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Education and Skills
RAISING COGNITIVE AND WORKPLACE SKILLS OF ADULTS

What’s the issue?
Raising cognitive and workplace skills of adults in Mexico is 
a multidimensional challenge. On one hand, Mexico needs 
to ensure that youth today develop the skills required for the 
workforce of tomorrow. On the other hand, while developing 
skills of youth are a longer-term effort, more can be done to 
incentivise the development of skills in the workplace of the 
current workforce. 

Access and participation in initial education remains 
unequal. Improving access to high-quality early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) is still an important challenge, 
and despite recent increases in enrolment rates and 
education attainment of Mexicans, upper-secondary 
drop-out rates remain high. As a consequence, Mexico has 
one of the lowest shares of tertiary-educated population 
across OECD countries. Also, and despite some recent 
improvements, the share of youth not in employment, 
education or training (NEET) is one of the highest among 
OECD countries, and Mexican women are four times more 
likely to be NEET than men.

 ` Raising cognitive and workplace skills of adults in Mexico is a multidimensional challenge which requires 
improving education at early stages of life, increasing the demand for higher skills in the labour market, 
and upskilling the adult population.

 ` Despite steady improvement in educational attainment, more than 60% of the population aged 25 to 64 
years old in Mexico had an educational attainment below upper secondary, the highest proportion among 
OECD countries (the OECD average is 21.1%).

 ` Women in Mexico are more likely not to be in education, employment or training (NEET) and be left out 
of the labour market, limiting their development and use of skills. 33% of women 15 to 29 years old are 
NEET, four times the rate of men of the same age.

 ` 46% of Mexican adults are low performers in both numeracy and literacy, compared to an OECD average 
of 16%. 

 ` Adult participation rate in job-related, formal and non-formal education and training in Mexico is 23%, 
compared to an OECD average of 40%. The participation rate of women is ten percentage points lower than men.

 ` 75% of Mexican adults indicate that they are not willing to participate (more) in education, against an  
OECD average of 45%.

Mean numeracy scores of employed adults, by educational attainment, are low

120
140
160
180
200
220
240
260
280
300
320

Cz
ec

h R
ep

ub
lic

Hu
ng

ar
y

Sw
ed

en
Ne

the
rla

nd
s

Ja
pa

n
Au

str
ia

Fin
lan

d
No

rw
ay

Sl
ov

ak
 R

ep
ub

lic
De

nm
ar

k
Ge

rm
an

y
Fr

an
ce

Au
str

ali
a

Lit
hu

an
ia

Ne
w 

Ze
ala

nd
Sl

ov
en

ia
Es

ton
ia

Po
lan

d
Ca

na
da

Ire
lan

d
Ko

re
a

Gr
ee

ce
US

A 
(2

01
7)

Ita
ly

Sp
ain

Isr
ae

l
Tu

rke
y

Ka
za

kh
sta

n
Ch

ile
Me

xic
o

Pe
ru

Ec
ua

do
r

Score less than upper secundary upper secundary tertiary education

Source: OECD calculations based on OECD (2019), Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC 2012, 2015, 2018), www.oecd.org/skills/piaac

Adults 25-64 years old, selected PIAAC countries
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Mexico Policy Brief: Education and Skills

Education and training quality remain an important 
challenge. Mexico’s performance on most indicators of skills 
development is lower than in most OECD countries. Results 
from the OECD Programme for International Students 
Assessment (PISA), show that the performance of 15-year-old 
students in reading, mathematics and science is among the 
lowest of OECD and partner countries participating in PISA. 
Results from the OECD Survey of Adult Skills 2019 (PIAAC), 
in which Mexico participated for the first time, show that 
50.6% of adults 25 to 64 years old have low proficiency in 
literacy (the OECD average stands at 19.7%) and 60.1% have 
low performance in numeracy (against an OECD average 
of 23.5%). In addition, for the average Mexican, the use of 
numeracy in everyday life or at work is also less frequent 
than the OECD average, though still higher than in Ecuador, 
Kazakhstan or Peru.

Adult education can play an important role in equipping 
Mexicans with relevant skills for the labour market. However, 
adult participation in formal and non-formal, job-related 
education and training in Mexico is estimated at 23%, one of 
the smallest proportions among OECD countries (the OECD 
average is 40%). This participation is ten percentage points 
smaller for women than men, one of the biggest gender gaps 
among OECD countries. 75% of Mexican adults responded 
either that they did not participate and did not want to 
participate, or that they did not want to participate more in 
formal and/or non-formal education. While this can at least 
partially reflect low returns to training or low demand for 
more complex skills in the Mexican economy, the difference 
with the OECD average (at 45%) is high. 

Why is this important for Mexico?
Mexico has an open economy and a strong macroeconomic 
framework, however, it also has low levels of growth, 
low levels of productivity and high levels of inequality 
and informality. One important factor behind these 
disadvantages is the low levels of skills of its people. Skills 
are vital in enabling individuals and countries to thrive in 
an increasingly complex and rapidly changing world. People 
with strong skills that use them fully and effectively at work 
and in society are more productive and innovative, can 
enjoy higher civic and political engagement, better health 
outcomes and a higher quality of life. 

In addition to ongoing efforts to improve access to and quality 
of initial education, Mexico should take concrete actions to 
foster greater participation in adult learning. Mexico can help 
adults to overcome shortcomings in their skills sets and better 
respond to changing labour market needs. 
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What should policy makers do?
 ` Ensure that youth today develop the skills needed for 

the workforce and society of tomorrow. This policy 
effort requires commitment and action in improving 
the education system over the longer term.

 ` Improve skills is a multi-sectoral policy effort 
that includes policies on education, economic 
development, labour and product market reform, and 
technological change and innovation.

 ` Give priority to improving quality of compulsory 
education.

 ` Focus education spending on pre-primary, primary 
and secondary education to increase the capacity and 
quality of schools in deprived areas.

 ` Provide targeted support for children from 
disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds, linked to 
continued participation in education.

 ` Increase the quality of and access to early 
childhood education and care, particularly for low-
covered regions and children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, which would be a cost-effective way to 
boost educational outcomes.

 ` Improve teacher professional development opportunities. 

 ` Incentivise adult skills development by making 
participation in formal and non-formal education 
accessible and flexible, paying particular attention to 
improving access for women. This can be achieved 
by putting the needs of adults and employers at the 
centre of education and training design, tailoring 
programmes to learners’ specific needs and contexts, 
addressing gaps in adults’ foundational skills, 
harnessing technology to make learning more 
accessible and tailored, and responding to specific 
skills needs in the economy and society.

 ` Improve participation and collaboration of all 
stakeholders (most importantly employers) to build 
skills policies that are relevant now and in the future, 
and that increase the demand for higher skills.

 ` Improve incentives for the provision of, and 
participation in, formal and non-formal education 
and training of adults. This could include financial 
incentives, such as tax refunds, social security rebates, 
or subsidies for employers and individuals involved in 
training, and boost programmes connecting education 
and the labour market.


