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ABSTRACT

Introduction: human development in Latin America requires evidence that links the Human Development 
Index (HDI) with policy-relevant determinants; Ecuador is a critical case.
Objective: to map trends, methods, and policy links in HDI research (2010–2024) in Latin America, with a 
focused analysis of Ecuador. 
Method: PRISMA-aligned systematic review of Web of Science and Scopus (Jan 1, 2010–Jun 29, 2024). Records 
were standardized in Python (pandas, bibtexparser), exported to CSV, and deduplicated by title–author (Web 
of Science priority). We removed 262 duplicates (10,9 %: 4 WoS; 258 Scopus) and harmonized keywords. 
Bibliometric and science-mapping analyses used Biblioshiny and VOSviewer (co-authorship, co-occurrence, 
thematic evolution), and h-indices were computed from WoS/Scopus. 
Results: three robust clusters emerged: (1) economic development and public policy, (2) economy–
environmental sustainability, and (3) education–gender. Motor themes include health policy, economics, 
education, and gender; core themes include inequality and sustainability. Output is dominated by the United 
States, United Kingdom, and China; Latin America contributes modestly, with Brazil as the main outlier. 
Education consistently appears as the strongest driver of HDI; GDP per capita and remittances are salient 
economic determinants; governance quality/state capacity are positively associated with HDI; FDI benefits 
depend on absorptive capacity. For Ecuador, stable institutions and clean, investment-friendly contexts 
correlate with better performance. 
Conclusions: evidence supports inclusive, sustainable, equity-oriented policies centered on education and 
effective governance, and strengthening Latin American research capacity to close regional knowledge gaps.

Keywords: Human Development Index (HDI); Latin America; Ecuador; State Capacity; Public Policies; 
Inequality.

RESUMEN

Introducción: el desarrollo humano en América Latina exige evidencia que vincule el IDH con determinantes 
útiles para la política; Ecuador es un caso clave. 
Objetivo: mapear tendencias, métodos y vínculos con política pública en estudios sobre IDH (2010–2024) en 
América Latina, con énfasis en Ecuador. 
Método: Revisión sistemática alineada con PRISMA en Web of Science y Scopus (1 ene 2010–29 jun 2024). 
Estandarización en Python (pandas, bibtexparser), exportación a CSV y depuración por título–autor (prioridad 
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WoS). Se eliminaron 262 duplicados (10,9 %: 4 WoS; 258 Scopus) y se unificaron palabras clave. Análisis 
bibliométrico y de mapeo científico con Biblioshiny y VOSviewer (coautoría, coocurrencia, evolución temática) 
y cálculo de índices h. 
Resultados: surgieron tres clústeres: (1) desarrollo económico y políticas públicas, (2) economía–sostenibilidad 
ambiental y (3) educación–género. Temas motores: política de salud, economía, educación y género; núcleo: 
desigualdad y sostenibilidad. La producción está dominada por EE. UU., Reino Unido y China; América Latina 
aporta modestamente, con Brasil como excepción. La educación destaca como principal motor del IDH; el PIB 
per cápita y las remesas son determinantes económicos relevantes; la calidad de la gobernanza/capacidad 
estatal se asocia positivamente con el IDH; los beneficios de la IED dependen de la capacidad de absorción. 
En Ecuador, instituciones estables y contextos pro-inversión se correlacionan con mejor desempeño. 
Conclusiones: la evidencia respalda políticas inclusivas, sostenibles y de equidad centradas en educación y 
buena gobernanza, y fortalecer la capacidad investigadora regional para cerrar brechas de conocimiento.

Palabras clave: Índice de Desarrollo Humano (IDH); América Latina; Ecuador; Capacidad Estatal; Políticas 
Públicas; Desigualdad.

INTRODUCTION 
The research question guiding this systematic review is: What are the trends and patterns in human development 

research and the Human Development Index (HDI) in Latin America since 1990, and what methodologies have 
been used in these studies? This question is fundamental to understanding how scientific knowledge about 
HDI has evolved in the region, identifying the most frequent methodological approaches, and detecting gaps 
in literature. To address this issue rigorously, the bibliometric analysis strategy was the one that the research 
team selected as the most appropriate. Although this strategy has its origin in medical studies,(1) this approach 
makes it possible to evaluate scientific production through the use of specific techniques, such as publication 
counting and citation analysis, which help to determine the influence and impact of studies in the field of social 
sciences thanks to their flexibility from their applied versions developed by software engineers.(2,3,4) In addition, 
bibliometric analysis facilitates the identification of the most commonly used research methodologies,(5) as well 
as the evaluation of the geographical and temporal distribution of research on the HDI, providing a broad and 
detailed view of academic development in this field.

This review analyzes the evolution of scientific production on human development and the Human Development 
Index (HDI) in Latin America since 1990, with emphasis on Ecuador and comparable countries. It identifies 
trends, methodologies, and research gaps, while assessing the impact of public policies on HDI. The review also 
examines the distribution and temporal evolution of studies by field, method, and coverage, comparing Ecuador 
with similar contexts to highlight distinctive approaches and policy applications in the region.

Human Development and the Human Development Index (HDI)
Human development is a broad and diverse concept,(6,7,8,9) so to avoid biases and endless debates, it is 

advisable to use an objective and measurable indicator that is accepted by both international and national 
organizations. In this context, the Human Development Index (HDI) is adopted as the central reference and 
variable of interest for this systematic review.(10) This study adopts the Human Development Index (HDI) as the 
country-level dependent variable to assess living conditions. The HDI aggregates three dimensions—health, 
education, and income. We analyze its determinants across social and institutional domains to explain well-
being and human development and to inform public policy in Ecuador and comparable contexts.

The interaction between several factors influences the HDI results. According to Offe(11) and Martínez 
Franzoni(12), the “welfare state” arises from the interaction of three main spheres: the market, the state and 
the family.(13,14) Each of these fields has a specific impact on the components of the HDI: health, education, 
and income. The level, trajectory and nature of the impact of each area on the HDI components needs to be 
analyzed, using detailed national and subnational data. A pending cross-cutting aspect is to understand how 
decisions in these areas contribute to the configuration of the “welfare state”.

Because national economic management cannot be outsourced to the private sector, public administration 
sets policies to pursue a welfare state and higher living standards. Within political-institutional analysis, 
emphasizing state capacity and institutional robustness best frames the public sector’s effects on HDI and 
overall well-being.(15,16,17,18)

In addition, according to Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson and James Robinson institutions drive development: 
inclusive institutions—broad participation and rule of law—sustain growth, while extractive institutions—elite 
power concentration—restrict opportunity and entrench poverty and inequality. Institutional adaptability and 
social inclusion explain cross-national differences, reinforcing the positive link between development and state 
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capacity embedded in robust institutions.(19,20,21)

Guided by this theory, the review proceeds in three stages: (1) a global scan of trends in human development 
research; (2) a regional focus on Latin America with cross-regional comparisons; and (3) an in-depth synthesis 
for Ecuador, highlighting country-specific dynamics affecting human development.

This review aims to systematically map and synthesize the scientific literature on human development 
and the Human Development Index (HDI) in Latin America (2010–2024), with a focused analysis of Ecuador, to 
identify thematic and methodological trends and policy-relevant determinants that shape HDI in the region.

METHOD
Information sources, data extraction and search strategies: 

From Jan 1, 2010, to Jun 29, 2024, papers were retrieved from Web of Science and Scopus. Records 
were harmonized in Python (pandas, bibtexparser), exported to CSV, standardized (authors/keywords), and 
deduplicated by title–author (WoS priority). A total of 262 duplicates were removed (10,9 %): 4 WoS (0,5 %) 
and 258 Scopus (16,7 %); plus 179 cross-database duplicates with citation mismatches. Search equations were 
developed collaboratively with the UNEMI team. We then conducted descriptive analyses (output, top authors/
institutions/journals, time trends) and network mapping (Biblioshiny, VOSviewer). h-indices for authors and 
countries used Scopus/WoS (taking the higher count when discrepant). Influential documents were flagged via 
impact metrics.

Eligibility Criteria
The eligibility criteria focused on studies analyzing factors that promote human development, with emphasis 

on Ecuador and comparable contexts. Only research using the Human Development Index (HDI)—as dependent, 
independent, or within the UNDP framework (since 1990)—was included. Purely theoretical studies were 
excluded, favoring large empirical databases. Articles with at least 50 citations in Scopus or Web of Science 
were prioritized. Exceptions were made for case studies from countries with HDI levels similar to Ecuador, 
provided they addressed education, income, or health, or offered substantial observational data (e.g., surveys 
of students, professors, or officials in Bolivia).

The table 1 shows the decision-making flow for the inclusion or exclusion of articles in the systematic 
review. Each eligibility criterion is displayed with its corresponding indicator and a detailed description.

Table 1. Summary of document selection for Review
Eligibility Indicator  Detailed Description
Analysis Period (1990 onwards 
or inclusive)

Studies should address data from 1990 or consider this year as part of their analysis, since the 
HDI began to be systematically calculated by UNDP from that year onwards. (2615 documents)

Data Cleansing and 
Deduplication

Data cleansing and deduplication were performed to ensure the quality and relevance of 
selected Scopus and WoS articles, eliminating duplicate records and ensuring that each study 
was unique. (2170 documents)

Use of the HDI as a Central 
Variable

The study should use the HDI as a dependent variable, one of the independent variables, or 
use the concept of human development as defined by UNDP. (1733 documents)

Extensive Empirical Database Theoretical studies are excluded. Only those that present extensive and empirical databases 
are included to ensure the robustness of the analysis. (1470 documents)

Selection of texts in Social 
Sciences (CCSS)

Articles from the area of Social Sciences were included because the knowledge linked to the 
HDI is strongly associated with these disciplines. (910 documents)

After considering the four criteria of the fields of science: economics linked to sustainable development, education, gender 
studies, and social and political institutions, 350 documents were reached.
Criteria related to the Ecuadorian case:
Academic Impact Articles must have a minimum of 25 citations in the Scopus or Web of Science databases to 

ensure their relevance and quality within the academic community.
Similarity with Ecuador in the 
HDI

In case studies with fewer than 25 citations, articles should focus on countries with a similar 
HDI level to Ecuador, or share characteristics in education, per capita income, or health.

Case Studies with a Lot of 
Observations

For specific case studies, a considerable number of observations are required. For example, in 
research on Bolivia, only those with a high number of surveys or data collected are included.
55 documents

Total after applying the last 
three criteria

55 documents

The selected articles were grouped into three themes: (1) economic development and public policies, (2) 
economics, environment, and sustainability, and (3) education and gender, given the global relevance of gender 
gaps. The first two also address quality of life, including health and inequality, reflecting emerging interests in 
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the broader literature.

RESULTS
Before moving on to the detailed description of the three analytical fields identified in the literature, some 

quantitative data provided by the bibliometric review are reviewed. 

Figure 1. Publications by geographical criterion

The figure 1 highlights that the countries with the highest number of publications on human development 
are the United States, the United Kingdom, and China, with the latter standing out with the highest percentage 
of recent publications (42 %) between 2022 and 2023 (orange band). In contrast, publications prior to 2022 
(blue stripe) predominate in the United States and the United Kingdom, reflecting a continuity in academic 
production since 2010. It is relevant to note that, among Latin American countries, only Brazil exceeds 50 
publications, which positions the Latin American region significantly below global standards, with Brazil barely 
achieving a place in the world ranking.

Figure 2. Thematic Evolution Trend Matrix
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Figure 2 maps thematic evolution into four quadrants: Motor (health policy, economics, education, gender), 
Core (inequality, sustainability, gender equality), Niche (AI, environmental regulation, citizenship), and 
Emerging/Declining (digital economy, higher education). Overall, health, education, sustainability, and equality 
dominate, supporting three fields: public policy–economy; economy–environment; and education–gender.

The table 2 shows that research on this topic is broad and diverse, covering multiple dimensions such as 
education, economy, governance and sustainability.

Table 2. Summary of Evidence on Factors That Raise the HDI

Evidence of rising HDI Document Number

Yes 41

Not indicated 14

Table 3. Factors associated with the increase in HDI

Main Category Examples of Associated Variables Impact on the HDI Frequency (%)

Education Tuition Rate, Education Spending, 
Access to Educational Technology

Increased human capabilities 
and equity

90 %

Economy and Income GDP per capita, remittances, 
employment, social inequality

Improvement in quality of life 
and reduction of inequalities

85 %

Public Policies Social programs, state investment, 
NGO programs

Poverty reduction and equity in 
services

80 %

Gender and Equity Gender parity, female participation in 
politics and education

Reducing gender gaps 75 %

Innovation and Technology Technological infrastructure, 
educational innovation

Improved productivity and 
equitable access

65 %

Socioeconomic Conditions Household size, economic shocks, 
location

Increased economic security 60 %

Governance and 
Decentralization

Fiscal control, transparency, 
decentralized policies

Better resource management 55 %

Sustainability & Services Access to water, environmental 
policies, resource management

Promoting sustainability 50 %

Social and Cultural Factors Social capital, cultural barriers, 
community cohesion

Increased social cohesion 40 %

The findings show that education stands as the fundamental pillar for human development, being identified 
in 90 % of the studies reviewed. Variables such as enrolment rate, educational expenditure and access to 
educational technologies play a crucial role in building human capacities and reducing social inequalities.
(22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30) These results confirm the relevance of education as a key driver to break cycles of poverty 
and inequality, aligning with international evidence on its transformative impact.

Development and public policies
Public policy mobilizes state resources for human development by strengthening institutions and capacity, 

aligning public–private expectations, and addressing macrostructural constraints. Evidence from global and 
Ecuadorian studies pinpoints variables that raise or lower HDI. 

Using V-Dem data (1990–2019), Higashijima finds democratic quality positively affects HDI.(31) This statement 
is validated by an analysis of panel data covering the period from 1990 to 2019, thus updating previous studies 
on the relevance of institutional state capacities, such as those proposed by Hendrix (2010). The latter, in a 
factor analysis, showed that greater investment in military spending and increased tax collection can strengthen 
the state’s capacity to distribute public goods and reduce conflicts in civil society, in a global study covering 
the period from 1978 to 2008.(15) In Ecuador, Ecotec researchers report that clean elections, pro-investment 
conditions, and a supportive international context improve economic performance. Using multiple regressions 
on Central Bank data (2007–2020), they infer that stable, secure institutions and consistent public policies 
foster development,(32) a finding valid for countries with characteristics similar to Ecuador but even on other 
continents.(33)

Political economy research links institutions to economic performance. A global study (2002–2019) finds FDI 
boosts human development only where absorptive capacity—proxied by host-country human capital—is high. To 
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reach this conclusion, the study used United Nations trade and transport data, World Bank, and the Arjan H. 
Schakel Regional Authority Index.(34) Through the two-stage instrumental variable estimation technique (2SLS-
IV), the authors show that countries with higher human capital and high per capita income make better use of 
foreign direct investment.(35)

A global analysis (1950–2006) shows national economic growth yields stronger outcomes when paired with 
local decentralization; resilience to disasters and crises improves under coordinated, decentralized policies.(36) 
This finding was made possible by analyzing panel data using data from The International Disaster Database, 
the Regional Authority Index and the Economic Database Penn World Table.(36) The finding of Tselios and 
Tompkins is in line with the cases of OECD countries, indicating that fiscal decentralization contributes to 
improving the quality of government, which in turn reduces regional inequality and favors human development 
at the local level. This relationship, observed in the period between 1984 and 2005, was evaluated by means 
of a simultaneous equation model (SEM), using three-stage least squares estimators (3SLS) and a consistent 
estimator for heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation (GMM-HAC). The data used in the analysis were collected 
from OECD member countries and the International Country Risk Guide.(37) It is worth asking whether these 
public policies would also be effective for the Latin American context and Ecuador inclusive.

In the same line of argument, macroeconomic data suggests that a solid formal economy, in combination 
with a democratic regime, increases military effectiveness and, with it, the state’s capacity to provide citizen 
security, a pillar of human development. This analysis, which covers the period from 1898 to 1987,(38) was 
replicated in subsequent research by Stephen Biddle, who extended the hypothesis until 2010. Biddle stresses 
the importance of the “modern security system” as a foundation for creating an enabling environment for 
development,(39) including in non-regular forces, such as guerrillas, warlords, or militias of non-state entities.(40)

A two-century analysis (1810–2010) for Latin America links development to global-market dependence and 
post-independence institutions. Persistent inequality, macro-instability, and resource reliance shaped civil 
wars, export booms, state industrialization, and neoliberal reforms, using ECLAC, World Bank, and IMF data 
with comparative historical analysis.(41)

In the analysis of economic structural factors applied to local governments, following the approaches of 
Tselios and Tompkins, as well as Kyriacou and their collaborators, it is examined how structural aspects such 
as security, income inequality and corruption negatively affect the development of local governments in Latin 
America during the period 2002-2014. This study, based on data on the quality of public service from the Latin 
American Democratic Development Report (IDD-Lat) and in public opinion surveys of the Americas Barometer 
(LAPOP), uses descriptive statistics and comparative analysis to assess the implications of these factors on the 
performance of local governments in the region.(42)

Studies of public health policies offer key explanations for the development of the sector. An analysis from 
1980 to 2014 in 137 countries assesses neonatal mortality as an indicator of human development in relation to 
labor reforms by the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The study concludes that neoliberal adjustments tend 
to reduce access to health systems, which increases neonatal mortality, especially in developing countries, 
including much of Latin America. The research uses databases from the IMF, the World Bank and the Global 
Burden of Disease Study, and their findings, validated by regression analysis with correction for non-randomized 
selection, indicate a statistically significant relationship in countries where these programs were widely 
implemented.(43)

Consistent with this line of analysis, another study explores how self-assessment of health by users of 
public systems is affected by social capital (measured through trust in institutions and civic participation) and 
economic inequality. This study, focused on eight Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay) between 2010 and 2014, concludes that in contexts of high inequality, high 
levels of social capital contribute positively to improving health self-assessment.(44) Data were obtained from 
the World Bank and the World Values Survey and were analyzed using fixed-effect logistic regression.

In the Ecuadorian context, specific research found a meaningful relationship between participation in social 
organizations (first and second degree) and neurocognitive performance, measured through a neurocognitive 
performance index. This finding, valid for the period between 2007 and 2010, is based on a study of twelve 
farming communities in the provinces of Chimborazo and Tungurahua, and uses surveys and interviews applied 
to community members.(45) The results were obtained using generalized estimation equations (GEEs) to evaluate 
longitudinal associations, including the modifying effects of organizational participation.

These results are consistent with studies in similar demographic contexts, such as Ghana and Uganda. In 
Ghana, social organization and gender inequality have been observed to significantly impact nutrition and, 
therefore, population development.(46) In Uganda, participation in consultancy programs linked to international 
cooperation has been shown to improve the capacity of the population to access development resources.(47) 
Both studies are based on secondary data provided by the respective governments and direct interviews with 
the population.
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Development, environment and sustainability
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated pre-existing social and economic inequalities, evidencing structural 

failures in economic and social systems that hindered governments’ ability to respond to the crisis. In this 
context, Ashford et al.(48) They propose a set of more than 30 interventions aimed at reducing inequality and 
promoting sustainability. These measures include income redistribution through progressive taxation and a 
universal basic income, the creation of sustainable jobs through green work policies, and the state provision of 
essential goods such as education, health, and housing. In addition, the democratization of business ownership, 
the strengthening of balanced public-private partnerships, and the reform of the financial system to prioritize 
collective well-being are emphasized, all of which are aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10). 
They also present challenges related to other SDGs, such as those linked to the environment, due to the risk 
of fostering unsustainable consumption patterns. The authors argue that addressing inequality is essential to 
unlocking new solutions that drive sustainable and equitable development.(48)

In line with these proposals, equitable access to water and sanitation, recognized as fundamental human rights 
in SDGs 6 and 10, remains a challenge in many developing countries. Bayu et al.(49) show that, in an analysis of 
82 countries, inequalities in access to basic sanitation are more accentuated than those in drinking water. They 
also highlight that economic factors, such as the absorption capacity of external funds, have a greater influence 
on access to water, while the quality of water governance, including government effectiveness and regulatory 
quality, has a greater impact on sanitation. This study underscores the need for targeted policies and targeted 
funding for the most vulnerable populations. In addition, it states that sustainable water governance must 
integrate socio-political and economic approaches in a coordinated manner to meet the global development 
and human rights goals.(49) 

In the educational field, the “capillarity architecture” methodology has been applied as an innovative 
approach to promote environmental education in a Brazilian public university. According to Cassia-Sudan et 
al.(50), this methodology organizes hierarchical learning collectivities to implement local actions on seven 
campuses with the participation of more than 2 500 people. This model has facilitated the training of leaders 
in sustainability through workshops, socio-environmental diagnoses and educational activities. However, the 
authors recognize challenges such as institutional bureaucracy, lack of resources, and organizational resistance. 
Despite these limitations, they emphasize that the methodology encourages broad participation and critical 
thinking, although they warn about the risk of compromising educational quality in processes of massive 
expansion. This case exemplifies how environmental education initiatives require concrete investments and 
contextual adaptations to address material and cultural inequalities in the territories of application.(50)

On the other hand, from a global governance perspective, six fundamental transformations are proposed to 
achieve the SDGs within the framework of the Paris Agreement.(51) These include interventions in education, 
gender equality, health, energy decarbonization, food sustainability, sustainable cities, and the digital 
revolution. Each transformation integrates interdependent strategies adapted to national contexts, promoting 
collaboration between governments, businesses, and civil society. The authors emphasize the need to resolve 
conflicts between objectives, apply equity principles such as “leave no one behind,” and adopt circular 
approaches in the use of resources. These transformations require government coordination, blended financing 
and social mobilization to address structural challenges in a comprehensive and effective manner.(51)

Finally, from an analysis of the quality of governance, it is observed that it conditions the adaptive capacity 
of societies in the face of climate change.(52) Based on the Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSP) scenarios, the 
authors project that, under the “green road” scenario (SSP1), weak governance would almost disappear by 2050, 
while under the “rocky road” (SSP3) scenario, 30 % of the global population would still live in countries with low 
institutional quality. Even on optimistic trajectories, they identify critical time limits to improve governance 
and adaptive capacity. They underscore the importance of strengthening institutions and combating corruption 
in order to maximize the effectiveness of adaptation actions and the use of international financial resources. 
These findings reinforce the need to integrate governance into climate impact assessments and efforts towards 
sustainable development.(52)

Development, gender and education 
At the global level, education has occupied a prominent place in the framework of the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) and, subsequently, in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), one of the main 
purposes has been to promote equal access to education to promote human development and reduce social 
inequalities. In particular, one of the key objectives is to ensure equal access to affordable vocational training, 
eliminating gender and socio-economic disparities and promoting universal access to quality higher education.
(10) The PISA 2018 report, which assesses educational performance in 70 countries, highlights gender inequality 
as the most significant variable, surpassing factors such as the Gini index, HDI, GDP per capita and public 
spending on education. Using regression and clustering models, the study shows that this inequality especially 
affects educational outcomes in non-OECD countries.(53) Gender inequality in education reflects current lags, 
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highlighting the need to reduce gaps and create inclusive environments. Multivariate linear regression models 
and clustering techniques identified patterns that show their impact in various contexts, guiding policies to 
promote educational equality.(54)

Promoting gender equality in education not only improves access to and quality of training, but also empowers 
women, contributing to the creation of fairer and more equitable societies. In addition, the promotion of 
an inclusive and equitable educational environment creates role models that inspire future generations, 
promoting diversity and equity at all levels of society. The research applied a participatory methodology, based 
on research-action, focused on training leaders in sustainability. It involved 2 500 participants from a Brazilian 
university, organized into learning collectives on seven campuses.(50)

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed inequalities in access to education, especially in vulnerable contexts. 
In Chile, although it has high rates of school enrollment and completion compared to other OECD countries, 
gender gaps and regional and socioeconomic inequality persist, affecting vulnerable sectors more;(55) according 
to the authors it is necessary to review the “social contract” around the Chilean education system, promoting 
reforms that allow progress towards a more inclusive and equitable education, the research used categorical-
thematic analysis of Chilean education laws, focusing on especially vulnerable students, to evaluate measures 
of the Ministry of Education during the pandemic.(55)

In this context, the experience of other countries can be a source of learning and reflection, a study carried 
out in South Africa analyzes how historical and socioeconomic inequalities affect the quality of education and 
the professional development of teachers.(33) This research shows that, in societies with high levels of inequality, 
education systems often reproduce, rather than mitigate, existing disparities. Similarly, the analysis of school 
barriers in Ghana shows that, although significant progress has been made in school enrollment, girls continue 
to face limits to school access and problems in staying in the education system, the study explored barriers to 
school attendance in Ghana through surveys of 68 students and 52 caregivers. using descriptive analyses and 
regressions to assess economic, health, and gender perceptions.(56) The persistence of these barriers highlights 
the need to adopt specific policies that guarantee gender equity in education, so that girls and young women 
can access an education that allows them to develop their full potential.

“Buen Vivir” in Ecuador offers a comprehensive lens to address inequality and reframe education policy. 
Empirically, ENEMDU-2017 (children 5–14) analyzed correlations among subjective poverty, ethnicity, and school 
conditions, informing inclusion-oriented reforms.(57) This perspective offers a way to overcome the structural 
inequities that affect students in vulnerable situations, promoting an education that is in harmony with the 
sociocultural context of each community. 

DISCUSSION
The systematic analysis shows that of the 55 documents reviewed there are 41 studies that show factors 

associated with the improvement of the Human Development Index (HDI).
In economic terms, variables related to household income, such as GDP per capita, remittances and the 

reduction of inequalities, emerge as essential determinants, cited in 85 % of the research. These contribute not 
only to the improvement of the quality of life, but also to access to basic services such as health and education, 
evidencing the direct connection between economic stability and social well-being.(27,32,37,58,59,60,61,62) Public 
policies and governance are fundamental, with an 80 % impact on studies. Inclusive policies, state investments, 
and equity programs highlight the importance of managing resources efficiently.(37,63,64,65,66,67,68) Governance and 
decentralization, although less common, strengthen administration and sustainability.

Gender equity emerges as a cross-cutting element, cited in 75 % of the publications. Variables such as 
the gender parity index in education and women’s participation in the political and economic spheres show 
their impact on reducing structural gaps and creating fairer and more inclusive societies.(69,70,71,72,73,74,75,76,77) In 
addition, technological innovation, present in 65 % of the studies, reinforces its role as a catalyst for human 
development, improving productivity and promoting broader inclusion, although it also reveals challenges 
related to unequal access to these technologies.

HDI scholarship is dominated by the United States, United Kingdom, and China; Latin America contributes 
modestly, with Brazil as the main outlier. This gap—likely tied to institutional and budget constraints—calls for 
strengthening local research. FDI can lower HDI where absorptive capacity is weak (human capital, technology, 
stability).(35) Forte and Abreu argue that, in these contexts, FDI can exacerbate inequalities, crowd out local 
firms, and reduce tax revenues if it relies on tax incentives. Therefore, it is crucial to strengthen local capacities 
for FDI to generate sustainable positive impacts on human development.(23)

The structural adjustment policies promoted by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have been shown to 
have negative impacts on health equity, in developing countries. These reforms, aimed at liberalizing markets 
and fiscal austerity, tend to reduce access to health systems and increase neonatal mortality.(43) These policies 
can exacerbate inequity by weakening the state’s capacity to ensure equitable health services, especially 
in contexts where pre-existing conditions are already unfavorable. Thus, the IMF’s initiatives contradict the 
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sustainable development goals, by prioritizing economic goals over social and health equity.
In sum, this review supports a comprehensive human-development agenda: prioritize education and economic 

equity as primary drivers; align with SDGs; design inclusive, sustainable, context-responsive policies. It also 
urges closing Latin America’s knowledge gaps by expanding scientific production and explicitly multidimensional 
approaches.

Limitations
This synthesis is region-bounded: it privileges Latin America—with emphasis on Ecuador—thereby limiting 

generalizability and potentially obscuring subregional heterogeneity. Evidence coverage depends on Web of 
Science/Scopus indexing (2010–2024); the exclusion of grey literature and regional databases (e.g., SciELO, 
RedALyC, LILACS) may introduce language and indexing bias against local outlets. As a bibliometric/systematic 
mapping review, no pooled effect sizes or formal risk-of-bias assessments were undertaken; thematic structures 
are sensitive to preprocessing, deduplication rules (WoS priority), and clustering thresholds (VOSviewer/
Biblioshiny). Finally, HDI-centric eligibility may omit adjacent well-being constructs. Future research should 
broaden database inclusion, incorporate mixed-methods evidence, and extend cross-regional comparisons to 
strengthen external validity.

CONCLUSIONS
This analysis reveals that human development is a multidimensional phenomenon, in which education and the 

economy are predominant factors, not only because of their frequency in the studies analyzed, but also because 
of their cross-cutting impact on quality of life, social equity, and economic opportunities. The review highlights 
the urgent need to strengthen institutional capacity, especially in developing countries, to implement inclusive 
and sustainable policies that address structural inequalities, improve access to basic services, and promote 
technological innovation. It is also evident that variables related to governance, such as decentralization and 
transparency, play a crucial role in ensuring that public resources are used effectively to generate well-being. 
In this context, gender equity also emerges as a central dimension that cannot be ignored, given its influence 
on reducing education, labor, and political gaps.

On the other hand, the limited scientific production in Latin America, except for Brazil, highlights a 
significant gap in regional knowledge that limits the design of solutions adapted to local realities. This raises 
a call to action to promote interdisciplinary research and strengthen educational and scientific systems in the 
region, allowing not only to close disparities in global academic production, but also to contribute to the design 
of more effective and contextualized public policies. This effort is key to moving towards a more equitable and 
sustainable human development that integrates economic, social, and environmental dimensions.
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