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Abstract  
 

This paper presents a comparative analysis of the current education investments from Brazil, Russia, India and 

China (BRIC). It seeks to evaluate what has been the strategic plan from each country in relation to their 

education and training agenda to ensure a highly skilled workforce who will maintain and enhance economic 

growth across these prominent economies. It identifies gaps in the education and training agendas, analyses 

public expenditure by level of training and raises questions in relation to if their choices are adequate to promote 

effective economic growth, maintaining successful profiles in the contemporaneous highly competitive global 

environment. Findings suggest that the BRIC countries have enormous potential to continue their upward 

economic trend, provided they more equitably invest in education and training. In addition to extra funding, 

better management practices seem to be essential to elevate the quality of outcomes.   
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1. Introduction  
 

The BRIC countries (Brasil, Russia, India and China) have emerged as a powerful cluster of developing countries 

and a strong economic lobby group in today’s competitive global environment. Despite recent economic volatility 

in some countries (for example, China and Brazil) the BRIC’s position and profile remains strong. Combined, 

these four countries represent 42% of the world’s population, 26% of landmass, and 23% of Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) (World Bank, 2017). There is irrefutable evidence of their progress, for instance, being 

accountable for 40% of the global growth between 2010 to 2015, according to World Bank (2016, p.30), and 

currently responsible for one-fifth of global economic activity, equivalent to both the United States and the 

Eurozone.  
 

To ensure maintenance and consistency of economic growth, assertive education policies are crucial to these 

economies. The scope of the challenges to be faced is broad, from ensuring universal access to education and 

improving levels of literacy and numeracy, to fostering higher education and research development towards 

building a more sophisticated economy. Education has increasingly been recognised as an enabler to economic 

growth by BRIC countries (Carnoy, Loyalka, Androuschak & Froumin, 2014). Recent efforts to improve 

education targets and access have been commended, for example, China’s strategies between 1990 and 2010 to 

decrease the adult illiteracy level by 70% and increase higher education opportunities by more than five-fold 

(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2014). Such developments have 

major implications, not just for education in these emerging economies, but also for their economic growth and 

the well-being of citizens as a whole.  
 

Considering this context, this investigation focuses on an alysing how the BRIC countries have strategically been 

directing their public investments in education, its implications and main challenges for economic progression. 
 

2. Discussion of Findings 
 

Each BRIC country has constitutionally recognised access to education as a basic right (UNESCO, 2014). 

However, this is a relatively recent development and indications are that this goal is yet to be adequately achieved. 

These constitutional recognitions were only adopted in Brazil in 1988 (Brazil Chamber of Deputies, 2010) and in 

Russia in 1993 (People of the Russian Federation, 2008); relevant amendments were only adopted in India in 

2002 (Government of India, 2012) and in China in 2004 (People”s Republic of China, 2004).   
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Other factors that have acted as impediments to progress in this area include policy failure, lack of infrastructure, 

lack of teaching expertise, inefficient management of resources and poor funding structures (Ardichvili, 

Zavyalova & Minina, 2012; Awan, 2012; Yuan, 2011). Nevertheless, there are indications of enhancements in 

education investment, albeit at different rates of improvement across BRIC (Carnoy et al., 2014), in particular in 

the higher education sector which is seemingly linked to capacity building for the workforce. BRICs growing 

recognition of its importance is evident in the Fortaleza Declaration made at the Sixth BRICS Summit (BRICS, 

2014) when they reassured the “strategic importance of education for sustainable development and inclusive 

economic growth.”  
 

2.1. Differing Levels of Investment in Education  
 

It is broadly acknowledged by the literature that investment in education and training intersects with advancement 

for the private and public good of a nation, the private good being the individual and the public being the society 

and its economy (Carnoy et al., 2014; Carnoy et al., 2012; Josh & Yu, 2014; Yuan, 2011). From this perspective, 

it is supported that assertive investments in education and training are key drivers for emerging economies to 

ensure sustained economic growth. Among the BRIC countries, findings reveal significant differences in levels of 

investment and quality of education each of them. This is valuable information about how these countries have 

been strategically investing to develop their workforce, what will be their possible constraints and future 

developments. Table 1 provides an overview of BRIC public expenditure on education (as a share of GDP) 

between 2000 and 2016. 
 

Table 1: BRIC Public Expenditure on Education (% of GDP) 
 

 2000 2005 2006 2010 2012 2016 

Brazil 4.8 4.1 4.3 5.1 5.3 5.7 

Russia 2.9 3.7 3.8 4.6 4.1 3.6 

India 3.2 2.6 2.7 3.1 3.7 2.9 

China 2.9 2.9 3.0 3.1 4.3 4.3 

                                                   Source: IBGE (2014) and National Bureau of Statistics of China (2017)  
  

Brazil has maintained  slightly increased levels of investments in education in recent years, with the highest level 

of funding across the cluster since 2000. In 2016, the government directed 5.7% of its total GDP to education 

(National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2017). UNESCO figures (2014) indicate that, in terms of total budget 

spend, investment in education increased from 9.5% in 1999 to 14.6% in 2012, evidence of Brazil’s commitment 

to this area. According to some researchers (Awan, 2012; Sandoval, 2012; Yuan, 2011), Brazil does not suffer 

from lack of funding but inappropriate management of the allocated resources, inconsistent quality of the 

education initiatives, and poor delivery of the required services (World Bank, 2012).  
 

Russia’s investment in education, whilst lower than Brazil, also demonstrates a general upward trend with 

investment rising from 2.9% in 2000 to a peak of 4.6% in 2010, but dropping back to 3.6% in 2016, perhaps an 

indicator of a changing economy and national priorities. The oscillations in investment in education suggest lack 

of consistency in the development of a macro human capital development strategy by the Russian government 

(Ardichvili et al., 2012; Yuan, 2011). UNESCO figures (2014) indicate that, in terms of total budget spend, 

Russia’s investment in education increased from 9% in 1999 to 12% in 2012, not dissimilar to Brazil’s efforts. 
 

India, like Russia, shows inconsistent trends in education expenditure. However, these oscillations have been 

more accentuated, falling from 3.2% in 2000 to 2.6% in 2005, and then rising to 3.7% in 2012, then decreasing to 

2.9% in 2016. With regard to total budget spend, resources for education decreased from 16.3% to 11.3% between 

1999 and 2012 (UNESCO, 2014).  
 

The reduction of funds has profound implications, especially since India is currently the second most populous 

country in the globe, with half of its population below the age of 25 and one-third of them below 15 (World Bank, 

2014; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2014). Among the BRIC countries, 

India is by far the nation with the largest number of people to be trained and educated; however, it is the nation 

with the lowest investment in this strategic area.   
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China, also with a large population, has responded differently from India, with investment in education growing 

steadily, increasing from 2.9% in 2000 to 4.3% of total GDP in 2016 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 

2017). The importance of education is demonstrated by the rise in total budget spend from 11.4% in 1999 to 

16.3% in 2012. Since the 1980s, China has undertaken several educational reforms (Yuan, 2011), including 

providing more autonomy and financial support for local governments, and permitting the use of non-government 

funding to support the establishment of private institutions to meet the growing demand for education and training 

(Ardichvili et al., 2012).  
 

2.2. Specific Investment Priorities 
 

A challenge confronting the BRIC countries is determining levels at which h investment would have the greatest 

impact in educating a nation, preparing citizens with life skills, building human resources, and training a 

workforce for economic growth. Table 2 below provides an indication of the total public expenditure on each 

level of education in the BRIC countries in 2012 and an insight into the diversity of approaches adopted.  
 

Indications are that, around 2012, Brazil prioritised primary (31.3%) and secondary (44.7%) education, with 

lower expenditure on pre-primary (7.6%) and tertiary education (16.7%) (UNESCO, 2014). However, the figures 

in Table 2 do not provide an insight into the changing demographics in Brazil and the implications for education 

and training. The World Bank Report (2012) suggests that Brazil’s demographic profile is under transition with 

reduction of fertility rates and an ageing population, which are features of developed countries. Consequently, the 

education system needs to invest in an adult population who will require further training for a well-equipped and 

capable workforce able to contribute to the country’s economic growth and development. Several strategies have 

been put in place to address gaps including the encouragement of private colleges and universities; large scale 

inward attraction of trained academics; and outward bound initiatives such as the Brazil Scientific Mobility 

Program. The latter was established by the Brazilian Government to fund tertiary students to study abroad and 

build capabilities in disciplines such as science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM).  
 

Table 2: BRIC education expenditure by level 
 

Total public expenditure on each level of education  

as % of public expenditure on education (2012) 

 Pre-primary Primary Secondary Tertiary 

Brazil 7.6 31.3 44.7 16.4 

Russia 15 n/a n/a 23.1 

India 1.1 23.4 37.3 37.6 

China 5 33 23.3 38.7 
 

           Source: UNESCO (2014) 
 

Education levels in Russia are considerably higher than the other BRIC countries although this may not be 

reflected in the figures in Table 2 (figures were not available for primary and secondary categories). More 

informative is the OECD data (2014) which indicates that around 53% of the population has tertiary qualifications 

compared to 32% among the OECD countries. This places Russia amongst countries with the largest number of 

people with tertiary education in the OECD group. Researchers (Awan, 2012; Yuan, 2011) attribute the high 

levels of education to the historically high investment during the Soviet regime, under which higher education 

was free. However, evidence suggests that, post the Soviet Union collapse, Russia has been unable to capitalise on 

its highly qualified workforce in the transition from a communist to a capitalist economy (Soboleva, 2011). 

Consequently, there is a mismatch between skills and jobs (Awan, 2012) where highly educated workers, trained 

during strategic planning for an economy, have been unable to find suitable employment in a changed economy. 

This has had flow on effects on employment and living standards. Another consequence has been a brain-drain 

from Russia (Yuan, 2011), resulting in a shortage of qualified workers in some strategic areas such as engineering 

and science (OECD, 2014) with implications for investment in re-training of the workforce for sustained 

economic growth.  
 

Figures in Table 2 indicate that the distribution of educational public expenditure in China has been focused on 

tertiary education, which received 38.7% of the total budget, in comparison to 33% for primary education and 

23.3% for secondary education. Ostensibly, this would ensure that China is well placed to develop a highly 

qualified workforce that would enhance its economic performance.  
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However, some researchers, such as Yuan (2011), and Carnoy et al. (2014) are critical and argue that trends in the 

funding distribution tend to favour a few high-ranking universities, aiming to foster innovation and scientific 

production. This widens the gap between elite and non-elite institutions – despite heavy investment in tertiary 

education, the uneven distribution of investment may have further impacts, where only some tertiary institutions 

can provide high demand qualifications with currency, leaving others with graduates denied equal access to 

employment in competitive fields. 
 

In relation to India, figures in Table 2 indicate that this country is prioritising funding for secondary education 

and tertiary training, allocating 37.3% and 37.6% of the percentage of the public money respectively (UNESCO, 

2014). It could be argued that India’s focus would be to train a large workforce in a country with a vast population 

to sustain the economy (Carnoy, Loyalka, Androushchak & Proudnikova, 2012). However, the extremely low 

expenditure on the early years of education (pre-primary at 1.1% and primary at 23.4%), in a country where 

almost 30% of the population is in the primary school age cohort, is bound to have implications for literacy levels, 

access to education and training, poverty cycles and, in the long term, an adequately equipped workforce for 

sustained economic growth (Carnoy et al., 2012; World Bank, 2014). In addition to huge disparities related to 

issues such as gender, religion and socio-economic background, Sharma (2013) highlights the geographic 

disparities and lack of public expenditure on education and infrastructure for people living in rural areas, where 

disadvantage will stifle human capital and social development. 
 

3. Implications for the future 
 

The BRIC countries have presented an overall highly positive economic performance in recent years highlighting 

the importance of the emerging economies in the international context. The four BRIC countries have 

demonstrated accomplishments of accelerated economic growth, which are emphasized in particular by the 

impressive achievements of China. Nevertheless, numerous challenges are related to how they can maintain 

consistent and widespread growth levels. Such as analysed in this paper, more and better managed public 

resources are still to be directed to education improvements, as well as the implementation of appropriate policies. 
 

It needs to be acknowledged that the BRIC countries are increasingly pursuing education not only as a goal in and 

of itself, but also as an enabler to economic development as well as social gains. Increased access to education 

provides greater numbers of economically productive citizens, which is key to ensuring sustained growth at a 

level that the BRIC countries have experienced thus far (Carnoy et al., 2014; Hanushek & Woessmann, 2012; 

Hanushek, 2013).  
 

Despite these efforts, all the four BRIC countries continue to have specific bottlenecks to address, with India most 

strongly demonstrating the set of issues to address. It is the country with the youngest population, higher levels of 

poverty and lower levels of investments in education, especially in pre-primary and primary training. The largest 

proportion of Indian public resources has been directed to tertiary education which, thus far, is not reaching the 

majority of the population. In this context, several doubts arise as to whether this is the best macro level strategy 

to build a competent workforce which, consequently accelerates economic progression. Similar to India, China 

also has an enormous population to provide adequate training. Regional disparities and funding differences, with 

some elite institutions receiving greater amount of resources in comparison with non-elite, are part of the issues to 

be addressed by the Chinese government.  
 

Increased funding was not enough to improve the quality and access to education in Brazil. The Brazilian 

government has been consistently investing in education, but analysts (e.g., Sandoval, 2012; World Bank, 2012) 

point out that more than extra funds are necessary to boost the quality of the learning outcomes fostering 

technological production, innovations and accelerating economic growth. The Russian case can be considered 

completely atypical from the other BRIC countries. Different from its cluster peers, the Russian population has 

higher levels of formal training, although scholars (Awan, 2012; Soboleva, 2011) have concluded that the country 

has been unable to capitalise on this abundance of highly skilled population. Russia, it seems, has witnessed a 

brain-drain of professionals in areas such engineering, thereby increasing the challenges to maintaining strong 

rates of economic progress. Overall, the BRIC countries would do well to consider more carefully their 

commitment to the education agenda if aiming to maintain and enhance their future economic performance. 
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