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Abstract
The proposal of this study is to investigate the contextual characteristics of countries belonging to the BRICS Group by identifying their possible relationships with Human Resource Management policies and practices. The authors adopt a qualitative research method based on secondary data sources, such as reports, published journals, newspapers and magazine articles. Data from different sources are organized in order to provide logical support for the arguments presented. The analysis and inference path between the institutional environment characteristics and elements is based on the relationships that exist between the education system and labour market with: (i) recruitment and selection practices; (ii) remuneration systems; (iii) training and development practices.













Human Resource Management in the BRICS countries: a comparative study
1. INTRODUCTION
	It is generally agreed that Human Resource Management (HRM) policy and practices are influenced by contextual factors, such as political, legal, technological, institutional and social frameworks (Khavul, Benson, & Datta, 2010; Lengnick-Hall, Lengnick-Hall, Andrade, & Drake, 2009). The contextual approach takes a fresh look at the relationship between HRM, by considering the importance of environmental factors as the influence of public administration, trade unions, and the incidence of social and institutional influences in people management (Brewster & Mayrhofer, 2012). 
Resource availability and the dynamic nature of the environment and its level of complexity are recognised as having an influence on management practices and, consequently, on company performance (Morishima, 1995). So the way organizations manage their human resources is institutionally rooted in national contexts and socially incorporated (Matten & Geppert, 2004). According to Brewster, Wood, and Brookes (2008), it seems there is no global consensus of best practices in the human resources area, although there is some similarity between such practices. 
	Conversely, the working policies and practices organizations adopt may boost their competitive advantage and this consequently has an impact on nations themselves, because this may, or may not contribute to more competitive companies. This becomes especially relevant for emerging countries (Budhwar & Debrah, 2013; Lawler, Jain, Venkata Ratnam, & Atmiyanandana, 1995; Storey, Wright, & Ulrich, 2009; Tessema & Soeters, 2006) in order to face up to their development challenges.
	An understanding of these relationships in emerging countries is also motivated by the lack of support provided by the HRM constructs coming from traditional Anglo-Saxon models, which seem not to deal with the impact of globalization on the reality of each of these countries (Prahalad & Bhattacharyya, 2011). Budhwar and Debrah (2001) also stress that management in these countries is ineffective and outdated and this denotes a barrier to good organizational results.
These analyses can be applied to the BRICS group of emerging countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) (Wilson & Purushothaman, 2003), but there are very few academic publications comparing these regions (Mostafa & Mahmood, 2015). This is especially noticeable when dealing with studies that focus on Human Resource Management (HRM) in the BRICS (Garavan, Carbery, Ardichvili, Zavyalova, & Minina, 2012). 
	Generally speaking, studies involving these countries concentrate on (i) the impact of globalization process and company competiveness; (ii) interdependence between the national business context and HRM; and (iii) differences and similarities between the human resource practices among developed and developing countries. 
	Considering that comparative knowledge of HRM practices in these countries is still in its early stages, the objective of this study is to investigate the contextual characteristics of countries belonging to the BRICS group, by identifying any relationships they might have with respective Human Resource Management policies and practices. 
	Starting with a contextual approach, the aim is to develop a comparative study that highlights the consistent institutional and cultural structures and how they interfere in their own environment (Ignjatović & Svetlik, 2003), since there is a synergetic effect of HRM elements and its context that may create competitive advantages for both companies and nations (Morishima, 1995). Lawler et al. (1995) draw attention to the lack of cross-sectional studies comparing HRM within emerging country contexts.
	So we aim in this study to expand the discussion about labour markets and labour force training in BRICS countries and competiveness. We consider that the latter depends on each country’s production system and innovation capacity and also on the challenge of creating and developing human capital capable of meeting the demands generated by globalized processes.
2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE
	The findings presented in “The social foundations of industrial power - a comparison of France and Germany”, by Maurice (1986) provided new angles for analysing human resource management. Based on a comparative institutional study, the author investigates the relationship between environment and companies and shows that organizational forms and practices, qualification, structure and the organization of society are interdependent. 
	Whitley (1999) gives an example of interdependence from this perspective. Countries with an environment characterized by lack of confidence in their formal institutions, a State indifferent to private companies and distant from them and a scarcity of financial resources available for long-term commitments rarely foster the construction of organizational capabilities as a competitive strategy. As a consequence, those companies’ human resources, tools and technologies might be easily acquired and disposed of by organizational and people management routines that are static and very complex.
	On the other hand, in a context in which there is access to financing and technical interchange, developments are achieved in society by state agencies limiting the predatory price competition of large companies and by trade unions being strong enough to prevent companies from introducing strategies that allow for flexibility in staff numbers; both have a direct impact on the type of recruitment and the subsequent organizational investment in employees. There is also encouragement to improve quality and incremental innovation Training systems are high quality with a lot of incentives for both individuals and employers since they are able to improve their technical skills (Whitley, 1999), thus making it possible to orchestrate career plans and retain talent in organizations.
	Human resource management, therefore, is found at the interface between the labour market environment and people management within organizations. It deals with employment policies, practices and employee recruitment, selection, development and retention activities (Boxall & Purcell, 2011). So the theoretical review focuses on HRM based on the contextual paradigm, because we choose to carry out an exploratory study. There is no interest in testing hypotheses, but in searching for direct discoveries and future proposals.
2.1 Applying a contextual paradigm of HRM in the BRICS countries 
	The contextual HRM approach makes an important modification from the managerial point of view, because it seeks for a global understanding of what is unique and different in various environments (Brewster & Mayrhofer, 2012; Brewster et al., 2008; Martín-Alcázar, Romero-Fernández, & Sánchez-Gardey, 2005).
	According to Martín-Alcázar et al. (2005), the external environment influences and is influenced by the HRM system. In other words, labour market conditions influence the choice made by the HRM department with regard to recruiting either internally or externally (Aycan, 2005). Likewise, a context that comprises a large population is not synonymous with high indices of qualified candidates available for selection processes. For this to be possible there is need for an efficient education system operating in the institutional environment (Lundvall, Johnson, Andersen, & Dalum, 2002). Recruitment through informal channels occurs more frequently in countries with a limited workforce supply (Aycan, 2005). 
	In research about the educational background in the BRICS, Chaudhary, Musacchio, Nafziger, and Yan (2012) point out that for economists the difference between developed countries and developing countries in the 19th century was reinforced by, if not caused by sustained investment growth in human capital. Therefore educational quality, especially at the higher level, and training are crucial for constituting the production value chain, since they impact production processes. Only a qualified labour force is capable of undertaking complex tasks and adapting quickly to the changing environment (Becker & Tomes, 1994; Schultz, 1961). 
	Competences developed by education and training systems external to organizations will only be valued once they are allocated and used to fulfil the needs of an efficient and flexible labour market. This means that professionals may quickly migrate from one economic activity to another at little cost and reduced impact on wage fluctuations (Carneiro & Almeida, 2008; Kaplan, 2009). 
	Both the education system and labour market are influenced by the innovation level that is developed within the institutional context. This arises from new knowledge, especially technological knowledge, which is why it is related to know-how, skills and organizations’ working conditions. In their turn these organizations may provide an innovative environment, especially with investment in research and development (WIR, 2014). Freeman (1995) argues that low innovation levels can be explained by factors such as ineffective educational systems for training engineers and professionals, low investment in research and development, low levels of scientific production and technology transfer, and weak relationships with industry.
	We can see how education systems, training, labour market and innovation systems are complementary aspects, in view of the fact they are able to influence organizational results, since they are the constituent elements of the institutional environment to which they belong. In this sense, and based on productivity comparisons in Europe, Brewster et al. (2008) state that factors that affect productivity include exposure, the stock of human capital and private investment in training and innovation. Nelson (2006) concludes that quality education and pro-innovation policies can stimulate environments with high innovative performance. 
	Another important contextual aspect to be considered by HRM is employee compensation. Menezes-Filho, Fernandes, and Picchetti (2006) believe that salary variances in population are proportional to differences in education, since they recognise a positive link between both. Despite this, we might consider the existence of legal pronouncements that have a bearing on remuneration in the BRICS countries, since they provide evidence of the peculiarities established by the institutional environment in HRM practices.
3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
	This study uses a qualitative, descriptive, exploratory and integrative approach (Waheeduzzaman, 2011) and accesses secondary sources for contextually composing HRM information about the BRICS group. To carry out the contextual analysis we decided to use World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Index indicators (WEF, 2012-2013, 2014-2015) and data from the BRICS Joint Statistical Publication (JSP, 2014), because they integrate several managerial elements of the micro and macro environment. WEF (2012-2013, 2014-2015) is widely recognized by academics and political decision-makers (Mostafa & Mahmood, 2015). The WEF considers 12 pillars formed by several indicators to provide a general comparative perspective of the economic and corporate potential of different participant countries. JSP (2014) is the fifth edition of a joint initiative from BRICS to consolidate data about these economies.
	These indicators will be dealt with interdependently in the process of data analysis, since they mutually reinforce each other (Kovačič, 2011; Martin, 2012). Previous comparative studies about the BRICS also used this same data as a way of interpreting and presenting results (Aggarwal, 2013; Heinz & Tomenendal, 2012; Mostafa & Mahmood, 2015).
4. BRICS BUSINESS CONTEXT
Between 2000 and 2012, the BRICS were responsible for 30% of global gross domestic product (GDP) growth. By 2050 the GDP of this group, plus Mexico, Indonesia and Turkey will probably be 50% bigger than the current G7’s GDP (Heinz & Tomenendal, 2012). BRICS are considered to be markets in expansion, since they have been gradually opening up to more liberal economic regimes and deregulation of their economic activity (Wright & van de Voorde, 2009). These characteristics, allied with a large consumer market and labour force, favour a rise in mergers and acquisitions’ activity and the setting up of subsidiaries by multinational companies, even though these countries suffer from a higher level of environmental uncertainty and weaker legal systems (Farashahi & Molz, 2004; Scott-Kennel & Salmi, 2008) compared to developed countries, which makes an understanding of context even more important when analysing their human resource practices.
Since HRM is strongly affected by national context, companies in different market economies adopt different approaches when managing people (Farndale, Brewster, & Poutsma, 2008). These macro environmental effects on human resource practices have already been shown empirically. Zhu, Cooper, Thomson, De Cieri, and Zhao (2013) found there to be a positive relationship between changes in the business environment, the functioning of the labour market and the use of people selection and retention practices. The environmental indicators of the BRICS countries are shown in Table 1 and are the basis for our context analysis. 
 Table 1 Contextual indicators of the BRICS countries
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Based on a competiveness definition that considers the income increase of the population as being essential (Waheeduzzaman, 2011), analysis of the data in Table 1 shows that China surpasses countries like Brazil and Russia in its real growth rate in salaries and occupies the 29th position in the global competitiveness index ranking. This is a considerable feat, since the next BRICS economy, which is South Africa, lies 53rd in the ranking. 
Unemployment rates are around 4 - 6%, with the exception of South Africa with its 25% rate. But when we consider employment in industry, once again China distinguishes itself with 30%, practically double the figure for the last placed country in the ranking, which is Brazil with 14%. Despite this, Brazil has the second biggest GDP per capita ($11,171), only exceeded by Russia ($14,604). 
Generally speaking, a substantial investment in training and development activities is indicative of a low level of professional qualification resulting from the formal education system (Wright & van de Voorde, 2009). Moreover, in countries in which there is a scarcity of competent labour, organizations direct higher investments to training and development programmes in order to attract the best candidates (Aycan, 2005; Grossman & Helpman, 1991). 
We observe a great variation in illiteracy indicators among the BRICS countries. While Russia has the most favourable score (0.55), South Africa and India have the highest levels of illiteracy (18% and 14% respectively), revealing not only the heterogeneity between the BRICS, but also pointing to the challenges faced by companies located in those environments in their search for qualified people and ways of retaining them (table 1).  
	Considering HRM to be a product of the business environment (Björkman, Fey, & Park, 2007; Brewster et al., 2008), the next topic examines how HRM practices are operationalized given the cultural and institutional peculiarities of each component of the BRICS group.
4.2 HRM context in the BRICS countries  
	The indicators in Table 2 are related to HRM in the BRICS countries. They show the ‘share of public spend on education’, ‘higher education and training’, ‘labour market efficiency’ and the ‘innovation’ indicators.
Table 2 Human resource indicators of the BRICS countries
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Note. Source:
	These data support the analysis of the constituent elements of HRM in the BRICS countries analysed in this study and presented in the following topics.
4.2.1 Labour Market and HRM in the BRICS countries
	We see an alignment in Brazil between labour market indicators (4.13) and higher education and training (4.22), showing that the country’s institutions are performing at a median level. These data are coherent with the argument put forward in the work of Ricardo, Costa, and Ferreira (2013), who classify specialist labour in the labour market in the country as being scarce. Furthermore, those professionals who have special competences are being head-hunted by other countries, especially the Europeans. Finally, the unemployment rate has remained low over recent years, which sharpens the dispute for good professionals. 
	Employment and labour practices in Russia are fairly homogenous, even after the transition of the economic regime, which weakened state regulation over company policies. Public investment in education (4.30) is similar to the higher education and training indicator (4.66), since all of the indicators seem to point to a partially good quality level. Since people selection processes are carried out by line managers who are seeking to fill gaps as quickly as possible regardless of HRM guidelines (Bizyukov, 2005; Shulzhenko, 2012), it is possible that they choose insufficient professionals with adequate qualifications to fil the positions. In this environment the ones who stand out from a mass of mediocre candidates who come from an average educational system may profit from higher remuneration.
	Cultural values in India weigh heavily on human resource practices (Wright & van de Voorde, 2009), including the placing of people in the labour market. The caste people are born into determines their social strata, which has both an explicit and implicit impact on the recruitment and selection of people. This possibly explains the fact that among the BRICS countries, India makes the smallest public investment percentage-wise in education (3.30), in higher education (3.88) and in training (4.08). 
On the other hand, the labour market efficiency indicator for China is the highest among the BRICS countries (4.63), but the quality of the workforce available is not as great as its volume. This explains part of the scarcity of competences, which drives the use of practices for retaining professionals (Cai, Morris, & Chen, 2011). This characteristic may also be a remnant of the past, since during the Marxist regime period job generation was theoretically the responsibility of the Chinese government, which had to allocate all graduates into the labour market. Therefore, the concept of career was defined and directed by the State (Zhou, Zhang, & Liu, 2012).
	For Bernstein (2011), one of the main challenges to the economic growth of South Africa depends on reconciling high labour standards with the development of qualifications, good remuneration and a protection system for workers. Turok (2010) estimates that there is a shortage of around 100,000 competent people, which is fairly insignificant when compared with an unemployment rate of more than 4 million people.  Even given the evidence of the increase in employment relations institutions with trade unions that are not linked to the State, we find an increase in the numerical and temporal ‘flexibilization’ process governing workers by way of sub-contracting and outsourcing. This is leading to a deterioration in employment standards, social protection and growing precariousness in the labour market (Horwitz, 2012; Storey et al., 2009). These factors perhaps explain the fact that the efficiency of the labour market in South Africa (3.93) is the lowest in the BRICS countries. 
4.2.2 Education System, Training and HRM remuneration in the BRICS countries
Since the theory deals with the relationship between education and salary (Menezes-Filho et al., 2006) this topic will include issues referring to compensation practices also. Costa (2012) argues that HRM in organizations in Brazil is capable of diagnosing and identifying training and development needs and has the ability to plan, organize and conduct their operationalization. It is less capable, however, of evaluating the investment needed for training and developing professionals. So, in order to maintain high levels of productivity and high volumes of investment in the private sector, HRM’s capacity to evaluate the return on the amount spent on development programmes needs to be improved. We have already discussed the fact that Brazilian investment in the professionalization process via the education system is considered to be partially good (4.22), but lower than Russia’s (4.66) and China’s (4.23). Negri and Cavalcante (2014) argue that productivity in Brazil is severely impaired by a lack of qualified professionals, which points to the importance of this dimension. 
Remuneration practice is related to legal determinations that provide support for the functioning of this system in companies. Some types of remuneration do not have specific legislation and others have incomplete or out-of-date legislation. Under these circumstances there is no legislation with regard to bonuses, shareholdings and skills and competence-based pay making it possible to adapt remuneration tools to fit the interests of each organization. There is also no detailed legislation about the incidence, or otherwise, of taxes on some of the remuneration practices; it is up to trade unions to decide on their application by way of the collective union agreement (Theotônio, Reis Neto, & Lopes, 2013). 
	In Russia, there are two types of training; training for the newly hired and technical training for blue-collar workers (non-managers) and white-collar workers (managers) in various training practices (Bizyukov, 2005), which are increasingly characterized by Western HRM techniques (Gurkov & Settles, 2013). Russian HR development strategy allows us to infer that they are aiming to compensate the investment made by the current education system (4.66) and reduced public investment (4.30) for professional qualification. This is because they allocate their resources in a way that is spread across the three professional profiles: the recently hired, specialists and generalists.
The practices that compose their remuneration system are characterized by an official guarantee of just a small part of the payment. But companies can reduce or increase salaries without negotiating beforehand with employees (Shulzhenko, 2012). After the transition from a planned economy in the 2000s, Russia went into economic recession, with a drop of 23%, on average, in industrial production. As a survival strategy, companies adopted a 30% reduction in salaries and while they avoided dismissing people, they encouraged their employees to ask for voluntary leave of absence without pay. In the 2009-2010 period, the total number of people on voluntary leave without pay reached 3% of the labour force, thus masking the real unemployment rate. The economic situation improved in the 2010-2011 period (Gurkov & Settles, 2013). Despite the fact that the labour market efficiency index (4.31) only loses out to China (4.63), it is difficult to understand it as being something that is favourable, given the signs of strong government intervention, as described. 
China’s rapid economic and technological development created requirements for new and higher skill levels (Shen & D'Netto, 2012) that seem not to correspond in terms of quality, just quantity, since indicators referring to education are average. In other words, public investment in education (4.30) is less than in Brazil (5.30) and in higher education and training is 4.23, which is only partially good. Despite China carrying out extensive training (Yuan Li, Zhao, & Liu, 2006), the focus of such training in the workplace continues to concentrate on technical skills (Yiqiong Li & Sheldon, 2010). These data are explained when we observe the higher education and training indicator (4.23). Despite this, the education system in China provides access for all and not just for key professionals (Cai et al., 2011). 
The new market economy and regulations allow companies to finance growth and reward productive employees (Yuan Li et al., 2006). Managers can choose special monetary rewards to motivate workers in accordance with their performance. Rewards are not based on individual performance and the distribution of bonuses to all workers, regardless, does not lead to increases in productivity (Shen & D'Netto, 2012; Zhu et al., 2013). 
	Racial segmentation in the labour market in South Africa still subsists as a legacy of apartheid and has an impact on access to technological knowledge at the higher level (Erasmus, Schenk, & Swanepoel, 2008). This may explain why the country’s public investment indicator in education is the highest of all the BRICS countries (6.80), but the higher education level cannot even be classified as average, because it tends towards being of a poor quality (higher education and training at 3.94), despite attempts to improve the compulsory education system . 
Results from such investments may take a long time to appear (Horwitz, 2012). Just 15 out of every 500 children in South Africa enter university post-graduate schools. This is probably the reason why most of the companies invest an amount of their wage-roll on training for all positions in an egalitarian way (Erasmus et al., 2008). Turok (2010) agrees that the lack of technical and professional training is one of the main obstacles to infrastructure projects being carried out. 
In relation to other BRICS countries, India has the lowest level of formal education (3.88), which is in line with the professionalization process that started at the end of the 1990s. We saw an effort on the part of HRM at the time, to ensure the development of employee competences and training and there were signs of a movement towards performance-related salaries and promotions (Azmi, 2011).
	Trade union organization and government had a very strong influence on the determination of salary levels in that country. However, as from the 1980s the globalization of markets and the access of Indian students to foreign universities generated new forms of thinking and increased the flexibility of salary relations, thus strengthening the relationship between pay and performance. However, we can still observe significant differences between HR performance in major corporations that assess performance and recommend salary increases based on the same and the reality we see in small companies and with workers in rural areas (Sparrow & Budhwar, 1997).
5. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
	Analysis of the relationships between the contextual characteristics and the various HRM practice formats of BRICS country companies allows for a resignification of HRM studies. Investigations of people management policies and practices limited to organizations are incapable of offering academics and practitioners the full dimension of their social importance. This is because the main finding of this study was the presentation of an initial analysis and inference path that relates aspects of the macro-environment with the micro-environment. As a result, it came up with an interpretation of how much the international HRM and HRM fields that have developed nationally seem to share a short-sighted view of the subject. 
	The analysis and inference path between the characteristics and elements of the institutional environment is based on relationships of cause and effect between the labour market and education system and: (i) recruitment and selection practices; (ii) the remuneration system; (iii) people training and development practices, which are strongly influenced by the legal context.
	Convergent points were identified between the constituents of the BRICS members. Those countries in which there has been a great change in their context, especially as far as concerns economic and political aspects, such as China and Russia, show that their HRM practices are considerably influenced and modified as a result of contextual transformations. 
Divergent points occur in the global-local dilemma; despite the fact that nations are influenced by the Anglo-American management standards introduced by multinationals, they still preserve HRM practices whose structures are strongly based on cultural aspects, such as Brazil, India and South Africa.
	These findings are in line with the discussions about the convergent and divergent forces operating in the globalization process. On the one hand, management is influenced by the characteristics of the institutional environment (size, ownership status, industry, competitiveness of the market and resource availability) and, on the other, it is also influenced by the assumptions of the competitive international market (Aycan, 2005).
	We suggest that a longitudinal study be carried out, which should be developed with researchers representing each of the BRICS countries; joint quantitative production should be used to validate qualitative inferences. As far as concerns the study’s limitations, it was carried out on the basis of a snapshot in time, which did not allow for a more in-depth analysis based on a longitudinal study. This is because, in addition to there being a dearth of information about HRM development over the years in BRICS countries, scientific production combining both a macro and micro perspective is limited. Because this is an exploratory study, non-longitudinal analysis is recognized as being a limitation but not a restriction.
		Another limitation of the method was the use of data from the WEF (WEF, 2012-2013, 2014-2015). There is criticism of the methodology used for constituting the report and about the way it is used, both in academic and commercial fields (Carvalho, Di Serio, & Vasconcellos, 2012). The non-existence of another, more reliable data source ends up supporting the choice of this particular source.
		The final consideration regarding limitations was that it was not possible to discuss issues related to innovation, since the HRM bibliography has very little information about the subject, except in reference to India.
5.1 Implications
		We believe we have expanded the discussion about preparing the labour force within the context of the Brazilian labour market. Considering that the competiveness of a nation depends on its production and innovation capacity, the challenge is to develop and create its human capital in such a way as to serve the requirements of international markets. So it is possible that the developers of public policies that deal with the institutional aspects discussed can make use of the analytical path we travelled down.
		Company managers now have access to analyses and interpretations that can help them when taking decisions that involve the way in which people are managed in different regions in the world.
		Academics, especially those working in the IHRM and HRM fields, are offered an alternative proposal for analysing the processes that constitute these particular fields.
Notes:
Captions in Figure 1: ¹ 2011, ²2013, ³2009, ⁵2006, ⁶2000, ⁸2010, ⁴refer to urban population, ⁷ World Development Indicators/Education completion and outcomes, ⁹ excl. Hong Kong.
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