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This policy brief examines how data produced by the Programme for the International Assessment 

of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), initiated and managed by the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, influences public debates through the national press in six 

European countries: Estonia, Denmark, Italy, Slovakia, and the United Kingdom. 

The research reported in this policy brief was undertaken as part of ENLIVEN’s Work Package 3, 

coordinated by the University of Verona. 

 

 

Standard setting in adult learning at international level is the process involved in establishing 

common rules for states. This implies two coinciding events. First, some actions must be named as 

good, desirable, or permissible (normative action); these must then be codified by international 

organizations (e.g. the European Union, EU), in texts: Recommendations, Communications, and 

so on. Codifying normative action is never value-free. Second, standard setting also implies that 

those governments or states that are members of international organizations (e.g. the EU) reach 

an agreement on the common goals to be pursued through normative action. Accordingly, 
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benchmarks, and the process of benchmarking, are instrumental in the process of standard-setting 

within the EU. In fact, they translate policy goals into accepted standards, which are then used to 

evaluate how well member states’ performances approximate to those goals. Data generation, and 

particularly data that is quantifiable, is also instrumental, as it helps in designing indicators and 

linking them to policy and related benchmarks.  

Both data generated through PIAAC, and the ‘implicit’ benchmarking of Level 3 in adults’ literacy, 

numeracy and problem-solving skills that comes with it, contribute to standard setting in adult 

learning within the EU. But too little is known of how PIAAC’s contribution to standard setting in 

adult learning influences public debates through national media, and particularly the highest 

circulating newspapers that contribute to knowledge production around the events on which they 

report. 

We performed a media coverage of PIAAC data, and content analysis, of 116 news articles 

published over the period 2012-2019 (July) in the highest circulating newspapers in six EU 

countries. These represent different Welfare State regimes (see Table 1), and showcase differing 

mean proficiency scores in adult skills (see Table 2).  

 
Table 1 – Country coverage, by representativeness of type of Welfare State Regimes 

Country included in this study Type of Welfare State Regime  
(Education and labour market policies) 

Belgium/ Flanders Conservative, continental 

Denmark Nordic, social democratic 

Estonia Post-socialist, neoliberal 

Italy Southern European 

Slovakia Post-socialist, embedded neoliberal 

United Kingdom Liberal 

Source: Roosmaa and Saar (2017) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                             Source: Partially adapted from OECD skills studies (2016). 

   

 

The major findings can be summarised as follows: 

Belgium/Flanders, a conservative Welfare State regime, is featured by good income protection 

and a medium developed active labour market policy. Consistently, the education and training 

system provides appropriate skills, but comparatively low participation. Against this backdrop, the 

Belgian press has devoted little attention to the release of PIAAC’s Survey data since 2013. Cited 

among other sources, PIAAC is mainly used to debate other subject matters like the training needs 

of adults (in 2014); illiteracy (in 2015); and reading skills, primarily of age-school students (in 

2017), so that it gradually re-opens consideration for the entire education system, though possibly 

in a lifelong learning perspective. 

Table 2 – Mean proficiency scores of 16-65 year-olds in literacy and 
numeracy, and the percentage of 16-65 year-olds scoring at Level 2 or 3 in 
problem solving in technology-rich environments, by country.  
 

Country Literacy  
(mean score) 

Numeracy  
(mean score) 

Problem solving  
(% at level 2 or 3) 

 Denmark          271 278 39 
England (UK) 273 262 35 
Estonia 276 273 28 
Flanders (Belgium) 275 280 35 
Italy 250 247 m 
Slovak Republic 274 276 26 
OECD average 268 263 31 

Similar to OECD average Above OECD average Below OECD average 
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Denmark, a social democratic Welfare State regime, has generous income protection and a 

developed active labour market where adult education is often subsidised by the State. The 

significance attributed to education was mirrored by strong newspaper coverage, following the 

release of the results from the first round of the Survey of Adult Skills in 2013, and again in 2017. 

This relevance is confirmed by the fact that almost half of the articles we considered were written 

by experts representing adult education centres or by educational researchers, independently from 

the newspapers’ political orientation. However, they differently deal with the Survey. In 2013 all 

newspapers took the Survey results at fact value (with the exception of one article), but they 

framed possible consequences differently. The liberal-conservative press (Berlingske, Jyllands-

Posten) centred attention on youth and the school reform, while the centre-left press (Politiken) 

focused on adult education, and particularly the Preparatory Adult Education supply. Over the 

years, the liberal-conservative press (Berlinske, Kristeligt Dagblad) connected PIAAC data to PISA 

results, paying great attention to their implications for Danish society – mainly youth’s insufficient 

reading skills, which they saw as generating a long-term need for social benefits, but also reducing 

social inequality, and the role adult education could have in this. Over the same period, the press 

also paid attention to the government’s decision to invest one billion DKK in improving adult 

education and training. Yet, while Politiken (centre-left) proposed literacy teaching for adults, 

special literacy teaching for adult immigrants, and education and career guidance for adults as 

future priorities, Jyllands-Posten (liberal-conservative) recommended giving priority to low-skilled 

employees. More recently (in 2017) the press have cited PIAAC data to focus attention on reading 

problems in the workplace, and the lack of basic digital skills, as core political problems; and during 

the 2019 election government campaign on the negative effect that constant public expenditure 

savings (since 2015) have had, and may have in future, for educational quality. 

Estonia, a post-socialist, neoliberal Welfare State regime, has minimal income protection and a 

comparatively less developed active labour market policy, but records a medium level of 

participation in adult education, unevenly distributed. Since 2013, the press have cited PIAAC data 

mainly to bring attention to information and communications technologies, and the limited ability of 

Estonians to cope with them. However, the problem is differently framed. Some articles blame the 

education system and teachers, arguing for a digital turn in schools. Others point at the need to 

increase the productivity of employees and workers, claiming that practical and problem-solving 

skills of the active population are a political issue. Complementing these views are concerns about 

the gender wage gap, entrepreneurship abroad, and youth unemployed back home. In most recent 

years, economic development and productivity has been a topic of concern for the press (Äripäev), 

hence PIAAC data is used to explain both the strengths and problems Estonia still faces, and to 

suggest possible directions for the country’s future development.  

Italy, a Southern European Welfare State regime, has medium income protection, a comparatively 

less-developed active labour market policy, and low and unequal participation in adult education. 

Citizens’ serious lack of literacy, numeracy, and digital skills, according to PIAAC data, is a 

widespread political concern that contributes to how the press frames PIAAC data, and the 

instrumental use newspapers make of it. However, this use changes across the newspapers under 

consideration, and through the years. The centre-left press (La Repubblica) deals with PIAAC 

results on the basis of some taken-for-granted assumptions (i.e., individuals as human capital and 

resources through which educational attainments are linked to the labour market crisis) to play a 

political role in support of a policy agenda steered by the need to change the labour market and its 

entry-rules. The economic press (Il Sole 24 Ore) developed over the years a heuristic function, 

which mainly consists in pushing the link between educational attainments and market labour 

demand towards a neo-managerialist understanding of both. In contrast, Il Giornale (right-wing) 

performs an ideological function by resorting to value based assertions. Over the years the 

newspapers have diversified the issues addressed, the political priorities they pursue, and the 

rhetorical strategies they resort to. Regardless of the differences, all newspapers strengthen the 
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roles they respectively play since 2013, and in doing so reinforce the link that connects educational 

and economic issues. 

Slovakia, a post-socialist, embedded neoliberal Welfare State regime, records minimal income 

protection and a comparatively less developed active labour market policy. Participation in adult 

education is quite low, but inequality in participation is high. Consistently, references to the Slovak 

results of the Survey have been quite minimal, until 2017 when PIAAC data was used in debates 

about the Slovaks’ capability to adapt to the transformation of jobs, and the national education 

system’s being poor value for money. However, the appointment of a new Minister of Education, 

together with a shift of responsibility in the national management of PIAAC, solicited an effort by 

governmental branches and/or agencies to build public awareness about PIAAC. This has boosted 

press attention on the on-going collaboration between the Slovak Republic and the OECD on two 

fronts: the measurement of adult skills through testing; and people’s competency in literacy, 

numeracy and use of IT as information useful for national education policy. Both seem to follow the 

political agenda of improving the national education system of Slovakia, in which Slovak teachers, 

and their competency levels, are identified as the weak link in the chain.  

The United Kingdom (UK), a liberal Welfare State regime, records minimal income protection and 

an adult education system that is both relatively widespread, and unevenly distributed. Against this 

backdrop, in 2013 the press has tended to present PIAAC’s Survey data for UK exhaustively as a 

useful rhetorical strategy, even as propaganda. In fact, PIAAC results have mainly been used to 

portray the Labour government (pre-2010) as responsible for falling standards among young 

people. This line of argument is followed by the centre-right press (The Daily Telegraph and The 

Daily Mail) that, on the one hand, shares with the economically-orientated press (The Financial 

Times) a critical attitude towards Labour policies and, on the other hand, resorts to PIAAC data as 

a discursive device to sustain a neo-liberal understanding of education. This no longer focuses on 

educational provision but on the relevance of skills and outcomes as essential parts of a productive 

knowledge economy. In contrast, the centre-left press (The Guardian) resorts to PIAAC data to 

underline how educational attainment, on the one hand, depends on socio-economic background, 

and on the other hand, affects the future aspirations of young people. Since 2014, the decreasing 

attention paid to PIAAC has combined with different use made of it. First, PIAAC results have been 

used by The Financial Times to argue for the need for investment in labour policies by paying 

attention to labour market needs. To this end, the newspaper also resorts to the humanist 

paradigm of education for all. Second, they are used by The Daily Telegraph to show the failure of 

a migration policy that generates low UK results in literacy and numeracy  by producing a grave 

imbalance between highly skilled UK citizens who live abroad and the low skilled migrants to the 

UK. Third, The Daily Mail highlights a huge surge in university enrolment, suggesting “substandard 

students” should not be admitted. Against this backdrop, The Guardian, by ignoring PIAAC results, 

leaves the field to newspapers that resort to PIAAC data to reinforce their positions through various 

rhetorical strategies. 

Overall, our results highlight that the national press presents and represents the PIAAC Survey 

differently, and connects PIAAC data to other subject matters across as much as within countries. 

Such differences connect to the wider context of reference at the time of publication (e.g., the 

government in power, the socio-economic situation, and on-going or foreseen education and 

labour markets reforms), but also to the Welfare State regime to which each country belongs.  

Regardless of such differences, some common trends emerge:  

1. Newspaper coverage of PIAAC results occurred most prominently in 2013 (except in the cases 

of the press from Belgium and Slovakia that in general gives minimum weight to PIAAC data), 

following the release of the results from the first round of the Survey of Adult Skills.  
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2. Since 2014, the weight of PIAAC results within national debates about education by the press 

gradually decreased, but reference to PIAAC data has acquired other functions: 

• Politically, PIAAC data is often used either to critique or to praise past governments and 

their responsibilities in the process of implementing national reforms in education and the 

labour market.  

• Ideologically, PIAAC data is taken to be unquestionable fact. This tends to redefine how 

adult learning is perceived by strengthening the causal relationship between education and 

the labour market. All of this favours the promotion in national adult learning contexts of 

New Public Management knowledge and practices. 

 

On the basis of our research we make two policy recommendations: 

1. Make benchmarking in EU adult learning an explicit process, under the solely 

responsibility of the Union and its Member States 

Since the 2000 Lisbon Council, indicators and benchmarks have been a cornerstone of European 

education and training policy, helping to identify common EU standards. For instance, the 

Education and Training 2020 programme codified the standard that at least 15% of adults should 

participate in lifelong learning. The development of PIAAC has side-lined this process, providing an 

implicit benchmarking of adult skills. In fact, as a result of the Europe 2020 strategy, policy 

directives and EU and OECD recommendations invited national governments to promote 

investments in adult skills. This had brought about a need to generate data, and as the OECD, 

(having already engaged with assessing adult skills was in a position to launch a Survey that 

contributed strongly to putting adults’ skills back on the European agenda. As a consequence, data 

produced through the PIAAC Survey made benchmarking in EU adult learning an implicit rather 

than explicit process. This backed EU standard setting in this area. But while the EU is authorised 

(by Treaty) to intervene in areas of non-exclusive competence like adult education and learning, 

when the objectives of an action can be better achieved at Union level, the OECD has no such 

(legal) prerogative. 

2. Do not take results from international assessment surveys at face value 

International assessment surveys like PIAAC are complex endeavours that involve several 

decisions on what should be measured and how. This implies decisions to identify the object of 

study (e.g. adult skills), and how it can be operationalized (e.g. what population should the study 

cover? How can this population be sampled in ways that are statistically representative? How is a 

‘skill’ defined, and which skill(s) are subject to measurement?). Moreover, international assessment 

studies also imply constructing a reliability tool for data gathering, which is easily translated into 

multiple languages, and meaningful (i.e., adaptable) across cultures and national systems (e.g. of 

education, of labour). But they also necessitate adequate infrastructures to collect data in each 

country covered, as well as advanced statistical models (and capacities) to analyse the data 

collected. Moreover, when those who carr out the study produce press releases of the results, 

complex information derived by such studies is of necessity selected and simplified. Hence a 

number of reductions of knowledge occur at the time of planning, carrying out and disseminating 

the results of international assessment surveys. While these are inescapable steps, their 

acknowledgement should caution us not to take these studies’ results at face value. 

 

 

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
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The ENLIVEN research models how policy interventions in adult education can become more 

effective. Different work packages focus on the role of governance and policy, participation, 

workplace learning and adults’ well-being. It implements and evaluates an innovative Intelligent 

Decision Support System and provides a new and more scientific underpinning for policy debate 

and decision-making on adult learning, especially for young adults. The project investigates these 

lifelong learning aspects through quantitative and qualitative analyses 

 

 
 

PROJECT NAME Encouraging Lifelong learning for an Inclusive & Vibrant Europe (ENLIVEN)  

  

COORDINATOR  Professor John Holford  
University of Nottingham, Nottingham, England, United Kingdom  
john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk   

  

CONSORTIUM 3s Unternehmensberatung GmbH – _Vienna, Austria  
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences – _Institute for the Study of Societies and 
Knowledge – _Sofia, Bulgaria  
KU Leuven/University of Leuven, Leuven – _Belgium  
Slovak Academy of Sciences/ Slovenskej akadémie vied – _Institute for 
Forecasting/Prognostický ústav – _Bratislava, Slovakia  
Tallinn University/Tallinna Ülikool –Tallinn, Estonia  
Universidad De Deusto – _Bilbao, Spain  
University of Edinburgh – _Edinburgh, Scotland, United Kingdom  
University of Melbourne – _Melbourne, Australia  
University of Nottingham – _Nottingham, England, United Kingdom  
University of Verona/Università degli Studi di Verona – _Verona, Italy  

  

FUNDING SCHEME  European Union Horizon 2020 Framework Programme for Research and 
Innovation (2014-2020) – Societal Challenge 6 – Europe in a changing world: 
inclusive, innovative and reflective societies", call YOUNG-3-2015, topic 
“Encouraging Lifelong learning for an Inclusive and Vibrant Europe (ENLIVEN)” 
Grant Agreement No. 693989  

  

DURATION   October 2016 – September 2019 (36 months).  

  

BUDGET EU contribution: 2 499 788.50 €. 

  

WEBSITE https://h2020enliven.org  

  

FOR MORE 

INFORMATION  

Contact: Professor John Holford, john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk   
Contact: Ruth Elmer, ruth.elmer@nottingham.ac.uk   

  

FURTHER READING Milana, M. (ed.) (2019). Report on the use of PIAAC in informing policy in selected 
countries. ENLIVEN report. 

 

 RESEARCH PARAMETERS 

 PROJECT IDENTITY 

mailto:john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk
https://h2020enliven.org/
mailto:john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk
mailto:ruth.elmer@nottingham.ac.uk

