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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A poster child for reforms and growth in Latin America, Chile’s economy has proved 
its dynamism in the last decades.  Over the last 20 years, Chile has enjoyed 
sustained economic growth and improved its performance in many dimensions that 
are essential to a good life, notably on health outcomes, quality of housing and 
access to basic services. However, the relationship between many social well-being 
indicators and economic growth is not always linear. In fact, economic growth can 
occur simultaneously with downturns in certain indicators. Furthermore, high growth 
levels in Chile have been related to mounting inequality, which is clearly a potential 
threat for social well-being. 
  
Likewise, economic progress has been unequal across the country. Some regions 
have lagged behind, while others take a clear lead in development. This raises 
questions about the homogeneity of social well-being in the country. Getting the 
complete picture of social well-being and its development in Chile therefore 
requires looking at sub-national indicators, rather than national averages alone. 
  
The objective of this research is twofold. First, it will provide insights on levels of 
social well-being across Chilean regions with the objective of providing a more 
nuanced picture of Chile’s well-being standpoint.  Second, it will observe the 
relationship between regional economic performance and social well-being 
indicators, analysing whether disposable income is indeed a good proxy measure 
for well-being across regions in Chile or if economic progress is not translating into 
generally higher living standards for citizens. 
  
Using data from the OECD’s “How’s your region” database, this document 
observes the inequalities in social well-being across regions in Chile. Indeed, 
redistributive policies in the past years have been insufficient to counterbalance 
Chile’s centralised governance structure and polarized economy, where Santiago 
and mining regions rank far above the rest. However, this study concludes that it 
would be unfair to attribute all differences in social well-being being to economic 
development. In fact, many key indicators for social well-being proved to be worse 
in richer areas with higher inequalities, such as the safety indicator. Achieving high 
social well-being standards across Chile will therefore not just be a question of 
economic growth. Policy makers will have to pay increasing attention to 
redistributive policies and aim to target the externalities caused by economic 
growth. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

Enfant modèle en matière de réformes et de croissance économique, l'économie 
chilienne a prouvé son dynamisme au cours des dernières décennies. En effet, au 
cours des 20 dernières années, alors que la croissance économique n’a cessé de se 
fortifier, le Chili a nettement amélioré ses performances dans de nombreuses 
dimensions nécessaires au bien-être collectif, notamment en matière de santé, de 
qualité du logement et d'accès aux services de base. Toutefois, la relation entre de 
nombreux indicateurs de bien-être social et la croissance économique n'est pas 
toujours linéaire, car la croissance économique peut faire évoluer les indicateurs 
dans des directions opposées. En outre, une croissance élevée s'accompagne 
généralement d'une inégalité croissante, une menace potentielle pour le bien-être 
social. 
  
De même, les progrès économiques ont été inégaux à travers le pays, certaines 
régions bénéficient clairement du développement du pays, tandis que d'autres 
prennent du retard. Ce constat interroge l'homogénéité des dimensions du bien-
être social dans les régions du pays. Pour compléter l’appréhension du 
développement social et du bien-être au Chili, il faut alors examiner les indicateurs 
infranationaux plutôt que les moyennes nationales. 
  
L'objectif de cette recherche est donc double. Premièrement, nous fournirons des 
informations sur les différents niveaux de bien-être dans les régions chiliennes, afin 
de présenter une description complète et multidimensionnelle du bien-être au Chili. 
Par ailleurs, nous observerons la relation entre la performance économique 
régionale et ces indicateurs, en questionnant la pertinence du revenu disponible 
comme mesure effective du bien-être pour les différentes régions du Chili et 
vérifiant la corrélation entre progrès économique et élévation des niveaux de vie 
pour tous les citoyens. 
  
À l'aide des données de la section « Comment va votre région ? » de l'OCDE, nous 
avons remarqué que les inégalités sociales en termes de bien-être sont nombreuses 
dans toutes les régions du Chili. Les politiques de redistribution de ces dernières 
années ont en effet manqué d’envergure pour contrebalancer la structure centrale 
et l'économie polarisée du Chili; Santiago et les régions minières se positionnant 
loin devant les autres pour ce qui est de la question du bien-être social. Cependant, 
notre étude a conclu qu'il serait injuste d'attribuer toutes les différences de bien-
être social au développement économique. De nombreux indicateurs clés pour le 
bien-être social, comme la sécurité, se sont avérés être bien plus préoccupants dans 
des endroits plus riches, où les inégalités sont plus fortes. L’optimisation du bien-
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être social au Chili ne se sera donc pas seulement affaire de croissance 
économique. Les décideurs devront accorder une attention croissante aux 
politiques sociales de redistribution, en capitalisant particulièrement sur les 
externalités engendrées par la croissance économique. 
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Why social well-being? 

The quest for trustworthy statistics that capture people’s living standards in a more 
nuanced way than Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is not new. Although 
policymakers have never solely focused on maximizing economic output, until 
recent years most progress benchmarks have effectively been tied only to GDP and 
growth metrics. Enhancing the overall well-being of citizens requires tackling a 
broad range of factors and doing so successfully calls for tracking progress in a 
comprehensive and balanced way, hence using statistical evidence of what really 
matters to citizens. 
  
Well-being is an abstract concept. Definitions differ across dictionaries and 
countries but normally revolve around the concepts of happiness, health, prosperity 
and fulfilment. A compound of different dimensions, well-being is intrinsically 
difficult to measure, thereby requiring the use of multifaceted compound indicators.  
Instead, GDP has traditionally been used as a proxy measure to capture progress in 
well-being.  However, GDP growth can cause several of the indicators composing 
well-being to move in the opposite direction, making it difficult to argue that the 
well-being of society as a whole has risen or fallen. There is indeed growing 
evidence that the image conveyed by GDP is not always necessarily aligned with 
people’s living conditions (Costanza, 2009; Boarani, 2006; Stewart, 2015). In this 
line, the use of inappropriate statistical measures to sample well-being will lead to 
biased analysis, wrong policy targets and gaps with people’s perceptions.  
 
Creating precise social well-being indicators that capture the multifaceted nature of 
development has strong implications for development benchmarking. Observing 
the relation between these indicators and GDP will allow us to measure how 
economic development relates to people’s living standards in each field. The 
objective of this research is thus twofold. First, it will provide insights on well-being 
levels across Chilean regions with the objective of providing a better picture of 
Chile’s current standpoint.  Second, it will observe the relation between regional 
GDP and several alternative indicators, observing this way if GDP is indeed a good 
proxy for well-being across regions in Chile or if economic progress is not 
translating into higher living standards across the board for citizens.  
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Why regions? 

Over the last 15 years as economic growth has spread, Chile has improved its 
performance in many dimensions that are essential to a good life, notably on health 
outcomes, quality of housing and access to basic services (OECD, 2015a; OECD, 
2015b). Yet progress has been unequal across the country with some regions taking 
a clear lead in development and others lagging behind. Getting a holistic picture of 
social the development of well-being in Chile requires looking at sub-national 
indicators rather than aggregated national averages, since it is only by observing 
regional differences that institutions at all levels can identify where improvements 
are needed and which areas of public intervention should be prioritized. 
  
Social well-being is strongly tied to local factors that influences people’s daily lives. 
This is why putting the right policies into place at the local level can usually have an 
immediate positive impact on key well-being conditions. This fact stands in stark 
contrast with Chile’s centralized system, where Santiago lies at the core of spending 
and investment (OECD, 2015b). Indeed, among OECD countries, Chile ranks at the 
bottom in terms of subnational-spending — only 10% of funds are administered by 
subnational governments, far below the OECD’s 40% average (OECD, 2017a). This 
centralized system has raised regional calls for greater autonomy through political 
parties like Partido Regionalista de los Independientes, although their success has 
been limited (Sepulveda, 2017). 
  
Chile has indeed experienced notable economic growth in the past years, but does 
this growth benefit the population at large? Measuring well-being at the regional 
level can provide a basis for observing how growth in a centralized system is 
translating into changes in social well-being across the country.  
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Methodology 

Social well-being is a broad and relatively subjective term that can be affected by a 
large number of variables. To narrow this analysis down, this paper will base its 
analysis on the 10 indicators that OECD’s Better Life Index determinates as key for 
social well-being: 
● Health– Life expectancy at birth / Standardised mortality rate 
● Environment – Estimated average exposure to air pollution in PM2.5 (µg/m³), 

based on   satellite imagery data 
● Education – Share of labour force with at least secondary education (in %) 
● Housing – Nº of rooms per person 
● Safety – Homicide rate (per 100,000 people) 
● Jobs - Employment (as % of total population) 
● Governance / Governments’ performance evaluation index– Perception of 

corruption 
● Income inequality – Gini index 
● Accessibility to services – Share of households with access to Internet 
● Life satisfaction – Self-reported life satisfaction 

 
When compared to the OECD at large, 
Chile only performs well in a few 
dimensions of well-being. However, the 
national averages depicted are not fully 
representative of the variance in 
performance between regions. To get a 
deeper insight into the dynamics of the 
country beyond aggregated numbers it is 
first necessary to map such inequalities.  
 

Figure 1 Chile's Social Well-Being indicators vs. OECD 
average 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017 
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Sociodemographic insights on Chile	
Regional GDP distribution 

  

As a cross-cutting characteristic of the 
Chilean economy and society, regional 
disparities in GDP per capita remain 
very high relative to other OECD 
countries. With the mining sector 
accounting for about 14% of GDP and 
half of Chilean exports in recent years, 
the major mining regions (Antofagasta, 
Tarapacá and Atacama) rank at the top 
along with Santiago, which is the 
financial and business capital of Chile 
(OECD, 2015). In 2015, the region with 
the highest GDP per capita, Antofagasta 
(57,644 USD), surpassed the lowest-
ranked Araucanía (9,141 USD) more 
than six-fold (OECD, 2017a). This 
contrast is evidently also linked to sharp 
differences in domestic and foreign 
investment, labour productivity, income 
and human capital. 
 
Recent years have shown that these 
mining regions’ GDP per capita figures 
are also the most volatile, reflecting the 
uncertainties of copper production with 
stagnating capacities and volatile world 
market prices. For example, GDP per 
capita dropped in Antofagasta and 
Atacama by more than 7,000 and 5,000 
USD respectively from 2014 to 2015 
(OECD, 2017b). In contrast, the figures 

for the metropolitan area of Santiago are much more stable, as its economy is more 
diversified with industrial activities as well as financial, business, real estate and 
personal services. 
 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  

Map 1: GDP disparities across Chilean provinces 
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The Chilean average of 20,840 USD (in 2015) is heavily shaped by the outlier 
Antofagasta. Interestingly, excluding the top two mining regions from calculations, 
territorial disparities in GDP per capita remain nonetheless large and persistent for 
the last 15 years (OECD, 2017a). 
 
Perhaps more than in many other OECD countries, Chile’s geography naturally 
determines regional economic activity. To varying degrees, many Chilean regional 
economies are based on agriculture (e.g. fruits and wine) and related sectors like 

fishing and/or forestry, but tourism plays an 
important role as well (e.g. Aisén, Coquimbo, 
La Araucanía, Biobío and Maule). In Biobío, 
iron and steel production as well as 
petrochemicals are likewise of great 
importance, and in O’Higgins, copper 
production plays a key role (OECD, 2015b). 
Chile’s regional economies still have much 
room to diversify, which could help alleviate 
regional disparities.  
 
Other than GDP per capita, observing the 
distribution of disposable income per capita is 
also relevant in its relationship with social well-
being. Disposable income per capita only 
takes into account income of residents of a 
country in a given year, rather than the value of 
everything that is produced in that country. 
Making this distinction is especially relevant in 
Chile given that regions such as Antofagasta 
and Atacama have significantly higher levels of 
GDP per capita than disposable income due to 
the strong presence of FDI in the mining 
industry (OECD, 2015). 
 
Looking at disposable income per capita, it is 
clear how the northern mining region of 
Antofagasta dominates the pack with 
provinces like Santiago. Southern regions like 
Aisén or Magallanes emerge as economically 

significant when looking at disposable income 
as well. Both regions boast non-negligible 

Map 2: Income disparities across Chile 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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presence of large bovine estates where FDI is less prevalent (INE, 2014).  Thus, 
economic disparities also exist between regions when measured by disposable 
income.  
 
Differences in economic performance across regions are the norm for the Chilean 
economy, but do these always translate into higher social well-being standards in 
richer regions? Although this question may seem to have a straightforward answer, 
the effects of economic activities on social well-being indicators are far from 
homogeneous. 
 
Urban population 

 
According to data from the UN Population 
Division, 90 % of Chile’s residents live in 
urban areas as defined by the Chilean 
national statistics office (World Bank Statistics, 
2017). This would make Chile one of the most 
urbanised countries in the OECD and 
worldwide. However, this figure contrasts 
sharply with those by the OECD, according to 
which 48% of Chileans live in predominantly 
urban areas, 16 % in intermediate and 36% in 
rural regions. This composition hasn’t 
changed much over the last 15 years (INE, 
2017). 
 
Various regional well-being metrics do not 
seem to indicate a large rural-urban divide, as 
is the case for Gini coefficients, labour income 
and life expectancy (OECD, 2017a). 
Exceptions are posed by measures for GDP 
per capita and education outcomes (share of 
labour force with at least secondary 
education). The inter-regional figures 
presumably hide large intra-regional 
disparities, which can be further skewed by 
the great intra-regional differences in 
population density. For instance, poverty is 
both a predominant feature in urban as well 
as in rural areas. Also, the highly urbanised 

Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística de Chile, 2015 

Map 3: Urbanization across 
Chile 
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metropolitan mrea and the rural dominated region of La Araucanía rank first for the 
Gini index (OECD, 2017a). In general, the economic divide seems to be much more 
prevalent than the urban-rural divide. 

 

Social well-being indicators	
Health 

Chile has gained recognition and become part 
of the OECD, although it continues to be 
characterised high levels of inequality, 
especially in terms of income distribution 
(OECD, 2015a). At the same time, the numbers 
remain relatively high and consistent across 
regions for objective health indicators such as 
life expectancy at birth (LE). The spatial 
heterogeneity is not particularly high in 
regional terms, with LE remaining between 77 
and 79 in all regions. In fact, these numbers 
are not far from the OECD average of 79, 
although this average is pulled down by 
regions on the lower end of the scale in 
countries like Mexico (OECD, 2017a). Hence, 
LE suggests that there is some degree of 
equality in terms of health across the country.	
 
However, a different image presents itself if 
one considers the health system holistically. In 
Chile, basic health care costs were covered by 
the public sector after the 1980s-healthcare 
sector reform, while continuing to enable the 
“private sector to organise, administer and 
finance healthcare services and insurance” 
(Burrows, 2008, p.1). Following this reform, a 
2005 “rights-based” health care reform was 
implemented with the rise of the Plan Acceso 
Universal con Garantías Explícitas (AUGE), i.e. 
Universal Access with Explicit Guarantees, 

which would provide healthcare through the Source: OECD Databank, 2017  

Map 4: Life expectancy at birth 
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public sector while keeping the healthcare role of the private sector unchanged 
(Mendez, 2013). Hence, the Chilean health system is a mixed public-private system. 
Although universal health coverage is provided to some extent, issues of access and 
efficiency remain unresolved (Mendez, 2013; OECD, 2015a). Indeed, a high level of 
reliance on private insurance remains: reportedly, Chile is second only to the United 
States in that private insurance “contributes 17% of health system expenditure” 
(OECD 2015a, p.31). Seen in the context of wide-ranging income and access 
inequalities, this suggests that Chile has an economic divide in healthcare. In fact, in 
2015 the OECD reported that the “perceived quality [of health services was] 
markedly worse on the public side” (2015a p.31). In this situation, it is also likely that 
private institutions will compete with the public sector in the recruitment of staff to 
their healthcare centres, perhaps constraining the quality of the public system. 
These disparities are indicative of the 
fragmented development of health systems in 
Chile, perhaps constituting a negative trend 
towards increasingly unequal health care 
access in the country.  
 
Consider the distribution of “active physicians 
rate” (AP) in Chile. It can be observed that the 
general level of active physicians is very low, 
despite the stark demographic differences 
existing within the states, particularly those 
more densely populated than the 
comparatively wealthier southern regions of 
Aisén and Magallanes. In fact, the 
concentration of active physicians per 1000 
inhabitants in these sparsely populated 
regions is considerably higher than the rest of 
the country. Despite this, all levels of AP in 
the country are remarkably low, as most other 
OECD countries have levels closer to 2 or 2.5 
(OECD, 2015b). Yet, this measurement does 
not take into account whether the physicians 
work in rural or urban areas in the region, or 
whether they work in private or public 
practice, but it could provide a proxy to 
understand the distribution of healthcare 
workers. Perhaps a spatial analysis on a 
different level needs to be conducted in 

Map 5: Active physicians across Chile 

Source: OECD Databank, 2011 
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tandem with a consideration of data on the levels of access to these active 
physicians and their care.  
 
It seems likely that societal inequalities impact the efficiency of healthcare provision 
in contemporary Chile. Indeed, Burrows (2008, p.2) suggests that “over a certain 
level of development, health status is determined by an individual’s place in the 
socioeconomic scale”. Since the 2005 rights-based reform, Chile has continued to 
be considered as an example for low and middle-income countries on the topic of 
healthcare provision (Frenz, 2014). At the same time, this reform has not been able 
to address the issues of “quality of care, health system barriers and differential 
access for health conditions” (Frenz, 2014, p.717). Since these inequalities are not 
easily captured through the mapping of region-level data on LE or AP, it is 
important to consider how these objective indicators are used as proxies in 
understanding the state of health care sectors. In terms of inequalities in health care 
access and well-being, it may be necessary to scale down the spatial analysis of 
heterogeneity while considering other variables. As Frenz suggests, differences in 
the use of services based on income inequalities must be considered in order to 
evaluate the impact of policy initiatives aimed at improving healthcare accessibility 
and equality. If not, the understanding of progress in the equality of the healthcare 
sector will remain insufficient.  
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Environment 

 Environment is one of the 
determinants of well-being in which 
Chile has the worst performance. To 
measure this, the OECD monitors 
levels of air pollution by the quantity 
of fine particle matter (PM) that is less 
than 2.5 micrometres (μm) in diameter 
(PM2.5) that exists in each cubic 
meter. The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) suggests that levels of PM2.5 
air pollution are hazardous if they are 
equal to or exceed 10µ/m31 (WHO, 
2017). Chilean levels of PM2.5/m3 
have significant spatial heterogeneity, 
reaching levels above this upper limit 
in several northern regions while the 
less populated and industrialised 
regions in the south have levels of 
PM2.5/m3, which are among the 
lowest 20% of OECD regional values. 
This large variation in air quality 
suggests that an analysis of 
environmental inequality in Chile is 
appropriate. 
 
 
Chile is a country that relies heavily on 

mining and industry. It is the “world’s largest 
copper producer, [and a] major exporter of agricultural, forestry and fishery 
products”, and its agricultural sector has seen a massive increase in the “use of 
agrochemicals which contaminate soil and groundwater” (OECD, 2016b, p.3; 
OECD, 2014, p.18). Hence, it is likely that richer, prominent mining regions such as 
Antofagasta, Atacama, Coquimbo and O’Higgins, as well as regions with extensive 

																																																													
1 i.e. where “in 1 cubic meter (m3) of air the mass of all particles with diameters less than 2.5µm is 

10µg” (Encyclopedia.com 2004).  

 

Map 6: Environmental inequalities across Chile 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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agriculture in northern and central Chile have higher levels of environmental 
degradation than other areas.  In the central regions, the burning of wood for fuel is 
a key pollutant, exemplified by Temuco in Araucanía, the third most polluted city in 
Chile (UNEP, 2017). Additionally, it is likely that regions that contain concentrated 
urban populations experience more small particle air pollution than other areas due 
to industry and transport emissions. The extreme air pollution observed in and 
around mining- and industry-intensive states in Chile implies that the management 
of pollutants in these areas remains inadequate. 
 
Chile’s high level of air pollution levels, particularly in the north, has been met with 
various policy initiatives. Indeed, between 2005 and 2015 Chile “established the 
Ministry of Environment, the Council of Ministers for sustainability, an inspectorate 
and an environmental assessment agency”, thereby making progress towards 
creating an institutional framework to respond to environmental issues (OECD, 
2016). Initiatives to deal with burning wood for fuel include a recent public-private 
partnership initiative, where financing will be provided in soft loans and other 
instruments to provide clean energy in districts and thereby reduce local 
greenhouse gas emissions (UNEP, 2017). Yet, the OECD (2016b, p.19) notes that 
“air pollution remains high, especially in large urban and industrial areas”, and that 
“transport and agriculture [integration] into climate policy remains at an early 
stage”. The interlinkages between the need for national growth in the natural 
resource- and export-based economy and the transport demands of a rising middle 
class remain complex and inadequately addressed.  
 
Several studies have been conducted on environmental inequality, i.e. the “unequal 
social distribution of environmental risks and hazards and access to goods and 
services” (Fernandez, 2016, p.160). These studies have particularly emphasised the 
city of Santiago, due to numerous smog and environmental crises in the past few 
decades (Berry, 2015). However, there is a case to be made for different 
measurements of environmental inequality in Chile. It must be noted that access to 
fundamental natural resources, such as water, has been complicated in Chile due to 
the intensity of its mining and industrial sectors (OECD, 2015a, p.38). These sectors 
place stress on the provision of water, and their water needs have been projected to 
rise by “45% in 2020” (OECD, 2015a, p.38). It is likely that this stress is also 
regionally confined to mining areas, and that the impacts of excessive water use and 
pollution in terms of waste might have an uneven impact within regions. Initiatives 
are being undertaken to promote waste management through a “polluter pays 
principle”, and a Water Code bill was drafted in 2014 to “help strengthen the 
institutional framework underpinning water management in Chile” (OECD, 2015a, 
p.39,38). Perhaps specific impacts and inequalities can be uncovered and 
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addressed if the distribution of these issues is measured and mapped in Chile’s 
regions.  
 
Education 

Map 7: Inequalities in education across Chile 

Within the last decade, Chile has 
considerably improved its scores 
in various measures of educational 
outcomes. With a share of 6.9% of 
GDP in 2011, public spending on 
education exceeds the OECD 
average of 6.1% (OECD, 2014). 
Although expenditure per student 
remains low (USD 5,522, roughly 
half of the OECD average), the 
figure has doubled since 1995 
(OECD, 2014). Chile’s 
commitment to education is 
reflected in several recent reforms. 
Introduced in 2009, Chile’s 
General Education Law aims at 
supporting disadvantaged 
students by ensuring more 
equitable admission policies 
(although the efficacy of the law 
has been contested, see Carrasco 
(2014)). In addition, the 
establishment of the Quality of 
Education Agency and 
corresponding evaluation 
mechanisms, as well as the Law on 
Preferential Subsidies have been 
steps to increase educational 
quality and performance. The 
latter seeks to support low 
performing schools and hence 

reduce educational gaps (for an evaluation of this program, see Elacqua & Treviño 
(2013)).  
 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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However, Chile remains the most unequal OECD member state with some of the 
strongest regional divides across OECD countries, and correspondingly, recent 
overall improvements in education outcomes continue to be shaped by stark 
disparities across regions and socioeconomic groups (OECD, 2017a). These are 
linked to the structure, characteristics and assets of Chile’s regional economies. 
Private and public investment in Chile largely concentrates on the mining-intensive 
regions of Antofagasta, Tarapacá and Atacama as well as the industrial and financial 
heart of Chile, the metropolitan region of Santiago, which is responsible for roughly 
half of the country’s GDP (OECD, 2017a). Labour productivity in these regions 
surpasses that of poorer ones like the mostly agriculture-based states Coquimbo, La 
Araucania and Maule by far. As labour productivity manifests itself in income and in 
turn education, regional imbalances are likely to persist and widen in light of Chile’s 
continued over-dependence on commodity exports unless further concerted action 
is taken. For instance, the share of the Chilean labour force with at least upper 
secondary education is 79%, 5 percentage points above the OECD average 
(Carrasco, 2014). While less than two-thirds of the population in Maule has obtained 
an upper secondary degree (lowest score), 88.5% of the people living in 
Antofagasta have done so (OECD, 2017a). Poverty in Maule is among the highest 
across Chile, and educational attainment and household-level income rank in the 
bottom 20% of the 395 OECD regions (OECD, 2017a). On the other hand, 
Antofagasta, Magallanes y Antártica and Santiago rank among the top five in both 
disposable income per capita and share of the labour force with an upper secondary 
diploma across Chile and exhibit relatively low levels of poverty (OECD, 2017a). 
Antofagasta has the lowest poverty measures for all of Chile and the best education 
outcomes (OECD, 2017a). 
 
Across the OECD, Chile exhibits the highest levels of private spending on education 
(primary, secondary and higher education combined), constituting 40% of all 
education expenditure. Most strikingly, private expenditures represented more than 
75% of the total in higher education expenditures, relative to an OECD average of 
less than one third (OECD, 2014). Given that individual households make up most of 
the private spending, the parents’ position on the income ladder becomes even 
more important for a child’s faith in the Chilean education system. Hereby, local 
government authorities, which have gained significant autonomy in education policy 
under the partially decentralised system, could either assist in alleviating or 
exacerbating the socio-economically driven regional disparities. 
 
Although the performance of Chilean students in the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) remained below the OECD average in 2015, science 
scores have increased slightly and reading scores have considerably improved 
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relative to 2012 (OECD, 2015c). The group of 15-year-olds scored 447 points in 
science compared to the OECD average of 493 points, 423 points in mathematics 
compared to the OECD average of 490 points, and 459 points in reading compared 
to the OECD average of 493 points (OECD, 2015a). As in many other cases, Chile’s 
urban-rural divide also manifests itself in educational outcomes. The most urbanised 
areas are also those that perform the best at tests. Likewise, test results for students 
from privileged backgrounds relative to socioeconomically disadvantaged 
backgrounds are considerably better, with this divide being one of the largest within 
the OECD (OECD, 2015a). Correspondingly, differences in performance between 
schools rest to a great extent upon differences in the students’ socioeconomic 
background (OECD, 2015b). 
 
The market-driven education system in Chile exemplifies the strong links between 
income, poverty and educational outcomes. This observation makes the shrinking 
gap in per capita household disposable income and the progress in poverty 
alleviation even more promising. These tendencies reinforce government efforts to 
make schools and education generally more inclusive for students from all social 
strata (OECD, 2015a). 
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Housing 

Map 8: Housing inequalities across Chile 

In the OECD Better Life Index, housing 
conditions in Chile rank in the top third 
among OECD member states at a score 
of 7  (OECD, 2017b). In Chilean homes 
the number of rooms available per 
person has recently increased from 1.2 to 
1.9, now slightly above the OECD 
average of 1.8 rooms per person (OECD, 
2017b). Yet, overcrowding among low-
income households remains high in 
international comparison, with negative 
repercussions for physical and mental 
health (Salvi Del Pero, 2016). Dense 
living conditions are typically linked to 
inadequate provision of water and 
sanitation. In fact, the indicator for 
dwellings with basic facilities, measured 
as the share of people with indoor 
flushing toilets in their home, is among 
the lowest across the OECD (90.6 %), 
meaning that one in ten Chileans have no 
access to adequate indoor sanitation 
(OECD, 2017b). In contrast, in the 
majority of OECD countries, less than 1 
out of 100 people lack a flushing indoor 
toilet (OECD, 2017b). Children are 
particularly affected by these 
inadequacies and it puts their cognitive, 
social and emotional development at risk 
(Solari & Mare, 2012). Outcomes for 
average rooms per child and children in 
homes that lack basic facilities still rank in 

the bottom third of OECD countries 
(OECD, 2016). The lack of access to 
basic services is also reflected in the 

low satisfaction rates for local water quality of roughly two-thirds, one of the lowest 
levels among OECD members. 
  

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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At the national level, housing prices in Chile (as depicted in the aggregate housing 
price index) have continuously increased over the last decade, but this obscures the 
large spatial differences between urban and rural as well as economically flourishing 
and stagnating areas within and across regions (Vio et al., 2014). 
 
With income being a key determinant of adequate housing, socio-economic 
disparities between households translate into stark contrasts in housing conditions 
between the rich and the poor, which in turn perpetuate inequalities in health 
outcomes (Braubach & Savelsberg, 2009). As the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
right to adequate housing, Leilani Farha, has announced earlier this year, “inequality 
is one of the hallmarks of Chilean society, and this is starkly apparent in the housing 
situation in the country” (OHCHR, 2017, p.1). One example is the extent of 
residential segregation. Low-income households live on the margins of urban areas, 
where poverty, unemployment, lack of basic infrastructure and services, and poor 
housing quality dominate the lives of the poor (OECD, 2015). 
 
However, driven by a strong commitment from the Chilean government, the country 
has made great progress in providing more equitable access to affordable and 
decent housing. Whereas 25 years ago 1 in 5 Chileans lived in sub-standard housing 
or were without it altogether, the proportion was halved by 2011 (Salvi Del Pero, 
2016). Improved coordination across planning units, the development of new 
housing projects, investment in peri-urban infrastructure as well as more suitable 
subsidisation schemes for the poor have helped to reduce the housing deficit by 
half (OECD, 2009). Various rental subsidisation programs such as the Chao Suegra 
(Goodbye Mother-in-law) aim to expand the rental market. This is particularly 
important because for many years housing policy in Chile has favoured access to 
home ownership, which disproportionately benefitted high- and middle-income 
households when compared with the poor. Instead, rental housing programmes 
increase the prospects for greater residential mobility and less segregation. 
Accompanied by increases in income levels across different socioeconomic strata, 
these policies have resulted in much more adequate housing for many Chileans 
(Salvi del Pero, 2016).  
 
To date, the only housing measure in the OECD Regional Well-Being Database for 
sub-national levels in Chile is on the number of rooms per person. This figure 
ranges from the lowest in Antofagasta and Tarapacá (both 1.1) to the highest in 
Magallanes and Antártica (1.4). It doesn’t seem to correlate with differences in 
regional disposable income per capita. The reasons may be that imbalances in 
housing conditions manifest more spatially bound, as for instance between the 
centre and outskirts of cities. Arguably more than other indicators, many of the 
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outcome measures for housing conditions are associated with individuals’ assets 
and socioeconomic capacities. Since costs for housing (like rent, water, sewerage, 
waste disposal, electricity, gas, etc.) constitute one of the largest expenses for 
households, low-income groups are likely to struggle in ensuring adequate housing, 
especially in those areas where renting and housing prices are on the rise. 
Socioeconomic disparities seem far more indicative of differences in housing 
conditions than regional ones. 
 
In Chile, the responsibilities for urban planning and regulation, including social 
housing, are largely borne by the municipalities. Integrating equity-driven housing 
policies with the urban economic dynamics and efficient public service delivery is 
vital for coherent responses to housing needs (OECD, 2009). Moreover, further 
progress requires ongoing efforts to efficiently provide financial assistance to the 
poorest and most vulnerable households, potentially enacting new laws for land 
regulation to ensure quotas for subsidised housing as well as a stronger support for 
rental housing relative to home-ownership (Salvi Del Pero, 2016). 
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Safety 

Map 9: Inequalities in safety levels across Chile 

Chile slightly outperforms the OECD 
standard for safety with 3.1 homicides per 
100,000 habitants compared with the 
OECD’s average of 3.6 (OECD, 2017a). Latin 
America performs notably worse than 
European OECD countries that rarely surpass 
one homicide per 100.000 habitants. 
However, Chile strongly outperforms non-
European members like Mexico (17.9), Russia 
(11.3) or the United States (4.9) (OECD, 
2017a). 
 
Unsurprisingly, regional discrepancies in 
terms of safety are notable in the country. 
The rich southern regions of Magallanes and 
Aisén, with 5 and 5.6 homicides per 100.000 
habitants on average, contrast heavily with 
Atacama, which has 0.4 homicides on 
average, a measure that would outperform 
many European countries (OECD, 2017a). At 
first glance, there does not appear to be a 
strong correlation between increases in 
disposable income and safety given that the 
well-developed regions of northern Chile 
show relatively high levels of safety while the 
South, where disposable income per capita 
is relatively high, performs poorly. 
 
The United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime lists gang activity, the drug trade and 
alcohol abuse as the main drivers of 

homicides in Chile. Together with these factors, income inequality, high 
unemployment and poor public education were also strong driving forces behind 
safety issues (UNODC, 2011).  In this vein, Becker (1968) already demonstrated that 
income inequality predicts homicide rates in Latin America even better than poverty 
does in. Other more recent studies have reaffirmed the robustness of the link 
between income inequality and violent crime across Latin America (Fajnzylber et al., 
2012). In the case of Chile, Aisén shows both high murder rates and relatively high 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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inequality for Chilean standards with a Gini of 0.44. Atacama on the other hand 
shows the lowest level of inequality in Chile with a Gini of 0.39, and the lowest 
murder rates (OECD, 2017a). Looking beyond extreme cases however, a positive 
relation between the two dimensions does not always hold, since other confounding 
factors such as the drug trade or gang violence may be present as well. 
 
Jobs 

Map 10: Differences in employment in Chile 

Employment is a key dimension for determining 
social well-being. Higher disposable income, 
more educational opportunities and a greater 
sense of fulfilment are just some of the factors 
that are highly correlated with employment. 
 
Chile’s 5.7% unemployment rate in 2014 
demonstrates the country’s strength in job 
creation when compared to OECD’s 7.3%.  
Indeed, the country was performing better than 
strong economies like Canada (7%) or the 
Netherlands (7.4%) (OECD, 2017a). However, 
looking at regional differences shows a less 
hopeful picture with great disparities among top 
performing regions like Magallanes, with 2.6% 
unemployment, and high unemployment regions 
such as Bío Bío with 8.1% (OECD, 2017a). 
 
Disparities in economic performance lie at the 
heart of differences in access to education. 
Francisco Parro (2017) decomposed labour 
inequalities into three main components: 
employment, hours worked conditional on being 
employed and hourly wages.  He found that 
wage inequalities across Chilean regions were 
due to variance in experience and education 
levels among communities in different areas of 
the country.  Juhn et al. (1993) observed 
specifically that negative wage differentials were 
disproportionately found in members of 
vulnerable groups that systematically lacked 

access to quality education. In this vein, Sarah Gammage, Thomas Alburquerque, 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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and Gonzalo Duran (2014) showed evidence of a “significant discouraged worker 
effect” among women who lacked a comprehensive education and failed to re-
enter the labour market after having children.   
 
Parro (2017) stressed the role of education policies as the most effective way to 
reduce income inequality in the long term, contributing to a solid body of academic 
literature. This underlined the importance of redistributive social policies to foster 
employment at the regional level in Chile. 
 
Governance 

Map 11: Perceived corruption levels across Chile 

Average corruption perception in Chile at 
63% does not substantially differ from the 
OECD’s 60% average (OECD, 2017a). 
According to this, Chile could be 
considered as a strong government in 
terms of accountability, yet OECD regional 
data shows significant differences between 
regions (OECD, 2017a). 
 
Sub-regional data on corruption shows 
citizens’ responses to the question: “Is 
corruption widespread throughout the 
government in this country, or not?” 
Responses therefore reflect perceptions of 
corruption and not the objective level of 
corruption, but as Ólafur and Helgi posited 
in 2016 (p.21), this indicator remains 
important because “even if public 
perceptions are likely to be exaggerated 
they are nonetheless similar to the 
evaluations of the expert groups”.  
 
The information available for each region 
of the country regarding these perceptions 
shows significant variance between 
regions. This delta can be quite large, with 
almost 40 points of difference between the 
regions of Libertador General Bernardo 
O’higgins (77.8%) and the region of Arica 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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& Parinacota (38.1%) (OECD, 2017a).  
 
Taking a look at Chile’s centralized political system is extremely relevant to 
understand these differences across regions. Since 1990, Chile has had a 
presidential political system that gives the government a wide range of action 
during a 4-year mandate. Because of this, the national government has significant 
influence on regional policy as the governors of each region (intendants) are 
designated by the president. Klitgaard (1988) thus proposed that one of the main 
sources of corruption in Latin America is the lack of accountability to citizens from 
public officials. In the case of Chile, none of the institutions from the central 
government have any type of accountability aside from presidential elections, 
meaning that there is no accountability at the regional level. While accountability 
remains limited in all regions, corruption could be stronger in regions where links 
between economic elites and public officials are strong, as has happened in recent 
years with both the mayor investment group PENTA and the metal industry 
SOQUIMICH, which was linked to both mayor coalitions 2(Westhoff, 2017). In this 
case it is important to consider that boast strong economic performance and 
observe whether this relates to greater perceived corruption. At a first look, there is 
indeed a correlation between the level of corruption perception and the distribution 
of GDP per region. This relation will be quantified further on in this report. Indeed, 
lack of accountability along with high concentration of capital in small groups could 
facilitate a link between public officials and key investors for each region.  
 
Differences in perceived corruption could be caused by underlying factors other 
than economic disparities as well. One main determining factor for how citizens 
form an idea on national corruption levels is the extent to which mainstream and 
local media report corruption cases. Hence, different reporting patterns at a local 
level could be key in explaining variations throughout the country (Klitgaard, 1988).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																													
2	In	2014	and	2015	two	main	cases	of	corruption	were	the	object	of	public	debate	in	Chile.	The	PENTA	case	
involved	private	financing	of	political	campaigns	through	tax	evasion	of	an	investment	company	and	the	
SOQUIMICH	case	involved	the	same	for	one	of	the	biggest	mining	companies	for	the	illegal	financing	of	both	
mayor	coalitions	in	power.		
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Income inequality 

Map 12: Inequality levels across Chile 

Inequality is a particularly relevant dimension for 
determining living standards, since it is 
crosscutting and affects many other social well-
being indicators. Chile’s average inequality, with 
a national Gini index of 0.454, places it well 
above the OECD’s 0.318 average (OECD, 
2017a). After Mexico, Chile performs is the most 
unequal in terms wealth distribution in terms of 
wealth distribution. It is also the country with 
lowest levels of public spending in the OECD. 
(OECD, 2014b). 
 
In general, income inequality within regions in 
OECD countries tends to be larger than 
inequalities between the regions themselves 
(Piacentini, 2014; Rodriguez & Tselios, 2009). 
Building on cross-regional inequalities, previous 
research suggests that Chile’s high level of 
inequality is not only driven by strong growth in 
natural resource regions and Santiago, but also 
by the low performance of a number of other 
regions (OECD, 2015). Currently, GDP per capita 
is less than 75% of the national average in more 
than half of Chilean regions, namely Araucanía, 
Aisén, Bío-Bío, Coquimbo, Los Lagos, Maule and 
Valparaíso.  In fact, a simulation of the Gini 
coefficient for Chile that omits the outlier mining 
regions of Antofagasta and Tarapaca reveals that 
inequality would still be significantly higher than 
the average in OECD countries, ranking the Latin 
American country as 22 out of 35 (OECD, 

2017a). 
 
When comparing different levels of intraregional inequalities, Santiago is striking as 
the most unequal province: it holds a Gini coefficient of 0.48. On the other end of 
the spectrum, Atacama holds a Gini index of 0.39 (OECD, 2017a). Social 
fragmentation is a key explanatory variable for these differences in inequality levels, 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  



Social well-being across regions in Chile 

	 	

                          HUMAN DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH INITIATIVE               
 

28	

since employment and educational opportunities are not the same across all 
communities (Arias et al., 2004). Limited social mobility affects three social groups in 
particular: urban poor, rural poor and indigenous people. The composition and 
social fragmentation of provinces is therefore key in explaining these differences.  
 
Urban provinces like Santiago that received an influx of new citizens as part of a 
broader rural exodus failed to provide employment and educational opportunities 
for all newcomers, contributing to a rise in poverty and inequality at the urban level. 
For the rural poor, however, one of the main explanations has political roots. Chile 
has long been a highly centralised country with policy design defined by the centre. 
All public decision-making institutions with strategic functions are found in Santiago, 
which still has lasting consequences in terms of fostering social mobility across the 
country (Fay, 2005). Taking into account the geographic peculiarities, especially the 
latitudinal distance of the country, this has created internal gaps of wealth 
distribution and access to public services, which has resulted in a country with 
uneven, fragmented governance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	



Social well-being across regions in Chile 

	 	

                          HUMAN DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH INITIATIVE               
 

29	

Access to services 

Map 13: Inequalities in access to services across Chile 

Access to services affects how people 
obtain what is necessary to satisfy their 
basic needs. To measure access to 
services, the OECD uses the share of 
households with a broadband 
connection as a proxy measure. 
Broadband (or high-speed) internet 
access is not a luxury, but a basic 
necessity for economic and human 
development in both developed and 
developing countries. It is a powerful 
tool for the delivery of essential services 
such as education and healthcare, 
offers increased opportunities for 
women's empowerment and 
environmental sustainability, and 
contributes to enhanced government 
transparency and accountability. It also 
helps foster the social development of 
communities, both at the local level and 
within the broader global context 
(World Bank, 2015).  
 
Regional variances in access to 
broadband internet are large, while 
overall access remains limited. As a 
result, 13 out of 15 Chilean regions 
have been ranked in the bottom 30% of 
all OECD regions (OECD, 2017a). The 
largest regional disparities in 
broadband connection are observed in 

the countries where the average national level of access to services is relatively low, 
such as Turkey, Mexico and Chile. In Chile, the region with the highest proportion of 
households with broadband connection has more than three times higher coverage 
than the lowest region. Indeed, Chile remains in the bottom 5% of OECD countries 
in terms of Access to Services (OECD, 2014).   
 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017  
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An urban-rural divide might partly explain these regional differences. Predominantly 
urban regions where more than half of the population lives in a functional urban 
area show a significantly higher share of broadband connection on average than 
less urbanised regions. Additionally, 50.7% of the top 20% of households according 
to income had access to internet in 2014, compared to only 17% among those of 
the bottom 20%, showing that differences in disposable income play an important 
role (OECD, 2017a). 
 
A potential reason behind the disparities discussed above could be also uneven 
topography, and specific characteristics of the geography of Chile. However, in 
many OECD countries, technology is helping to overcome geographical hurdles 
with more innovative infrastructure and higher investment. In this vein, in many rural 
areas in Chile, communities are relying on alternatives such as accessing the internet 
using a USB on a mobile contract rather than using Ethernet modems. (Business 
Insider, 2017) 
 
Limited competition is also a likely cause that prevents greater access to broadband 
internet in many regions. With broadband access provided by only 4 suppliers 
(Movistar, Entel, GTD Manquehue and VTR), lack of choice and subsequently lower 
market competition keeps the prices relatively high compared to income levels 
(Business Insider, 2017). 
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Life satisfaction 

Map 14: Differences in reported life satisfaction 

Life Satisfaction is a very broad concept, whose 
definition varies from individual to individual. 
Martikainen (2008, p. 2) defined it as “the 
degree to which an individual judges the 
overall quality of his/her life as a whole 
favourably”. As a self-reported perception, 
reported life satisfaction can vary over time and 
in regard to both objective and subjective 
conditions of the individual. In their Better 
Lives report, the OECD asked respondents to 
rank their life satisfaction on a scale from 0 to 
10 (OECD, 2017a)	

 
People from Chile tend to report positive levels 
of life satisfaction across all of its regions. In 
relation to OECD countries, which have an 
average of 6.5, Chile’s average stays around 
the same level at 6.64 (OECD, 2017a). The 
region of Chile where life satisfaction is 
reportedly the lowest is Atacama with a 5.6 
average while highest is the region of Aisén 
with 7.9, ranking above the average of 7.5 from 
Scandinavian countries (OECD, 2017a).  
 
OECD data shows that citizens declare a 
positive view of their lives across the country, 
which could be tied to Chile’s successful 
economy. According to Donal et al. (2008), 
recent literature on life satisfaction has proven 

that one of the most important variables that 
can influence perceptions is employment. This, in turn, is closely related to 
disposable income. Chile’s unemployment rate in 2014 was around 6%, one of the 
lowest rates of the past decade (INE, 2014). This could help to understand the 
generally good levels in the life satisfaction index across the country.  
 
Another element that could have influenced positive reports of life satisfaction is 
how people have profited from higher economic prospects as a result of fast 

Source: OECD Databank, 2017 
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growing access to higher education. A study of     Subjective Well-Being in Chile, 
showed how differences in reported life satisfaction were related to socio-economic 
status, which in turn is closely tied to occupation, education and income levels 
(Vera-Villaroel et al., 2015). The study found important gaps between levels of 
reported life satisfaction between the lower classes and the middle and higher 
classes, but no major difference between the last two categories. Here, their work 
illustrated how some components of life satisfaction such as self-esteem or social 
networks increased together with socioeconomic status (Vera-Villaroel et al., 2015). 
Socio-economic status would therefore have an indirect effect on life satisfaction, 
creating favourable conditions for individuals to fulfil their self-accomplishment. 
When addressing the differences between regions in Chile, one apparent 
observation that the regions of Atacama and Los Rios have low averages, of 5.8 and 
5.6 respectively (OECD, 2017a). In the case of Atacama, the region benefits from 
high levels of education and employment but has one of the highest levels of air 
pollution in the country, which could have an impact on reported life satisfaction. As 
for Los Rios, this region has good levels of employment but lacks access to 
education: in fact, it has the lowest percentage of labour force with at least 
secondary education (70.6%). The case of Aisén shows the highest level of 
employment in the country (75.2%), and the second highest percentage in labour 
force with secondary education (85.2%). It also has the lowest level of air pollution in 
the country.  
 

Quantifying these relations 

As illustrated in the previous section of this report, spatial inequalities in Chile are 
significant by OECD standards (OECD, 2017a). However, their patterns are not 
symmetric and do not always match income inequalities. In order to further analyse 
whether changes in social well-being as a whole can be attributed to changes in 
disposable income, this report will use a constructed social well-being index to 
regress on disposable income and inequality. This index has been built based on 
the OECD Better Life Index’s classification, which assigns each indicator a relative 
weight based on the importance that Chileans have given to each of them. In Chile, 
education, health and life satisfaction were rated as most important, thus receiving 
higher weights. On the other hand, governance and safety were ranked at the 
bottom, and are therefore weighted much lower.  
 
Although showing a weakly positive relationship, our social well-being index 
showed no statistical significance when regressed against disposable income per 
capita. As expected, positive changes in disposable income per capita do not 
always make all indicators measuring social well-being move in the same direction. 
This, together with a very low number of observations in the analysis, explains the 
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lack of statistical or economic significance of income on social well-being as a 
whole. Greater access to services or better employment rates are factors that can 
indeed be traced to better economic performance. However, richer regions like 
Antofagasta and Atacama also showed poorer levels of environmental quality or 
health.  

Figure 2: Social well-being vs. Disposable income per capita 

	

Source, Analysis based on OECD Statistics 2017 
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Figure 3: Social well-being vs. Log of Disposable income per capita 

 
Source, Analysis based on OECD Statistics 2017 
 
 

Table 1 Social well-being regression models 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Indicator  X1: Income per 
capita 

X2: Gini 
coefficient 

X1: Log income 
per capita 

X2: Gini 
coefficient 

Social well-
being index 

0.01  
(0.01) 

 
0.04*  
(0.02) 
 

0.05 
 (0.07) 

0.04* 
 (0.02) 

Source, Analysis based on OECD Statistics 2017 
Note: Standard errors in parenthesis 
*** significant at the 1% level 
** significant at the 5% level 
* significant at the 10% level 
 
 
The relationship between social well-being and disposable income per capita is 
clearly ambiguous. Getting clearer insights on the effects of economic growth on 
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living standards will therefore require a deeper analysis of each indicator.  For this 
purpose, individual regressions of disposable income and inequality on each of the 
indicators are necessary. 
 
We defined four econometric models have been defined in order to analyse the 
effects of economic welfare and inequality on the social well-being indicators (See 
Appendix: Table 3). The first model includes income per capita and the Gini 
coefficient, whereas the second one comprises the log of income per capita and the 
Gini coefficient. On the other hand, the third model includes GDP per capita and 
the Gini coefficient, and the fourth comprises the log of GDP per capita and the 
Gini coefficient. We elected to focus on the first two models, since income per 
capita is widely considered to be a better measurement of economic welfare than 
GDP per capita. Indeed, disposable income per capita only takes into account 
income available to residents of a country in a given year rather than the value of 
everything that is produced within that country in that year. It is especially relevant 
to maintain this distinction when discussing Chile given that regions such as 
Antofagasta and Atacama present significantly higher levels of GDP per capita than 
disposable income due to the strong presence of FDI in the mining industry. 
 
Table 2 presents the results for each of the regressions that have been run on each 
of the indicators of the social well-being construct: 
 

• Education: Although we find a positive relation between disposable income 
per capita and inequality with education, the results were not statistically 
significant. The indicator used by the OECD to measure regional educational 
levels, percentage of workers with at least secondary education, does not 
fully capture the existing correlation among income and access to higher 
education. Perhaps using the percentage of people with a university degree 
instead of the share of people with secondary education would be a better 
measure. OECD social well-being indicators should thus seek to include this 
dimension in their analysis, as it is likely to have greater importance for 
informing policy-making. 

 
• Environment: Contrary to expectations, we find a strong negative relation 

between income per capita and environment, statistically significant at the 
1% level, meaning that an increase in income per capita by 1 point, is likely 
to reduce the amount of estimated average exposure to air pollution by 0.65 
µg/m³ (Model 1 in Table 2). While the richest regions in the north have poor 
environmental standards due to the mining industry, economic development 
did not have the same consequences across the country (OECD, 2015). 
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Indeed, rich regions in the South, such as Aisén, present high levels of 
income together with high levels of environmental quality. There is therefore 
a scenario in which contamination levels in rich regions are divided into two 
geographic clusters: northern regions with high levels of contamination, and 
southern regions with low levels of contamination.  

 
• Health: As in the case of environmental quality, the data shows a strong 

negative relationship between disposable income per capita and health 
outcomes, statistically significant at the 1% level. Our first thought in the face 
of this counterintuitive relation was that this could have been determined by 
the deteriorating environmental condition in the richer northern regions and 
Santiago (OECD, 2016b; OECD, 2014) However, the relation is not likely to 
be significant for informing policy making. Indeed, access to health is a 
dimension whose complexity is not fully captured by life expectancy, which 
shows low regional variance.  

 
• Housing: Regions with higher disposable income per capita do not have a 

significantly higher number of rooms per person than poorer regions. 
However, the data shows a statistically significant positive relation between 
inequality and the number of rooms per house, suggesting that the most 
unequal regions are the ones with the higher number of rooms per person. 
Socio-economic disparities between households translate into stark contrasts 
in housing conditions between the rich and the poor. Looking at intra-
regional disparities would likely show a greater correlation between 
inequality, disposable income and housing standards. 

 
• Unemployment: We found that both increases in income per capita and 

increases in inequality are associated with negative consequences for 
unemployment. Richer regions such as Santiago and Antofagasta depict 
lower levels of unemployment, as expected. At the same time, these are the 
regions with higher levels of inequality and that is the main reason for finding 
a negative statistically significant effect between inequality and 
unemployment. The overall relationship between these dimensions may be 
understated as internal migration from poorer provinces to the economic 
centres of Santiago and Antofagasta may help to curb unemployment in 
poorer areas (OECD, 2015). 

 
• Safety: Our study found that increasing income per capita by one per cent, 

all other factors equal, is associated with an increase in homicide rates by 
0.06 per thousand people (Model 2 in Table 2). However, to get to the root 
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of the high level of violence in Chile, the high levels of inequalities have to be 
taken into account. Increasing inequality by one point while holding all other 
variables constant is likely to increase homicide rates by 2 homicides per 
1,000 people. Clearly, those regions with the higher levels of inequality will 
be the worst performing in terms of security conditions as mentioned 
previously. 
 

• Life Satisfaction: This indicator presents similar results to the ones obtained 
when using the social well-being index. Although the coefficient for life 
satisfaction in Model 1 is positive, the effect is not significant. Life 
satisfaction, as previously detailed, is a very broad concept that varies from 
individual to individual and where many factors enter into play. Increases in 
disposable income may move factors that determine a person’s life 
satisfaction on opposite directions, leading to the lack of robustness in the 
link.  

 
• Access to Services: This is one of the indicators with the greatest regional 

disparities. Richer regions have much better internet coverage than the 
poorer rural regions. Increasing income per capita by 1 dollar in our 
regression model is associated with an increase of 2.78 points in access to 
services at the 10% level. 

 
• Corruption: Contrary to the initial hypothesis from the map analysis, we 

found no relation between corruption and disposable income or inequality. 
Structural high corruption across the country and homogenous reporting 
from the media may underlie this lack of relation.  

 
Table 2 Social well-being indicators regression models 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Indicator  X1: Income 
per capita 

X2: Gini 
coefficient 

X1: Log income 
per capita 

X2: Gini 
coefficient 

Education .05 
 (.15) 

.21  
(.21) 

.30  
(.73) 

.21  
(.21) 

Environment -.65*** 
 (.16) 

-.22 
 (.23) 

-3.1***  
(.81) 

 -.20 
 (.24) 

Health -.36***  
(.11) 

.07 
 (.16) 

-1.81***  
(.53) 

.09 
 (.15) 
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Housing .51  
(1.13) 

4.2** 
(1.64) 

.87  
(5.59) 

 4.2** 
 (1.65) 

Unemployment -.02* 
(.01) 

-.03* 
 (.02) 

-.14** 
(.05) 

-.03* 
 (.02) 

Safety  1.36 
(.78) 

 -2.0*  
(1.14) 

 6.89* 
 (3.82) 

- 2.08* 
 (1.13) 

Life Satisfaction 2.22 
 (2.35) 

1.53  
(3.42) 

13.9  
(11.2) 

1.41  
(3.34) 

Access to 
services 

2.78* 
 (1.34) 

.74 
 (1.94) 

14* 
(6.49) 

.66  
(1.92) 

Corruption  0.00 
 (0.00) 

0.00 
(-0.01) 

-0.01 
 (0.02) 

0.00 
(0.00) 

# observations 15 15 

Source, Analysis based on OECD Statistics 2017 
Note: Standard errors in parenthesis 
*** significant at the 1% level 
** significant at the 5% level 
* significant at the 10% level 
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Conclusion 

Throughout this report the importance of looking at regional data rather than 
focusing solely on the national level has been reiterated. Countries like Chile display 
great regional inequalities across the board, hence national averages tend to be 
insufficient and are not fully representative of trends across the country. Yet, by 
observing cross-regional and intra-regional differences, institutions at all levels can 
identify where improvements are needed and which areas of public intervention 
should be prioritized.  
 
The importance of reporting changes in social well-being measures rather than 
focusing merely on economic growth as a proxy for overall development has been 
observed. Greater economic performance does not correlate strongly with better 
living standards in the case of Chile. Social well-being indicators, like access to 
services or employment, improve with better economic outcomes, but the 
relationship may be inverted with other indicators such as health. Indeed, the 
economic model of Chile, where the mining industry plays a key role, is 
accompanied by important externalities that affect social well-being. Rich mining 
provinces like Antofagasta display higher levels of disposable income per capita, 
but these advances are accompanied by poorer environmental conditions.  
 
Chile’s centralized political system remains key in perpetuating regional differences 
in social well-being. Polarized economic centres require redistributive policies to 
achieve cohesive regional development. Otherwise, high economic growth in 
Antofagasta and Santiago will lead to uneven development, and therefore fail to 
translate into improved living standards across the country. Decentralizing political 
power from Santiago seems to be key for improving the sensitiveness and 
accountability of policy-makers to regional problems and the implementation of 
policy responses. Decisions like allowing for the election of counsellors, a political 
body aimed at making civil participation more effective, to be done at the regional 
level in 2014 are steps in the right direction.  However, more needs to be done. 
	

Lastly, it is important to remark on the need for more precise indicators of social 
well-being. The OECD remains one of the only international institutions providing 
much needed data on social well-being at the regional level. However, this 
document shows how many of these indicators can fail to capture the full 
complexity of dimensions like health, access to services or the environment. 
Spearheading institutions that report data at the regional level allows for 
international comparison and helps to alleviate data scarcity on the field. 
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Nonetheless, making inferences on multidimensional aspects like health based on 
simple indicators like life expectancy can fail to inform international institutions 
about the real problems at stake in OECD countries and regions. 
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