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ABSTRACT: Adult literacy is an essential subject to examine given its impact on human
development indicators. A significant gap exists as nation-states progress on these indices,
especially in developing economies. National governments and international and bilateral
development organizations seek to improve adult literacy metrics for the developing world
through policy interventions and initiatives. Being highly associated with economic development,
education—and the outcomes of education, including literacy and numeracy is critical in this
process in the reflection of the quality of human capital, gender equality, and reduced economic
disparity. Since the first international conference on Adult Education in 1949 in Elsinore,
Denmark, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) member
states have dedicated themselves to ensuring that adults can exercise the basic right to education.
This was reiterated with the adoption of the Marrakech Framework for Action at the Seventh
International Conference on Adult Education in June 2022. Over these 70-plus years, the
landscape and understanding of adult education is evolving. That said, limited access to
educational opportunities has 773 million adults lacking basic literacy skills; two of every three
being women. In many developing countries, adult learning program initiatives still need to meet
their objectives, hence the need to revisit the factors impacting adult literacy and to identify
newer approaches and tools in efforts to achieve near-universal literacy. Improved functional
adult literacy deserves attention and effort because it gives people the opportunity not just to
survive, but to flourish.
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Adult literacy broadly refers to adults' ability to read, write, and understand information
effectively; to function in society and achieve their goals; and to develop their knowledge and
potential (McCaffery et al., 2007). Adult literacy is crucial for enabling individuals to engage
with written content that is integral to daily activities in the current text-driven society. By
extension, adult literacy has become crucial for personal empowerment and social development
(Stromquist, 2009). Having adequate literacy skills allows adults to manage their health and
economic affairs, engage with the community and government, participate in the workforce, and
support their children’s education. Literacy also opens doors to personal growth, economic
opportunity, and social inclusion. Literacy is much more than the ability to read and write.
Literacy impacts adults, families, and communities and provides a key input to nation-building
(Henschke, 2013). Access to adult education and literacy programs is fundamental to enriching
lives and creating an equitable society where everyone can thrive. According to the United
Nations Development Program (n.d.) literacy serves a key input to human development
indicators. The United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda adopted by the UN national assembly also
includes quality education and life-long learning as one of the key agenda items for sustainable
development (UN, 2015).

Literacy varies in definition and distribution across cultures and historical periods with differing
demands on differing socio-economic and cultural environments (LeVine et al., 2011).
However, one constant across contexts is that literacy skills contribute to a range of valuable
and desirable outcomes, leading to better placements on the Human Development Index (HDI).
The connection between literacy and development has long been highlighted. Least developed
countries have the highest illiteracy rates, supporting the observation that literacy unshackles
untapped human potential and leads to increased productivity and better living conditions
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(Blaug, 1966; Mehrara & Musai, 2013). Adult literacy is a privilege not gained by all due to
various social, economic, and political factors, causing people to lose out on getting the
necessary education in the structured course of time. Such adults should have opportunities to
renew their learning journey towards individual upliftment and, by extension, family and
community upliftment. This paper provides an overview of adult literacy in developing
economies highlighting countries and regions that need specific attention.

Adult Literacy Programs

The World Health Organization (2024) defines an adult as someone older than 19 unless
specified otherwise by local country laws. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2004) defines literacy as the ability to identify, understand,
interpret, create, communicate, and compute using printed and written materials associated with
varying contexts. Literacy involves a continuum of learning enabling individuals to achieve
their goals, develop their knowledge and potential, and participate fully in their community and
broader society (Hanemann, 2015). A developing economy, also called a less developed
economy or underdeveloped country, is a nation with a low industrial base contributing to GDP
and a low HDI relative to other countries (Kammoun et al., 2020). There is no universal, agreed
-upon criterion for what makes a country developing versus developed or which countries fit
these two categories. However, general reference points exist such as a nation's GDP per capita
compared to other nations. For the purposes of this review, developing economies will be
identified as countries not included in the list of Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) primary members. Studies show economic growth in OECD countries is
higher than countries with lower HDI with a higher level of quality of life and level of
wellbeing of citizens (Metzger & Shenai, 2021). In the context of adult literacy, in about 45
countries, mostly in sub-Saharan Africa and South and West Asia, adult literacy rates are below
the developing country average of 79% (UNESCO, 2013). None of those 45 countries are in the
OECD member countries list.

The cohesion of the three components “adult”, “literacy” and “developing economy” for this
review looks at adult literacy being a crucial life skill that enables individuals to participate
more fully in the practices of their community. Higher adult literacy levels help reduce the gaps
in achievement levels in developing countries that reflect the quality of human capital of the
country (Mazumdar, 2005). Much of the review will look at the importance of Adult Literacy
Programs (ALP), an important vehicle to improve adult literacy and numeracy skills, and their
impact on increased labor market participation, income, civic awareness, and social benefits.
ALPs can be defined as programs to assist adults to become literate and obtain the knowledge
and skills necessary for employment and self-sufficiency (Mosenthal & Kirsch, 1989). ALPs
can be particularly useful for upskilling populations with low levels of human capital across
multiple dimensions of income, health, and safety, leading to improvements in community and
civic participation.

Significance of the Review

Serious global institutional discussions in the field of adult literacy started in the post-World
War Il era. The first international conference on Adult Education was held in 1949 in Elsinore,
Denmark underscored the fundamental belief that humanitarian, social, and political
deficiencies in societies can be remediated through education (Knoll, 2007). Since then, major
International Conferences on Adult Education (CONFINTEA), which is a UNESCO
intergovernmental (Category I1) conference for policy dialogue on adult learning and education
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Figure 1

Progression of adult literacy rates in developing economies (non-OECD)
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Note. Adapted from Historical data visualization: Adult literacy rates, by Harvard Business School
(n.d.), Harvard University. Copyright by Harvard Business School (n.d.), Harvard University.

(ALE) and related research and advocacy have been conducted. CONFINTEA takes place
every 12 to 13 years since the first conference in Elsinore in 1949; Montreal (Canada) in 1960;
Tokyo (Japan) in 1972; Paris (France) in 1985; Hamburg (Germany) in 1997; and Belém
(Brazil) in 2009. CONFINTEA VI led to the adoption of the Belém Framework for

Action (BFA) which recognized the critical role of lifelong learning in addressing global
educational issues and challenges. At CONFINTEA VII, which took place in Marrakech,
Kingdom of Morocco, in June 2022, participating countries committed to making progress in
five key areas of ALP: policy; governance; financing; participation, inclusion and equity; and
quality (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2010). Significant progress is being made in
adult literacy rates since CONFINTEA I. Figure 1, represents country level adult literacy rate
averages in developing economies. That said, a population weighted average can provide
further insights. Sub-Saharan Africa with 66% and Southern Asia with 73% adult literacy rates
represent a significant portion of adult illiterates in the world (UNESCO Institute for Statistics,
2020). These regions house major population centers in the developing world and comprise
more than 9.5% of the 773 million adults globally who lack basic literacy skills (UNESCO
Institute for Statistics).

Factors Impacting Adult Literacy in Developing Economies

In developing economies, changes in demography, technological evolution, and labor markets
are the key drivers that impact adult literacy numbers. Access to adult literacy is highly
stratified, and the returns to educational re-entry vary across social, economic, and urban/rural
divide categories. The decision of adults to seek literacy after stepping away from school into
work, family, or other roles has become a prominent feature of social stratification. Several
social and macroeconomic trends drive the increased incidence of adult literacy. Adults unable
to continue with formal education due to social, economic, gender, and policy-related reasons
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enter the workforce as unskilled labor. There is a need for institutionalized adult literacy
program initiatives for this unskilled labor force to re-seek literacy.

Social Factors

Literacy attainment is a defining parameter for an individual's social origin and self-esteem.
Freire (1972) speaks about the objectification of the oppressed in society alongside uncritical
models of education, resulting in the internalization of oppression. Those aspects still hold
when analyzing the key demographics of adult illiterates today, especially based on gender,
poverty, and racial prisms. Social and political movements have integrated adult learning and
education to support personal, social, and political empowerment (Mayo et al., 2009). In
Tanzania, for example Julius Nyerere's vision of socialism embraced adult education as a
means of mobilizing people for self-reliant community development and societal
transformation (Omolewa, 2008). The introduction of adult education policies as a means for
economic development redefined community-based political and cultural traditions of adult
education (Bannon, 2016). Within the human capital frame, these policies were developed,
either solely or partly, as learning outcomes primarily regarding return on investment (Goldin,
2024).

There is an emphasis on adult literacy as a part of overall adult education as a social movement
for self-improvement and personal empowerment , where adult literacy helps individuals
overcome the disadvantages of educational "late starts" or "delayed completions," thereby
serving as a "second chance" for those initially left behind (Jarvis, 2007, p. 191). From a
sociological viewpoint, adult literacy is a potentially important tool for lessening social
inequalities that emerged in the earlier life course by improving the initial educational level,
changing a qualification, and acquiring skills and knowledge. A "second chance" schooling
significantly increases the likelihood that individuals will achieve more secure jobs with higher
wages than lowest socio-economic rungs likely resulting from illiteracy. ALPs aim to arouse a
sense of dignity, confidence, and self-reliance among the participants. As evidenced by Brazil's
experience through the movement for literacy training of youths and adults (MOVA) project,
these programs work in a social setting and are usually originated by non-governmental
organizations, religious congregations, social movements, community organizations, and
political parties, and can also be originated by various levels of government — municipal, state
and federal (del Pilar O'Cadiz & Torres, 1994).

Arguably, literacy is a fundamental human right. Providing an opportunity to develop literacy
and facilitate language development effectively is paramount to observance of Article 19 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations General Assembly, 1948). In
contemporary society, literacy is important for decision-making, equality, and active
participation in local and worldwide community affairs as it upgrades the individual’s state of
mind (Barton, 2007). Acquiring literacy skills helps adult learners view the world differently—
they can understand their prevailing unfavorable conditions and their rights. Such an awakening
and acquiring requisite knowledge and skills become tools for individual and social change
(Addae, 2021). Studies in Botswana also show that participants in ALP programs reported
improved confidence to participate more in community development activities than their non-
participating counterparts (Kolawole & Pusoetsile, 2022). Adult education acts as an instrument
to make informed citizens, and ALP programs provide for second chances driving social
changes in various aspects, such as gender equality, equity and inclusion, and technology
acceptance.
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Economic Factors

Adult literacy is a crucial component of human capital advancement. The estimated cost of
illiteracy to the global economy is estimated at USD 1.19 trillion, with a major portion of this
economic loss contributed by non-OECD developing and emerging countries (Cree et al.,
2023).Studies have shown the positive relationship between literacy levels and economic
advancement (Chua, 2017). Cree et al. also show that countries with lower adult literacy and
numeracy skills are likely to experience substantial economic loss, with the resident
populations disadvantaged in finding suitable employment. Adult literacy programs can
transform this into an opportunity to ensure that socio-economic well-being ensues. Adult
literacy participants are more likely to move from economic inactivity and unpaid family work
towards self-employment especially in rural areas (Blunch, 2009); hlghhghtmg the need for
adult literacy in supporting the transformation of developing economies from low-wage
subsistence farm-based economies to value-added manufacturing and service-based economies
— areas that need a literate workforce. Studies in developing economies such as Ghana have
shown that households with literate adults and adults engaging in literacy programs had 8.5% to
14% higher incomes than households without literate adults (Blunch & Portner, 2011).

A nation with a higher literacy rate is more likely to attract a large pool of investors and
entrepreneurs and an inflow of money, significantly impacting the nation's economy (Gulcemal,
2020; Robinson, 1998). China provides an example: since the 1970s, per capita income levels
rose with implementation of universal literacy initiatives (Yeoh & Chu, 2012). However, there
is also evidence that ALP initiatives are not always successful; in the case of Venezuela higher
literacy rates have not translated into economic accretion (Blunch & Portner, 2011) but can be
attributed to macroeconomic anomalies (Bull & Rosales, 2020). Literacy positively affects
people and labor force status, and adults with literacy skills are more likely to be employed and
command higher wages than individuals with weaker literacy skills (Appleton & Teal, 1998).
Higher literacy rates impact the quality of human capital, which plays a key role in the
economic development of developing countries.

Rural-Urban Divide

Literacy statistics also report higher illiteracy levels among rural than urban populations.
Studies in Namibia (Lind, 1996) show the added pressure of lack of time in rural populations
due to the high demand placed on their labor arising from low or absent domestic technologies
and infrastructure and competing subsistence living priorities. The rural-urban divide in
education appears to be more pronounced in developing economies where there is a correlation
between socioeconomic development gaps and adult literacy levels (Glewwe & Kremer, 2006).
Adults from rural areas face geographic and institutional disadvantages due to low population
density and remoteness, limiting access to doorstep or near-door literacy opportunities. Much
of the current rural literacy and education infrastructure in developing economies is geared
towards primary and secondary schooling, leaving adults with fewer avenues to re-enter the
education path (Agyekum, 2022).

Gender Related Factors

With two of every three adult illiterates being women, low female literacy is an issue that needs
attention. The issue is more acute in high-population countries such as India, where the adult
female literacy rate in 2021 projected to 65.66% based on the 2011 national census
(Chattopadhyay, 2018). The situation in African countries is also not very encouraging.
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Demographic and health survey data from one survey showed 31 nations with only a small
percentage of adult women with literacy skills, especially in Western and Middle Africa (Smith
-Greenaway, 2015). Investing in female education can improve a country’s economic growth;
more educated female workers participating in the labor force are an indicator of higher human
capital levels (Cooray & Potrafke, 2011). Norton and Tomal (2009) stressed the importance of
female education, stating that educating females can potentially affect economic growth
because literate mothers can educate their children, having a positive, deferred impact on their
children’s generation.

Gender-based division of labor and patriarchal subordination also influence women’s
educational participation (Stromquist, 1990). Despite such constraints, women in developing
economies understand that education is critical and leads to individual and family growth and
development. Studies in India show that women understand that education could help them get
better jobs, enhance their income, deal with challenges in daily life better, and boost self-
confidence (Aggarwal et al., 2022). Considering the importance of female literacy, it is
worthwhile to find the determinants of the gender gap in adult literacy in developing countries
to reduce it and increase human capital (Liu & Feng, 2019).

Political and Policy-Related Factors

Adult literacy policy and governance needs to acknowledge the implications of lifelong
learning in various forms such as formal, non-formal, and informal education (Chisholm, 2008;
Colley et al., 2004; Du Bois-Reymond, 2005). Establishing comprehensive formal education
and training systems is not as easy in countries with poorly developed education infrastructures
as it is in more affluent nations.Therefore, adult literacy programs need to consider the
significance of such learning for individuals and communities. Mazumdar (2005) stresses that
government expenditure on education represents a country's commitment to its developmental
goals. In most developing countries with a low ranking for education on HDI parameters, adult
education is politically a low priority, institutionally weak, and substantially dependent upon
external funding (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2022). Countries must devise
progressive policy, create and support organizational structures, and provide funding for not
only essential literacy skills but also contributions towards human capital development. For
example, Tanzania will only achieve UNESCO's Agenda 2030, Tanzania Vision 2025, and
Sustainable Development Goal 4.6 if national policy formulation and implementation become
culture-sensitive with consistent local government funding (Fute et al., 2022). A critical first
step is demonstrating that learning is socially valued and that public policy is committed both to
fostering learning cultures and investing in ALPs. Despite the poor performance of ALPs in
improving the literacy and numeracy skills of participants in many developing countries, other
beneficial outcomes suggest that these programs are helpful policy options (Blunch, 2017).
Some recent successful programs offer potential examples to follow, particularly the utilization
of novel methods and modern technology as Arthur-Mensah and Shuck (2014) covered in their
exploration of e-learning adoption in Africa with available technology resources and practices
and its positive implications on workforce training and development.

The “systemic environment” of institutions plays a vital role in individual choices and decisions
to participate in education and in constraining or facilitating educational returns to the labor
market (Allmendinger, 1989). Hence, developing economies need to further strengthen this
systematic environment to meet universal adult literacy. Such nations have the greater need to
invest in education to encourage adult education (Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2014). Comprehensively
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designed and targeted ALPs that incorporate use of new technologies have the potential to be a
powerful tool to achieve universal adult literacy (Wagner, 2012).

Conclusion

Literacy plays a crucial role in determining a country's Human Development Index (HDI) and
its global ranking. Adult literacy rates are influenced by factors such as rural-urban divides,
gender inequalities, disparities among social groups, institutional support, funding, and regional
differences. Marginalized and illiterate individuals require literacy skills to cope with
unprecedented changes in the context of the knowledge-based economy and globalization.
Without policy and sustained ALP interventions, the lack of adult literacy in developing
economies will continue to be a humanitarian challenge for many upcoming decades. Case in
point: India — with its large, developing economy and significant adult population base will not
achieve full adult literacy even by 2050 (Venkatanarayana, 2015).

Lessons should be learned from similar mass remediation drives that have shown positive
results. The global polio eradication initiative eliminated polio in less than 25 years. Managed
by the World Health Organization Executive Board and the World Health Assembly, combined
efforts successfully mobilized: (1) political and social support; (2) policy development and
strategic planning; (3) partnership management; (4) donor coordination; and, (5) operational
support, oversight, audit, and monitoring (Cochi et al., 2014). It is notable to see similar
overlapping populations and geographies lagging in adult illiteracy eradication. Establishing a
central authority to oversee literacy initiatives—capable of receiving and managing financial
resources, coordinating efforts between governments and NGOs, securing government
commitments for funding, and mobilizing volunteers and instructors (Cree et al.); would be a
valuable step in addressing adult illiteracy.

Implications for the Field of Adult Literacy in Developing Economies

Considering the contributions of various stakeholders practical steps must be taken to expand
both the quantity and quality of adult literacy opportunities worldwide, within the broader
framework of lifelong learning. These efforts should focus on a capability approach aiming to
enhance overall human capabilities, including personal and economic development, social
interaction, and political participation (Youngman, 2000). Furthermore, literacy education on
multiple topics will enhance sustainable development in any knowledge economy. Such topics
include environment, production, preventative actions, personal income generation, improved
human capacity, and social justice through the sustenance of democratic institutional structure
(Oghenekohwo & Frank-Oputu, 2017). Institutional support with the necessary funding and
policy backing is crucial for Adult Literacy Programs (ALPs) to operate in mission mode to
eliminate adult illiteracy.. Tanzania’s case provides strong evidence where the adult literacy
rate dropped from 90.4% reported in 1986 to 71% in 1997 (Fute et al., 2022), a drop of almost
20 percentage points in about 11 years due to a lack of sustenance of ALP initiatives.

Importance of Continued Research

Developing economies must implement more cohesive, rather than piecemeal, improvements
and interventions in adult literacy. Many still need to establish a clear and unified definition of
adult education and how it should be measured (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning,
2022). Countries are still striving to establish a shared understanding of the broader scope of
the adult education sector, which spans everything from basic literacy programs to higher
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education, workplace professional development, and skill-building and vocational training
initiatives.Digital literacy, e-learning, and various communication tools based on the internet
and mobile technology further support the adult literacy paradigm. Application of policy
coherence, creates a need for additional research to pinpoint gaps and apply targeted solutions
in the eradication of adult illiteracy.
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