcomes in Canada. Human Resources and Skills 
Development Canada and Statistics Canada. Retrieved from: http://publications.gc.ca/collections/Collection/CS89-552-8E.
pdf

4. Ivanova, I. (2011). The cost of poverty in BC. Vancouver: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. Retrieved from: http://
www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/BC%20Office/2011/07/CCPA_BC_cost_of_poverty_
full_report.pdf

5. OECD & Statistics Canada. (2005). Learning a living: first results of the adult literacy and life skills survey. Ottawa and Paris: 
OECD and Statistics Canada. Retrieved from: http://www.oecd.org/education/educationeconomyandsociety/34867438.pdf

6. Reder, S. (August 2010). Adult literacy development and economic growth. Washington, DC: National Institute for Literacy. 
Retrieved from: http://lincs.ed.gov/publications/pdf/AdultLiteracyDevEcoGrowth.pdf

7. Statistics Canada. (June 21, 2012). Study: economic downturn and educational attainment, 2008 to 2011. Ottawa: Statistics 
Canada. Retrieved from: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/120621/dq120621c-eng.pdf

8. Willms, J.D. & Murray, T.S. (July 2007). International Adult Literacy Survey: Gaining and losing literacy skills over the life-
course. Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Retrieved from: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/89-552-m/89-552-m2007016-eng.pdf

How does literacy and poverty affect 
the economy?

Literacy losses in adulthood are con-
centrated in adults from lower socio-
economic backgrounds. (8)

—
Low literacy rates are linked both to 
poverty and crime … it is estimated 
“that raising the literacy level of those in 
the bottom quintile to the literacy levels of 
the second income quintile would poten-
tially save about 4% of the total cost of 
crime.” (4) In BC, this amounts to an 
estimated $745 million annually. (4)

—
“If the market incomes of the entire first 
quintile of BC families were to rise to 
the average incomes in the second quin-
tile [$32,200 market income], we’ d see a 
$7.1 billion increase in market income in 

BC (thus, in our GDP), including $645 
million that would be spent on higher 
income taxes.” (4)

—
“Government costs of poverty make up 
over a third of the costs to society and 
amount to $2.2 to $2.3 billion in 2008 
or approximately 5.6 to 5.8 percent of the 
$40 billion provincial budget.” (4)

—
“[H]igh ICT [information and commu-
nication technology] use requires prior 
literacy and numeracy skill. ICT skills, 
in turn, amplify the productivity effects 
of capital and labour and hence drive 
inequality in wages. Thus any attempt 
to mitigate the digital divide must first 
address shortcomings in literacy and 
numeracy.” (5)
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