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Abstract

This article elaborates a comparative analysis of current economic and social performance, and stage of
development of the largest emerging markets, the BRIC countries. It aims to evaluate examine each country’s
performance, highlights commonalities and differences, and raises questions about the BRIC nations’ ability to
sustain their recent economic achievements. Multiple social and economic indicators, Gross Domestic Product
(GDP), GDP per capita, Human Development Index (HDI), poverty rates, income inequality and Gini coefficient,
between the period 2000-2015 have been analyzed. Findings suggest significant disparity between social and
economic outcomes. Overall, wealth generation has been progressively improving; however, recent economic
contraction signalizes a volatile context which, coupled with modest results in the social agenda, could be
broadly detrimental to these countries sustainable development trajectory. It could be argued that these
discrepant outcomes could potentially have been maximized by each country’s governmental strategic decisions
to address their internal challenges.
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1. Introduction

The rising importance of emerging economies in the global context is evident, in particular the role of the four
largest countries: Brazil, Russia, India and China (the BRIC group). Even considering the recent economic
deceleration, the group’s position remains strong. According to data from the World Bank (2017), combined these
four countries account for almost one quarter of the global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and half of the world
population. Their impressive economic growth in recent times provided the basis for economist Jim O’Neill (2001)
to cluster them under the ‘BRIC’ label, with predictions (Lin & Rosenblatt, 2012; Pricewaterhouse Coopers, 2017)
that member countries will overtake the top positions in the global economic rankings by mid-century. Despite the
BRIC countries’ outstanding economic performance, there are queries in relation to their social development.
Some researchers such as Haub (2012) suggest that more than wealth prosperity has to be achieved to ensure
sustainable development on other dimensions. Remarkably, BRIC countries have generally performed poorly and
remain far behind many other countries regarding human development, indicated by the United Nations Human
Development Index (HDI) (United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2016). High poverty rates, poor
infrastructure, ineffective use of resources, inadequate health services, unequal income distribution and social
inequality are some of the issues yet to be effectively addressed (Elizaga, 2011; Epikhina, 2013; Heinz
&Tomenendal, 2012; Leahy, 2014; Sharma, 2012). Their recent stratospheric economic results raise questions in
relation to how this wealth has been shared within their societies, the possible implications and how sustainable
their development trajectories are. In reviewing recent progress, a pertinent question would be how the BRIC
countries could ensure that economic growth and social development occur concomitantly. Considering this
scenario, this article attempts to explore advancement dynamics in BRIC, identify positive initiatives, and
highlight areas for improvement.

2. Literature review

The BRIC cluster has attracted the attention of researchers who have been trying to capture and interpret the
reasons for and forecast their wealth creation. For instance, Thakur (2014) examines the magnitude of these
countries’ progress and draws attention to the fact that countries such as China and India have doubled their
economic output in less than 20 years, a result which took the United Kingdom 150 years and United States 50
years to reach.
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Lin and Rosenblatt (2012) emphasize BRIC’s growing share in the world economy, which has been mirrored by a
decline in the economies of the richest developed countries (i.e. Group of Seven). Furthermore, based on GDP as
an indicator, the global economic performance of the BRIC cluster has accelerated significantly since 2000
(Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 2016; World Bank, 2017). China is an indisputable
outlier. Between 2000 and 2013, China by itself accounted for almost 25 per cent of the global GDP rise,
followed by India with 5.8 per cent, Brazil with 3.1 per cent, and Russia with 1.8 per cent (Lin & Rosenblatt,
2012). These impressive results provided evidence for researchers such as Lin and Rosenblatt (2012) to
emphasize what was seen as a shift of global wealth from the traditional Group of Seven towards the BRIC
countries. A similar line of argument, regarding the transition of global wealth, was presented by Das (2009),
Carmody (2013) and evidenced by the International Monetary Fund (IMF, 2013). Nevertheless, despite these
achievements, their ongoing and sustainable performance will need to be monitored, especially as financial
circumstances and rates of development change, and disruption occurs in an increasingly uncertain economic
environment.

It seems that, whilst the BRIC countries have been building significant levels of economic power, they have less
effectively managed a range of internal issues — especially social problems that could negatively impact further
sustainable economic and social development. Several researchers have identified multiple areas of concern.
Examples of issues to be addressed by BRIC are high levels of income inequality and poverty (Elizaga, 2011;
Epikhina, 2013; Sharma, 2012) and insufficient investment in key human development areas such as education
and health (Awan, 2012; Leahy 2014; Yuan, 2011). Another concern pointed out by Das and Das (2013) and
Gouvea, Montoya and Walsh (2013) which creates obstacles for wealth creation, often evident in developing
countries, is corruption. Societies with weak institutions, poorly trained personnel and lack of transparency are
some of the aspects identified by Das and Das (2013) negatively impacting progress when doing business with
and in these countries. Others, for example, Szirmai (2005) and Elizaga (2011), have signaled that the low
standard of living of a considerable section of the population in developing countries is one of the key
impediments to these countries reaching developed status.

3. Methodology and study approach

This study has adopted a secondary data collection and analysis approach, coupled with in-depth examination of
technical and academic literature. Macro-level comparative analyses were conducted on data gathered on the
performance of the BRIC countries on key economic and social indicators. This made it possible to gauge their
current development status and to hypothesize what their major obstacles are to further economic and social
sustainable development. To understand comparative economic performance, secondary data collected was
divided into sub-categories (Vartanjan, 2011) including total Gross Domestic Product (GDP), GDP per capita and
GDP growth rates (Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 2016; World Bank, 2017). To assess
comparative social development in the BRIC countries, several sub-sets of factors were assessed: Human
Development Index (HDI), life expectancy, poverty rates and Gini coefficient (UNDP, 2016; World Bank, 2016;
United States Central Intelligence Agency [CIA], 2016). Trends were analyzed to identify gaps and target areas
for improved performance.

4. Discussion of Findings

4.1. Outstanding economic progression

Based on GDP as an indicator, the economic performance of the BRIC economies has accelerated since 2000
(World Bank, 2017). As evidenced in Figure 1, China has made the most significant improvement, jumping from
US$ 1.2 trillion to US$ 11 trillion in fifteen years (2000-2015). In reviewing the data, it would be difficult to
ignore that the Chinese economy is larger than the other three group peers combined. Although Brazil, Russia and
India have a smaller GDP than China, they are stronger when compared to other emerging economies. India has
become the second largest economy in the group, evolving from US$ 462 billion to US$ 2.2 trillion in the same
period. Brazil and Russia come close behind; Brazil’s total GDP grew from US$ 655 billion to US$ 1.8 trillion,
whilst Russia increased its total GDP from US$ 259 billion to US$ 1.3 trillion (World Bank, 2017).
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The growth of each country’s wealth can also be perceived when progressive data of annual per capita GDP is
inspected in Figure 2. As evidenced, overall Russia and Brazil have performed better than the other two peers,
growing steadily from 2000 until reaching a peak in 2010, subsequently declining. In Russia there was consistent
improvement from US$ 1,772 to US$ 9,098 in the period 2000-2015.

Figure 1: BRIC?’s GDP evolution (2000-2015)
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Brazil currently presents the second highest annual income per capita having lifted from US$ 3,716 to US$ 8,668,
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Figure 2: GDP per capita evolution (2000-2015)
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Source: Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (2016)

1,586. Comparatively, currently India’s GDP per capita is almost five times smaller than that of other three.

Examined together, these two GDP performance indicators provide evidence to conclude that the wealth created
by the four BRIC countries has not directly reverted to the individual prosperity of their population. Previous
researchers have discussed this point, for instance, in Miiller’s evaluation (2011, p.1616), in terms of individual
income, the BRIC countries have “much catching up to do”, with the conclusion that: “total economic growth has

not always translated into people becoming wealthier”.
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As signaled by Heinz &Tommenendal (2012), the size of the BRIC internal market is small considering that
people’s potential buying power is limited in comparison to the advanced economies. The consequences of an
insignificant internal market harming future economic growth have been witnessed currently when the external
demand has reduced its pace (Didier, Kose, Ohnsorge, Ye, 2015; Kochhar, 2013). Moreover, people’s reduced
income impacts beyond economic prosperity, given that each person has a limited amount of income to ensure
basic needs such as dwelling, health and education. The consequences for social impact are evident, reverberating
to the economic domain and establishing a circle that is difficult to demolish.

Table 1: Comparative GDP annual growth rate (%) (2000-2015)

2000 2005 2010 2012 2013 2014 2015
Brazil 4.4 4 7.6 1.8 2.6 0.1 -3.6
Russia 10 8.2 4.5 3.4 1.3 0.7 -3.7
India 7.6 16.3 20.2 13.1 13.6 10.8 8.7
China 8.4 12.7 10.6 7.7 7.7 7.3 6.9

Source: Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (2016)

The robustness of BRIC’s progression is impressive, but there are considerable variances in the pace of wealth
creation, which can be perceived when assessing data of GDP growth rates (Table 1). Comparatively, in the
period 2000-2015, Brazil presented a relatively slow annual growth rate starting from 4.4 per cent (2000)
(Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 2016), the slowest in the group. It experienced a modest
rise to 7.6 per cent (2010) and a sharp decrease in 2012 (1.8 per cent), with a subsequent modest recovery in 2013
(2.6 per cent), followed by a contraction of 3.6 per cent (2015). At no stage did it have the highest annual GDP
growth in the cluster.

Differently, Russia showed relatively strong GDP annual growth in 2000 (10 per cent) and 2005 (8.2 per
cent) but experienced a constant downward trend after that, facing retraction of 3.7 per cent (2015). On
the other hand, the Indian economy maintained a positive overall trajectory during this period. With a
starting rate of 7.6 per cent (2000), a strong increase reaching 16.3 per cent (2005), followed by a sharp
rise to 20.2 per cent at its peak (2010). Subsequently, the Indian economy dropped to its current 8.7 per
cent (2015). In the case of the Chinese economy, its annual growth rate fluctuated from 8.4 per cent
(2000), increased to a plateau of 12.7 per cent (2005), subsequently dropping to 10.6 per cent (2010),
and further to 7.7 per cent (2012) remaining stable at this point. Moreover, it is interesting to note an
economic contraction in Brazil and Russia’s economies from 2014 to 2015; meanwhile, with China and
India presenting a comparatively slight reduction in their pace of evolution. A general overview of these
annual growth rates presented by the BRIC countries in the period 2000-2015 provides evidence of how
diverse their economic growth has been. Except for Russia and Brazil; countries including India and
China presented a generally positive upward trend having some more accelerated peaks. Even with the
positive trends, India had the most volatile trajectory with highly positive periods of growth and then
subsequent reductions in the speed of progress.

Overall, one could question how solid their growth has been considering relatively inconsistent
progression, as well as how sustainable these patterns are, and India’s ability to promote economic
progression throughout all of society.

4.2. Modest social performance

In contrast to the exceptional and positive economic evolution, the BRIC countries have been progressing
modestly on social indicators.
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This can clearly be noted when analyzing the BRIC outcomes on the Human Development Index (HDI) (UNDP,
2016). Assessing measures of income, education and health, the HDI was created in 1990 by the United Nations
(UN) as an alternative to the GDP measure, broadening the societal comprehension beyond economic dominance
(UNDP, 2016). The UN recognizes the importance of financial progress, reinforcing the reasons why it should be
continuous: “Economic growth is important, not for itself but for what it enables a country and people to do with
the resources generated” (UNDP, 2014, p.26). Table 2 provides a summary of comparative data on social
indicators and includes the HDI ranking (UNDP, 2016). The data indicates that Russia is best positioned on the
HDI with a ranking of 49th in the world, followed by Brazil (79th), China (90th) and India (131st). Therefore, it
could be argued that the social conditions of Russia are closest to those of developed nations, followed by Brazil
and China.

Table 2: BRIC Social Development Indicators (2016)

Human . .. Income
Life Poverty Gini . .
Development expectanc rates coefficient inequality
Index (HDI) P y ranking
[ T I
Brazil 79th 75 4.9% 54.7 17th
Russia 49th 70 <2% 40.1 54th
India 131st 68 21.3% 33.9 101st
China 90th 76 11.2% 42.1 28th

Sources: CIA (2016), UNDP (2016) and World Bank (2016)

India is an outlier in the cluster (UNDP, 2016) with an HDI ranking closer to countries in Sub-Saharan African.

Their poor performance on the HDI uncovers social challenges that could complicate further
development. As identified in the literature and presented in Table 2, several social development
challenges are still to be addressed. These include poverty and unequal income distribution (Chibba,
2011; Sharma, 2013); inadequate resources to address health concerns (Awan, 2012; Josh & Yu, 2014;
Leahy, 2014); and insufficient investment in education (Ardichvili, Zavyalova & Minina, 2012; Yuan,
2011). Some scholars contend that the difficulties encountered in effectively addressing social issues
(like poverty and income inequality) are linked to the recent reforms undertaken by the BRIC countries.
The doubts relate to the social and economic consequences of liberalization, de-regulating policies and
reduction of the government presence in society. For example, Das and Das (2013, p. 33) conclude
“clearly, macroeconomic flexibility in a market-driven environment is not the best recipe for growth and
stability for poverty reduction.” Both poverty and income inequality have immediate and practical social
and economic applications. Poverty rate statistics provide an overview of the problem (Table 2), which
could be even more complicated. Clearly India faces the largest poverty challenge, with almost one-fifth
of its population (21.3 per cent) living in extreme poverty (below US$1.90 a day) (World Bank, 2016).
China is second on this indicator, with around 11.2 per cent of its population considered living in
extreme poverty, followed by Brazil with 4.9 per cent; Russia leads the group having the lowest poverty
rate (below 2 per cent). Though the numbers are revealing as to the state of social development, the
differences become far more significant when compared in real terms. For instance, India has the
equivalent of the entire Brazilian population striving for daily survival.
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Another useful indicator to assess the living conditions of a population is the Gini coefficient. Based on the data
in Table 2, trends show that despite having the lowest poverty rate, Brazil is one of the most unequal countries in
the world, with a Gini coefficient of 54.7 (CIA, 2016) and, according to the United States CIA (2016) income
inequality ranking, is the 17th most unequal country in the world. This is followed by China with a Gini index of
42.1 and a slightly lower rank as 28th in income inequality. Russia has the third highest Gini coefficient of the
group (40.1) and a comparatively lower income inequality classification (54th). India has the lowest Gini
coefficient of the group (33.9) and, consequently, is the least unequal in income distribution (101st). When
interpreting the data, it is essential to exercise caution as statistics without proper interpretation and context can
mask realities (Lamb, 2012). In this instance, although India has the lowest Gini coefficient and, as a result,
lowest income inequality, in terms of wealth distribution among its people, the poverty statistics indicate that a
significant proportion of India’s population live in poverty and suffer the consequent social issues which are
hidden in the Gini data. In the case of Brazil, Gini data and the position on the income inequality ranking show
the enormous gap between high and low-income earners in the country.

To effectively comprehend the social impact of wealth concentration and limited social support, living conditions
are reflected in life expectancy rates, with India ranked lowest amongst the BRIC nations (68 years), while the
others have life expectancy rates of 70 (Russia), 75 (Brazil) and 76 (China) (UNDP, 2016). The intersection
between poverty levels, life expectancy rates and social wellbeing is evident, as is the need for effective
government intervention for improvements. Some members of BRIC have responded better than others in
addressing issues identified on a range of social indicators in recent times. Below is a brief discussion on how
each of them has been addressing these problems.

4.3. Specific isssues and targeted solutions

Brazil has sought to alleviate absolute poverty with the introduction of the “Bolsa Familia” (Family Grant)
initiative (UNDP, 2014; OECD, 2014). In a program introduced to reduce poverty and income inequality, the
federal government has transferred cash to poor families on the condition that children maintain appropriate levels
of school attendance and undertake regular health checks. As suggested by Tepperman (2016) for a poor family, a
small sum makes a considerable difference. Each registered family receives $65 a month on average. The program
benefits a total of 50 million people, or 25 per cent of the country’s population.

Russia has been confronted with some challenges in relation to human development, poverty and income
inequality in recent times. As indicated by Ardichvili et al. (2012), when the HDI was launched in 1990, Russia
was among 25 countries with the highest levels of development in the world. Immediately after, with the collapse
of the Soviet Union (1991), Russia’s performance on the HDI sharply declined and subsequently rose to a
medium level (49th). The results in the HDI were able to capture the instability of the transitioning years between
the communist political regime into the capitalist regime.

India has the highest level of poverty compared to its BRIC peers, with the most vulnerable being women and
children concentrated in rural areas (UNDP, 2014; World Bank, 2016b). The Indian government has adopted
strategies to boost employment and wages in rural areas, and provide food with subsided prices (National Food
Security Act) since July 2013, with the subsided products program reaching 67 per cent of the population (OECD,
2014). However, such actions fall far short of the strategies required to improve income distribution in India.
Another problem is that the fragmented government social protection system is only able to reach certain regions
and particular population groups but misses most others (OECD, 2011). As several of the indicators have
demonstrated, India has a long way to go to achieve beneficial social outcomes for its population.

China has been successful in reducing poverty, though it has not been as effective in reducing income inequality
and distribution. Figures in the HDI report (UNDP, 2016) indicate that the growth of consumption levels of the
poorest 40 per cent of the Chinese population is positive, but it has been growing at a slower rate than that of the
rest of the population. Compared to the other BRIC countries, such as Russia and India, China has been able to
achieve substantial economic growth but has seen a rise in wealth inequality. Guangjin (2013, p. 496) asserts that
“the income inequality shows that only the highest income group has been continuously adding to their share of
the total income, while the share of all other groups has been declining”, especially in rural and regional areas.

5. Possible implications
Irrefutable evidence from macro indicators shows that the BRIC countries have achieved economic prosperity.
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However, when undertaking a detailed analysis, differences are perceptible in how the prosperity has spread
across society. Poverty rates are considerably elevated (especially in India) in a context of higher income
inequality (mainly in Brazil and in China). The division of the wealth created seems to be a chronic issue in the
BRIC countries. This can be verified by the low GDP per capita and, consequently, small aggregated internal
market in each of these countries (Heinz &Tommenendal, 2012; Kochhar, 2013). Given the low rates of income
per capita in the developing countries, compared to those in advanced economies, there are potential
consequences for the buying power in local BRIC markets. In addition, high levels of income inequality also
contributed to restricted access to health, education, and the general wellbeing of people. Other obstacles, not
discussed in this paper, include access to basic infrastructure, demographic realities and environmental treaties
that could directly impact the economic progression of BRIC. It seems that each BRIC country has unique
internal social and economic demands that must be faced on their path to progress. Their unattended social
agendas are a potential threat to wealth creation, but not the only one, considering their economies have shown
signs of trembling recently.
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