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Abstract 
 
How has Latin AmericaÕs wellbeing evolved over time? How does Latin America compare to 
todayÕs developed countries (OECD, for short)? What explains their differences? These 
questions are addressed using an historical index of human development. A sustained 
improvement in wellbeing can be observed since 1870. The absolute gap between OECD and 
Latin America widened over time, but an incomplete catching up Ðlargely explained by 
education- occurred since 1900, but faded away after 1980, as Latin America fell behind the 
OECD in terms of longevity. Once the first health transition was exhausted, the contribution 
of life expectancy to human development declined.  
 
JEL classification: O15, O54, I00, N36. 
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!"#$%&'#()*"(#"+,!+"$-"./012"3&45&6+$%&)7"89$:;3&"<=>"?,&"!"!# "&@,$A$+4"!"474+&B!+$6!))7"

)(C&3")&%&)"+,!-"DEFG"$-*$6&4>./ "H"C$*&-$-:"!A4();+&":!5"(5&-4";5"A&+C&&-"+,&B"

(%&3"+$B&2"A;+"-(+"$-"3&)!+$%&"+&3B42"!4"+,&"!"!# ":3(C4"!+"!"#!4+&3"5!6&I".>J"5&3"6&-+"

!--;!)) 7"!:!$-4+".>."!-*".>K"5&3"6&-+"#(3"L()*M"!-*"+,&"L,7A3$*M"NFO2"3&45&6+$%&)7"8?!A)&"

.=>""

OEPQR?"9OSDRQ"<"TUQR"NQRQ"

P$-6&"+,&"$-6(B&"$-*&@"$4"+,&"4!B&"#(3"!))"$-*$6&4"8+,&"!"!# "!-*"A(+,"DEFG"

$-*$6&4=2"+,&$3"*$##&3&-6&4"*&3$%&"#3(B"+,&"C!7"$-"C,$6,"+,&"(3$:$-!)"%!);&4"(#"+,&"4(6$!)"

%!3$!A)&4"8)$#&"&@5&6+!-67"!+"A$3+,"!-*"&*;6!+$(-="!3&"+3!-4#(3B&*"!-*" C,&+,&3"!-"

!3$+,B&+$6"(3":&(B&+3$6"!%&3!:&"$4";4&*"+("!::3&:!+&"+,&B>"?,;42"$#"+,&"$-6(B&"

*$B&-4$(-"$4"&@6);*&*"#3(B"+,&",;B!-"*&%&)(5B&-+"$-*&@2"+,&"!A4();+&":!5"A&+C&&-"

+,&"!"!#$%!-*"+,&"DEFG"L()*M"!-*"L,7A3$*M"NFOV"$-*$6&4"A3(!*&-4"89$:;3&"K=>""

OEPQR?"9OSDRQ"K"TUQR"NQRQ"

?,&"5!6&"(#"$B53(%&B&-+"$-",;B!-"*&%&)(5B&-+"4,(C-"A7"+,&"-&C",$4+(3$6!)"

$-*&@"8!"!# ="4&&B4"+("A&"4+&!*7"A&+C&&-".//1"!-*".W/1"A;+"#(3"!"4)(C"*(C-"$-"+,&"

.WK14"!-*"!"5,!4&"(#"!66&)&3!+$(-"$-"+,&".WX14>"?,&".W/14"3&53&4&-+"!"B!Y(3"

*$46(-+$-;$+7"C$+,"+,&"5!6&"(#"$B53(%&B&-+"$-",;B!-"*&%&)(5B&-+"#!))$-:"4,!35)7>"

H)+,(;:, ":3!*;!)2 "4+&!*7"$B53(%&B&-+"$42"5&3,!542"+,&"A&4+"*&5$6+$(-"(#",;B!-"

*&%&)(5B&-+"&%();+$(-"$-"Z!+$-"HB&3$6!"4$-6&"./012"#(;3"B!$-"5,!4&4"6(;)* "A&"

*$4+$-:;$4,&*I"!"#$34+"(-&2";5"+(".W.K2"(#"$-63&!4$-:"53(:3&44["!"4&6(-*"(-&"(#"

*&6&)&3!+$(-"*;3$-:"+,&"$-+&3C!3"7&!34["!"+,$3*"5,!4&"(#"4;4+!$-&*"!-*"#!4+&3"

$B53(%&B&-+"(%&3".WK/' .W/12"$-"C,$6,"+,&".WX14"!-*".W\14"*&4&3%&"+("A&"

,$:,)$:,+&*["!-*2"#$-!))72"!"6(-+3!6+$(-"$-"+,&"5!6&"(#":3(C+,"#3(B".W/1"+("+,&"&%&"(#"

+,&":3&!+"3&6&44$(-"A;+"#(3"!"4,(3+' )$%&*"3&6(%&37"$-"+,&".WW14"8?!A)&".=>""

OEPQR?"?H]ZQ"."TUQR"NQRQ"

?3&-*4"$-"C&))'A&$-:2"!4"+,(4&"6!5+;3&*"A7"+,&",$4+(3$6!)"$-*&@"(#",;B!-"

*&%&)(5B&-+"*("-(+"B!+6,"6)(4&)7"+,(4&"(A4&3%&*"#(3"3&!)"SFG"5&3",&!*"89$:;3&"X=>"O-"

#!6+2"C,&-"+,&"$-6(B&"5&3",&!*"*$B&-4$(-"$4"&@6);*&*2"+,&"53(:3&44"(#",;B!-"

*&%&)(5B&-+"!55&!34"4+&!*7"!4"(55(4&*"+("SGF"5&3",&!*"+,!+"53&4&-+4"!"B(3&"
                                                
./ "̂ ,&-"+,&"!)+&3-!+$%&"DEFG"$-*$6&4"!3&"6(B5!3&*2"+,&"L,7A3$*M"$-*&@"3&B!$-4"474+&B!+$6!))7"A&)(C"+,&"

L()*M"NFO>"
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!"#$%&#'($)*(+,+#&+$#(-$%%'.)/(&)+#0*&)1('-&2"*'2("3(2%$1)$%&")(&)(%4'(56782($)*(

+")%.$+%&")(&)(%4'(56982:(;!'.$##/(40<$)(*'!'#"-<')%(='>+#0*&)1(&)+"<'?(1.'@(3$2%'.(

%4$)(.'$#(ABC(-'.(4'$*("!'.( %4'(3"0.(<$&)(-4$2'2(-.'!&"02#,('2%$D#&24'*($)*/(

+")2'E0')%#,/("!'.(%4'(')%&.'(%&<'(2-$)(+")2&*'.'*/(59F8GH88F:((

IJKLMN(OIAPML(Q(;RLM(SLML(

I%(&2(*0.&)1(%4'(1#"D$#&T$%&")(D$+U#$24("3(%4'(56782($)*(56Q82(@4')(+#'$.(

*&2+.'-$)+&'2('<'.1'*:( V"2%(2&1)&3&+$)%#,/(@4&#'(.'$#(ABC(-'.(4'$*(*'+#&)'*(".(2#"@'*(

*"@)($2(@".#*(+"<<"*&%,($)*(3$+%".(<$.U'%2(*&2&)%'1.$%'*/(4'$#%4($)*('*0+$%&")(

-.$+%&+'2(D'+$<'(&)+.'$2&)1#,(1#"D$#&T'*($)*(40<$)(*'!'#"-<')%(-."1.'22'*(2%'$*&#, :(

K&)+'(56F8/(%4'(-$+'("3($*!$)+'<')%(&)(40<$)(*'!'#"-<')%( 4$2()"%(<$%+4'*(%4$%("3(

'+")"<&+( 1."@%4/(@&%4($(*.$<$%&+(+")%.$2%(&)(%4'(56982(@4')(%4'(+"##$-2'(&)(-'.(

+$-&%$(&)+"<'2(-$.$##'#'*(<"*'.$%'(1$&)2(&)(@'##GD'&)1:((

W(D'%%'.(0)*'.2%$)*&)1("3(%4'('!"#0%&")("3(40<$)(*'!'#"-<')%(&2("D%$&)'*(D,(

#""U&)1($%(%4'(."#'(-#$,'*(D,(&%2(*&<')2&")2:(N4'(1."@%4("3(40<$)(*'!'#"-<')%(

=!"!# ?(+$)(D'(*&2%.&D0%'*(&)%"(%4'(+")%.&D0%&")("3(&%2(*&33'.')%(+"<-")')%2 (G#&3'(

'>-'+%$)+,($%(D&.%4(=$%&?/('*0+$%&")(=%#'?($)*(%.0)+$%'*(&)+"<'(='() ?G(")(%4'(D$2&2(

"3('>-.'22&")(X7Y:(P2&)1(#"@(+$2'(%"(*')"%'(.$%'2("3(!$.&$%&")/((((((

*+*,Z(5[7(-./ (\(5[7(.,0 (\(5[7(0123(((((((((((((X]Y(

I%($--'$.2(%4$%(2"+&$#(*&<')2&")2(*."!'(^$%&)(W<'.&+$_2(40<$)(*'!'#"-<')%(

1$&)2("!'.(%4'(#")1(.0)/(@&%4(D$#$)+'*(+")%.&D0%&")2("3(#&3'('>-'+%$)+,($)*('*0+$%&"):(

^")1'!&%,($++"0)%2(3".(%4'(#$.1'.(24$.'(*0.&)1(%4'(3&.2%(4$#3("3(%4'(%@')%&'%4(+')%0.,/(

$)*(@$2(+#' $.#,(%4'(*.&!&)1(3".+'(D'%@'')(5679($)*(56]8:(W++'22(%"(U)"@#'*1'(4$*/(

&)2%'$*/($(#'$*&)1(."#'(&)(%4'(#$%'()&)'%'')%4(+')%0.,($)*(*0.&)1(%4'(2'+")*(4$#3("3(%4'(

%@')%&'%4(+')%0.,/(D0%(3".(%4'(56982(=N$D#'(H($)*(O&10.'(] ?:((

IJKLMN(NW`^L(H(WJB(OIAPML(] (;RLM(SLML(

V$a".(1$&)2(&)(#")1'!&%,(0-(%"(<&*G%@')%&'%4(+')%0.,(@'.'($22"+&$%'*(%"(

$*!$)+'2(&)(<'*&+$#(2+&')+'($)*(%'+4)"#"1,/(20+4($2(%4'(*&3302&")("3(%4'(1'.<(%4'".,(

"3(*&2'$2'(=59982?(=C.'2%")(56F]?/()'@(!$++&)'2(=59682?/($)*( 20#-4$(*.012(%"(+0.'(

&)3'+%&"02(*&2'$2'2(=#$%'(56782?($)*($)%&D&"%&+2(=56]82?(=L$2%'.#&)(5666/(b$,$+4$)*.$)(

. 435-:(H858?/(%4$%(3$+&#&%$%'*($(3&.2%(4'$#%4(".('-&*'<&"#"1&+$#(%.$)2&%&")(&)(@4&+4(

&)3'+%&"02(*&2'$2'(1$!'(@$,(%"(+4.")&+(*&2'$2'(=M&#',/(H88]D/(H88]+?:(L+")"<&+(1."@%4(
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!"#$%&$'()*+,(-.%($%-/0!'.*'1%"$'1-2*(3%(4)$,14%',()*(*$'%*50)$2-5-'(#%6(4!(%
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>*""-)%CFF<HA%
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-/0-)*-'&-.%5 $.-)!(-%!'.%#(-!.3%&!(&4*'16,0%($%!"#$ %+-(@--'%:PPF%!'.%:;PF%(4!(%

*'(-'#*I*-.%.,)*'1%:;FF 6:;:Q=%(4-%:;GF#%!'.=%!1!*'=%*'%(4-%:;DF#%7E*1,)-%BHA%R-"!(*2-%($%

!"#$%%J!(*'%N5-)*&!%0)-#-'(#%&$50!)!(*2-"3%"$@-)%"-2-"#%@4-'%5-!#,)-.%+3%&'&$%

(4!'%@*(4%STMU%*'.*&-#=%I$)%@4*&4%&!(&4*'1%,0%&$'(*',-.%!"(4$,14%!(%#"$@-)%0!&-%,'(*"%

CFFDA%V4,#=%J!(*'%N5-)*&!%)-0)-#-'(-.%+-"$@%(@$6(4*).#%$I%(4-%!"#$ %"-2-"%*'%CFFD=%

!&&$).*'1%($%(4-%&'&$=%!'.%)-!&4-.%$2-)%I$,)6I*I(4#%@*(4%(4-%STMU%*'.*&-#A%%

WT8XRV%EWYSRX%B%Z[XR%\XRX%

W'%&$50!)*#$'%($%$(4-)%.-2-"$0*'1%)-1*$'#=%J!(*'%N5-)*&!]#%&!(&4*'1%,0%@!#%

#()$'1-)%.,)*'1%(4-%:;GF#%!'.%-/(-'.-.%+-3$'.%(4-%:;DF%+$,'.!)*-#%)-!&4*'1%:;PF%

7E*1,)-%DHA%N#%!%)-#,"(=%+3%CFFD=%"-2-"#%$I%4,5!'%.-2-"$05-'((*'%J!(*'%N5-)*&!%

5!(&4-.%(4$#-%$I%(4-%!"#$ %*'%(4-%"!(-%:;BF#K%@4*"-=%$'%!2-)!1-=%4,5!'%.-2-"$05-'(%

*'%.-2-"$0*'1%)-1*$'#%$'"3%)-!&4-.%(4-%!"#$ %"-2-"%*'%:;<FA%%

WT8XRV%EWYSRX%D%Z[XR%\XRX%

J!(*'%N5-)*&!]#%0$#*(*$'%)-"!(*2-%($%(4-%!"#$ %.*II-)#%#*1'*I*&!'("3%*'%(-)5#%$I%

4,5!'%.-2-"$05-'(%7-/&",.*'1%*(#%*'&$5-%.*5-'#*$'H%!'.%YMU%0-)%4-!.A%̂4*"- %

#,#(!*'-.%&!(&4*'16,0 %$2-)%(4-%(@-'(*-(4%&-'(,)3%!&4*-2-.%J!(*'%N5-)*&!%!"5$#(%(@$6

(4*).#%$I%!"#$ %4,5!'%.-2-"$05-'(%7-/&",.*'1%*'&$5-H =%!I(-)%!%"$'1%04!#-%$I%#(!+*"*(3%

J!(*'%N5-)*&!]#%YMU%0-)%4-!.%.-&"*'-.%#*'&-%:;<F=%)-0)-#-'(*'1%$'"3 %$'- 6I$,)(4%$I%

!"#$ ]#%+3%CFFF%7E*1,)-%PHA%Z'%(4-%@4$"-=%J!(*'%N5-)*&!%0-)I$)5-.%+-((-)%*'%4,5!'%

.-2-"$05-'(%(4!'%*'%*'&$5-%0-)%4-!.%(-)5#A%V4,#=%*'%CFFD=%)-!"%0-)%&!0*(!%YMU%*'%

J!(*'%N5-)*&!%)-!&4-.%(4-%"!(-%:;<F#%!"#$ %"-2-"%@4*"-%I$)%.-2-"$0*'1%)-1*$'#=%!#%!%

@4$"-=%$'"3%(4!(%$I%:;QP%7U)!.$#%.-%"!%X#&$#,)!=%CF:<HA%

WT8XRV%EWYSRX%P%Z[XR%\XRX%

J!(*'%N5-)*&!%&!(&4*'16,0 %($%!"#$ =%!#%5-!#,)-.%+3%(4- *)%.*II-)-'&-%*'%4,5!'%

.-2-"$05-'(%1)$@(4%)!(-#=%#4$@#%(4!(%- .,&!(*$'%4!#%+--'%(4-%"-!.*'1%.*5-'#*$'=%
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!"#!$%&''()*+,-%./*01!*"!$2.+*1&'3*23*01!*04!.0%!01*$!.0,-(*56,0*32-*01!*789:";*5<%/,-!*

8;=*>%3!*!?#!$0&.$(*2.'(*@&+!*&*",6"0&.0%&'*$2.0-%6,0%2.*02*$&0$1%./*,#*+,-%./*01!*

78A9B78C:)*01!*3&"0!"0*#!-%2+*23*"12-0!.%./*+%33!-!.$!"*4%01*!"#$ =*D0*%"*42-01*

1%/1'%/10%./*01&0*",$1*&.*&+E&.$!*230!.*+%+*.20*-!",'0*23*4%+!"#-!&+*0-!&0@!.0*23*

%.3!$0%2,"*+%"!&"!"*4%01*",'#1&*+-,/"*&.+*&.0%6%20%$"*&.+*E&$$%.&0%2.*&/&%."0*

0,6!-$,'2"%")*'&-/!'(*%.&$$!""%6'!*02*%0"*'24B%.$2@!*#2#,'&0%2.)*6,0*4&"*&$1%!E!+*

01-2,/1 *'24 B$2"0*#,6'%$*1!&'01*@!&",-!"*&.+*01!*+%33,"%2.*23*1(/%!.%$*#-&$0%$!")*230!.*

+,-%./*#!-%2+"*23*!$2.2@%$*"0&/.&0%2.*5F%'!(*G::7;=78**

DHIJFK*<DLMFJ*8*NOJF*PJFJ*

D.*>&0%.*Q@!-%$&)*'2./!E%0(*/&%."*"'24!+ *+24.*&"*01!*!&-'(B'%3!)*%&'()*1!&'01*

0-&."%0%2.*4&"*!?1&,"0!+=*D.*01!*'&0!*04!.0%!01*$!.0,-(*&*(*+,-. *1!&'01*0-&."%0%2.*1&"*

0&R!.*#'&$!*%.*01!*+!E!'2#!+* 42-'+ )*4%01*@2-0&'%0(*3&''%./*&@2./*01!*!'+!-'(*B&"*

-!"#%-&02-(*&.+*$&-+%2E&"$,'&-*+%"!&"!"*4!-!*32,/10*@2-!*!33%$%!.0'(*&.+*01!%-*1!&'01*

&.+*.,0-%0%2.*%.*$1%'+122+*1&+*6!!.* 6!00!-*55S,0'!-*!0*&'=)*G::TU*J//'!"02.*&.+*<,$1")*

G:7G;=*>&0%.*Q@!-%$&V"*&6"!.$!*%.*01%"*"!$2.+*1!&'01*0-&."%0%2.*1!'#"*02*!?#'&%.*41( *

01!*-!/%2.*1&"*3&''!.*6!1%.+=**

!"#$%&'(")%%*"+,"#%-.,(/'&0"1'(2%(3+.4' /

W!-!*01!*3-,%0"*23*1,@&.*+!E!'2#@!.0*#-2/-!""*%.*>&0%.*Q@!-%$&*!E!.'(*

+%"0-%6,0!+*2-*$2,.0-(*+%33!-!.$!"*4%+!.X*K1!*+%"#!-"%2.*23*1,@&.*+!E!'2#@!.0*

&$-2""*>&0%.*Q@!-%$&.*$2,.0-%!"*3!''*6!04!!.* 787A*&.+*G:::*5<%/,-!*7:;=*P24!E!-)*

"%.$!*01!*$2!33%$%!.0*23*E&-%&0%2.*-!@&%.!+*&62E!*2.! B32,-01*,#*02*78Y:)*&*$'2"!-*'22R*

&0*$2,.0-%!"V*#!-32-@&.$!*%"*.!!+!+=*P,@&.*+!E!'2#@!.0*-&.R%./*-!E!&'"*1%/1*

"0&6%'%0(*2E!-*0%@!)*#&-0%$,'&-'(*6!04!!.*79Y:*&.+*78C:*5K&6'!*A;=*M-,/,&()*Q-/!.0%.&*

&.+*S,6&)*Z&@&%$&)*&.+*S1%'!*"0&(!+ *&0*01!*02#*23*01!*'!&/,! )*02*41%$1*S2"0&*F%$&*

%.$2-#2-&0!+*3-2@*787A*2.4&-+"*52.$!*+&0&*#!-@%00!+*02*#-2+,$!*!"0%@&0!";=*Q30!-*

78C:)*41!. *%.32-@&0%2.*2.*01!@*%"*&E&%'&6'!)*S&-%66!&.*$2,.0-%!"*5[&1&@&")*

                                                
78*>24B$2"0*#,6'%$*1!&'01*@!&",-!"*&.+*+%33,"%2.*23*1!&'01*R.24'!+/!*#'&(!+*&*@&\2-*-2'!*%.*!-&+%$&0%./*

$2@@,.%$&6'!*+%"!&"!"*5+%&--1!&'*+%"!&"!")*@&'&-%&)*&.+*0,6!-$,'2"%";)*#-%2-*02*01!*%.0-2+,$0%2.*23*

&.0%6%20%$"*5F%'!()*G::C&;=*D.*Z&@&%$&)*@2-0&'%0(*+!$'%.!+*"1&-#'(*+,-%./*01!*'&0!*78G:"*&.+*78A:"*41%'!*

-!&'*#!-*$&#%0&*L]^*4&"*-!'&0%E!'(*"0&/.&.0=*Q*"%@%'&-*!?#!-%!.$!*%"*32,.+*%.*[-%0%"1*L,%&.&*5_&.+'!)*

78Y:;=*
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RSTG3*)*D!UG)K)DSV)WRXY3G)9<)ZHG3)NG3G)
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4&0,2#+1')27"2)1C7+$+2)271)?"#.1'2)."+,')+,)70>",)%1F1?&8>1,2)"#1),&2),141''"#+?@)
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4&,61420#1%A))T+>8?1)#1.#1''+&,')$12L11,).#&L27)#"21')&F1#)+,+2+"?)?1F1?')J&#)1"47)&J)

271)>"+,)87"'1')1'2"$?+'71%)+,%+4"21)$12"-4&,F1#.1,41)&F1#)271)?&,.)#0,)EW+.0#1)995A)
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7"881, )EW+.0#1' )9P" -%5A)W0#271#>&#1()1F1,)27&0.7)4&,F1#.1,41)#1>"+,1%)L1"])&F1#)

271)?&,.)#0,()271)F"#+",41)">&,.)4&0,2#+1')%14?+,1%)EW+.0#1)9<5A)R2)4",)$1)"#.01()
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Y:3=%FD*%A*B-=:.*!$#F:"-X)*;&,+%(1/3$+-&%(@353&$->(@38+3:*S6*4Z8>*I5KMISS*
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