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This policy brief introduces the Smart 
Economy Readiness Index (SERI), a 
composite framework for benchmarking 
BRICS+ readiness for smart economy 
transition. The index compares national 
readiness using education, digital 
infrastructure, research and development, 
and governance metrics.

The report shows four BRICS+ smart 
economy readiness stages. The UAE and 
China are the most advanced economies, 
excelling in innovation, digital infrastructure, 
and institutional coordination. India, 
Indonesia, and Russia are intermediately 
ready, with significant potential but 
governance alignment and innovation 
ecosystem are growth obstacles. Brazil, 
South Africa, and Iran are moderately 
ready due to institutional coordination 
and technology diffusion issues. Egypt 
and Ethiopia are still developing smart 
economies due to infrastructure, innovation, 
and human capital constraints.

The analysis shows considerable structural 
inertia in national growth routes. Transition 
probability study suggests that most 
countries will stay in their readiness tier 
for 75–80% of the time, with little upward 
mobility without policy action. This shows 
smart economy transformation requires 
deliberate and coordinated policy reforms 
rather than piecemeal or isolated efforts.
The findings emphasize policy integration 
across development pillars. Holistic 
governance that avoids fragmented policy 
design is needed since education systems, 
digital infrastructure, and innovation 

Summary

potential are strongly correlated. Countries that invest 
in human capital, digital connectivity, and research 
ecosystems are more smart economy ready.

For BRICS+ policymakers, the consequences are evident. 
Long-term institutional reforms that boost innovation 
ecosystems, digital infrastructure, and government 
coordination are needed for smart economy development. 
Low-readiness countries should invest in education, digital 
connection, and institutional capacity, whereas advanced 
economies should focus on innovation ecosystem 
expansion, frontier technology development, and regulatory 
modernization.

Policy benchmarking with the Smart Economy Readiness 
Index (SERI) can track national progress and guide 
strategic reforms. The approach fosters evidence-based 
policymaking and accountability in smart economy 
development plans by allowing systematic comparison 
across countries and time.

Smart economy preparation is essential for long-term 
growth, technological leadership, and inclusive development 
as BRICS+ economies aspire to shape the global economy. 
Education, digital infrastructure, innovation systems, and 
governance policies must be coordinated to help BRICS+ 
economies transition to competitive and resilient smart 
economic systems in the coming decade.
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Introduction
The Imperative of the Smart Economy
The shift toward a “smart economy”—based on 
knowledge, innovation, and digital technologies—is 
defining the global economic paradigm. With high-
tech businesses and skilled workers, this change 
demands countries to dynamically develop and 
exploit new knowledge.

Understanding and developing this potential is 
crucial for the growing BRICS bloc (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, South Africa, UAE, Indonesia, Iran, 
Egypt, and Ethiopia). These nations have roughly 
50% of the world’s population and 70% of rare earth 
metal reserves, essential for high-tech industries. 
This move involves a major cultural and institutional 
shift.

Why Siloed Policy Fails
The research shows that a “smart economy” is a 
complex, adaptable social structure with interrelated 
drivers. Siloed policies that treat education, 
technology, and government as separate spheres 
fail for various reasons:

•	� Quantitative analysis shows substantial 
relationships between variables, indicating 
driver interdependence. Education attendance 
is positively correlated (0.73) with digital 
infrastructure. Improving one without the other 
limits economic impact.

•	� The “Resource vs. Role” Gap: Countries with 
abundant resources (e.g., financial, data, human 
capital) may underutilize them due to unclear 
responsibilities and tasks aimed at significant 
change.

•	� Institutional Inertia: Transformative capability 
requires mutual reinforcement of governance, 
education, and innovation reforms. Siloed policies 
provide “heavy inertia,” causing instability rather 
than growth.

•	� Effectiveness in R&D goes beyond spending and 
is favorably connected (0.45) with governance 
effectiveness. Bad administration can prevent 
even the most advanced scientific discovery from 
being commercialized.

The Solution: A Holistic Framework
To progress from L1 to L4, policymakers must 
abandon silos and integrate human capital 
development, frontier technology deployment, and 
agile governance.

This policy brief is for policymakers before the BRICS 
2026 Summit.

The Policy Challenge
Overcoming Institutional Inertia
The transition to a knowledge-driven “smart 
economy” is not merely a technical upgrade; it 
is a profound structural transformation that must 
overcome institutional inertia—the heavy, internal 
resistance to change within established systems.

The Nature of the Inertia
Inertia in the BRICS context manifests as a tendency 
to remain in current developmental echelons. 
Quantitative modeling shows that countries 
have a 75–80% probability of maintaining their 
current position (staying within their “level”), while 
the probability of advancing to a higher level is 
significantly lower, typically between 5% and 15%.

This inertia is driven by several factors:
•	 �Decoupled Resources and Roles: Organizations 

often possess the necessary resources (financial, 
human, or data) but lack a clear definition of roles 
and tasks specifically aimed at profound change. 
Without this “transformative agency,” even well-
funded initiatives fail to trigger a transition.

•	 �Fragmented Governance: Traditional, siloed 
governance models are ill-equipped for a 
technologically advanced era. The research 
emphasizes that “smart governance”—which 
is agile, adaptive, and citizen-centric—is a 
prerequisite for breaking the cycle of instability 
and stagnation.

•	 �Infrastructure and Educational Gaps: In lower-
echelon countries (L1 and L2), deficits in digital 
infrastructure and the quality of education act as 
a drag on innovation, preventing the “leapfrog” 
development seen in more advanced members 
like the UAE or China.

Overcoming Inertia through Transformative 
Capacity
This inertia reflects structural policy misalignment 
rather than resource scarcity. To break this inertia, 
the study proposes focusing on Transformative 
Capacity—the collective ability of participants 
to change the rules governing resources and to 
combine resource portfolios at different levels. 

Key Strategies to Break the Cycle:
•	 �Strategic Sequencing: Moving up requires a 

specific order of operations. Countries in Level 
1 must first stabilize foundational education and 
infrastructure before they can effectively build 
high-end innovation ecosystems.

•	 �Institutional Complementarity: Reforms in 
governance, education, and innovation must 
be mutually reinforcing. For example, digital 
infrastructure alone does not drive scientific 
output; it requires a concurrent focus on research-
focused environments.

•	 �Reflexivity and Inclusivity: Governance 
must move beyond coercion toward “soft 
governance”—coordination through shared 
architecture and alternative ideas that challenge 
the dominant, stagnant paradigms.

Conclusion for Policymakers:
Institutional inertia is the primary barrier to the 
smart economy. Overcoming it requires a shift from 
linear, incremental change to a holistic, multi-level 
coordination that aligns national development goals 
with the rapid pace of global technological evolution. 

Why this Matters for Policymakers 
(Global & GCC Lens)
The expansion of the BRICS bloc to ten nations 
(adding UAE, Indonesia, Iran, Egypt, and Ethiopia) 
creates a new configuration of the global economic 
landscape. For policymakers within this alliance, 
transitioning to a smart, knowledge-based economy 
is no longer optional—it is a strategic necessity for 
long-term sovereignty and growth.

1. Global Economic Weight and Resource Security
The ten BRICS nations now represent a “critical 
mass” in the global arena:

Economic Impact: Collectively, these countries 
account for 34% to 39% of global GDP.

Demographic Dividend: They house nearly 50% 
of the world’s population, providing a vast base of 
“digitally native” human capital.

Technological Foundation: The alliance controls 
over 70% of the world’s rare earth metal reserves, 
the essential raw materials for the high-tech sectors 
that underpin the knowledge economy.

2. Navigating a Multi-Tiered Alliance
The research highlights a significant heterogeneity 
within the bloc. Policymakers must understand their 
country’s specific “echelon” (L1 to L4) to design 
effective interventions:

•	� The UAE and China serve as internal benchmarks, 
demonstrating how proactive governance and 
massive digital investment create regional 
innovation hubs.

•	� India and Indonesia show high “leapfrog” 
potential, where young populations can rapidly 
adopt frontier technologies if educational curricula 
are aligned with industry needs.

•	� Russia, Brazil, and South Africa possess niche 
strengths (aerospace, nuclear, biotech) that 
require better commercialization pathways to 
impact the broader economy.

3. The Power of Peer Learning and Alliances
The BRICS forum provides a unique platform for 
South-South cooperation in Science, Technology, 
and Innovation (STI).

•	 �Sharing Best Practices: Higher-performing 
nations (L4) can provide “peer learning” to those 
in earlier stages (L1-L2), helping them avoid the 
stifling bureaucracy of traditional development 
models.

•	 �Joint R&D: Multilateral agreements can mitigate 
individual resource constraints, allowing members 
to compete collectively in frontier fields like AI, 
renewable energy, and smart cities.
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4. Strategic Autonomy in a Digital Era
The shift toward a smart economy allows BRICS+ nations to move beyond “unsustainable modes of 
production” and commodity dependence. By building transformative capacities—the ability to adapt 
governance and education to technological change—policymakers can ensure their nations are creators of 
global knowledge rather than just consumers of foreign technology.

Summary for Policy Brief:
For BRICS+ leaders, the “smart economy” is the primary engine for sustainable progress. Success depends 
on strategic sequencing: stabilizing foundations in education and infrastructure today to institutionalize 
smart governance tomorrow.

Evidence & Comparative Insights Measuring Smart Economy Readiness 
(BRICS+ with Austria and Australia as external Benchmarks)
The policy brief utilizes a dual qualitative and quantitative research approach, specifically applying Principal 
Component Analysis (PCA) to derive the Smart Economy Readiness Index (SERI). This index provides a 
data-driven benchmark for the ten BRICS nations and two developed benchmarks (Austria and Australia).

(a) The Smart Economy Readiness Index (SERI)
Table 1 Visual hierarchy

Level Stage Countries

L4 The Global Leaders UAE, China
L3 The High-Potential Core India, Indonesia, Russia

L2 The Middle Tier Brazil, South Africa, Iran

L1 The Early Stage Egypt, Ethiopia

The SERI is a composite output measure reflecting a country›s potential across eight input domains. The 
results are grouped under 4 echelons (Table 1). SERI can function as a policy benchmarking tool for BRICS+ 
governments.

•	 �The Global Leaders: The UAE (0.88) ranks highest among all studied nations, followed by Australia 
(0.87), Austria (0.85), and China (0.79).

•	 �The High-Potential Core: Russia (0.76) and Brazil (0.75) follow closely, showing balanced strengths in 
scientific output and macroeconomic stability.

•	 �The Middle Tier: Indonesia (0.72), India (0.71), South Africa (0.68), and Iran (0.68) exhibit niche strengths 
but are hindered by lower scores in governance or global mobility.

•	 The Early Stage: Egypt (0.55) and Ethiopia (0.45) show significant gaps in infrastructure and governance.

(b) Critical Statistical Correlations
The study identifies key interdependencies that define successful transitions:

•	 �Education and Digital Infrastructure (0.73): This is the strongest correlation, proving that a country’s 
ability to adopt advanced technology is directly tied to the level of its educational enrollment.

•	 �Knowledge Generation and Innovation (0.57): A moderate positive correlation between scientific 
publications and patents confirms that research output is a reliable predictor of future patent activity.

•	 �The Governance Multiplier (0.45): Governance 
effectiveness is positively correlated with R&D 
expenditure, highlighting that strong institutional 
frameworks are necessary to facilitate and 
manage innovation investment.

(c) Transition Probabilities (The “Inertia” Evidence)
Using Markov and Bayesian transition matrices, the 
research quantifies the difficulty of moving between 
development echelons:

•	 �Systemic Stability: Most countries have a 75–
80% probability of remaining at their current 
readiness level in the short term.

•	 �Advancement Barriers: The probability of 
“instantaneous” movement from a low (L1) to a 
high (L4) level is zero, underscoring the need for 
strategic, step-by-step sequencing in policy.

•	 �The UAE Anomaly: The UAE’s position (SERI 
0.88) demonstrates that aggressive, targeted 
investment in “Frontier Technology Readiness” 
can allow an emerging economy to outperform 
traditional developed benchmarks.

Actionable Policy Menu
Advancing Smart Economy Readiness in 
BRICS+ Economies
To accelerate the transition toward competitive and 
inclusive smart economies, BRICS+ governments 
should adopt a coordinated policy framework that 
simultaneously strengthens human capital, digital 
infrastructure, innovation ecosystems, and governance 
institutions. The following policy actions translate the 
strategic priorities identified in the Executive Summary 
into implementable policy measures.

Strengthen Human Capital for Knowledge-
Driven Economies
Policy Objective: Develop a highly skilled workforce 
capable of supporting innovation-led economic 
growth.

Policy Rationale: The analysis highlights strong 
linkages between education systems, innovation 
capacity, and digital infrastructure, indicating that 
human capital development remains the foundational 
driver of smart economy readiness.

Actionable Measures:
•	� Expand investment in STEM education, digital 

skills training, and interdisciplinary research 
programs.

•	� Strengthen university–industry partnerships 
to accelerate knowledge transfer and 
commercialization of research.

•	� Introduce lifelong learning and workforce reskilling 
programs to prepare workers for emerging 
technology sectors.

Expected Outcome: A larger and more adaptive 
talent pool capable of supporting innovation-driven 
economic transformation.

Accelerate Digital Infrastructure Development
Policy Objective: Build robust digital infrastructure to 
enable technology adoption, data-driven innovation, 
and digital economic participation.

Policy Rationale: Digital connectivity forms the 
backbone of smart economies, enabling innovation 
ecosystems, digital services, and technology-driven 
entrepreneurship.

Actionable Measures: 
•	� Expand high-speed broadband access and next-

generation telecommunications infrastructure, 
particularly in underserved regions.

•	� Promote investments in data infrastructure, cloud 
computing platforms, and cybersecurity systems.

•	� Encourage public–private partnerships to 
accelerate national digital transformation 
initiatives.

Expected Outcome: Greater digital connectivity, 
improved access to information technologies, 
and stronger foundations for technology-enabled 
economic growth.

Build National Innovation Ecosystems
Policy Objective: Strengthen research, development, 
and innovation systems to support technology 
creation and commercialization.

Policy Rationale: Countries demonstrating higher 
smart economy readiness exhibit strong innovation 
ecosystems characterized by sustained R&D 
investment, dynamic entrepreneurship, and active 
knowledge networks.
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Actionable Measures:
•	� Increase public and private R&D investment, 

particularly in emerging technology sectors 
such as artificial intelligence, biotechnology, and 
renewable energy.

•	� Establish innovation clusters, technology parks, 
and startup accelerators to promote collaboration 
between academia, industry, and government.

•	� Develop targeted innovation financing 
mechanisms including venture capital support 
and technology development funds.

Expected Outcome: More dynamic innovation 
systems capable of generating high-value 
technologies and new knowledge-intensive 
industries.

Modernize Governance and Institutional 
Frameworks
Policy Objective: Enhance institutional capacity 
to coordinate complex innovation and digital 
transformation policies.

  Institutional coordination is critical for overcoming 
the structural inertia identified in the analysis, where 
many economies remain locked within existing 
development tiers without coordinated reforms.

Actionable Measures
•	� Strengthen whole-of-government coordination 

mechanisms for digital transformation and 
innovation policy.

•	� Expand e-government systems and digital public 
services to improve administrative efficiency and 
transparency.

•	� Establish regulatory sandboxes that enable 
experimentation with emerging technologies 
while managing regulatory risks.

Expected Outcome: More agile and adaptive 
governance systems capable of supporting 
innovation and technological change.

Implement Tier-Specific Development Strategies 
Across BRICS+
Policy Objective: Adopt differentiated development 
strategies reflecting varying levels of smart economy 
readiness among BRICS+ countries.

Policy Rationale: The Smart Economy Readiness 
Index demonstrates substantial variation across 
countries, suggesting that policy priorities must be 
tailored to national development stages.

Actionable Measures:
•	� Lower Readiness Economies (L1–L2): Prioritize 

foundational investments in education systems, 
digital infrastructure, and institutional capacity.

•	� Intermediate Economies (L3): Focus on innovation 
ecosystem development and technology 
commercialization.

•	� Advanced Economies (L4): Lead regional 
initiatives in frontier technology development, 
cross-border innovation collaboration, and 
regulatory modernization.

Expected Outcome: More efficient policy 
implementation aligned with national capabilities 
and development trajectories.

Harmonized Policy Takeaway
The transition toward smart economies within 
the BRICS+ alliance will depend on coordinated 
investments in human capital, digital infrastructure, 
innovation ecosystems, and institutional governance. 
The Smart Economy Readiness Index (SERI) provides 
a practical framework for benchmarking progress 
and guiding strategic reforms.

By adopting integrated and tier-specific policy 
strategies, BRICS+ governments can accelerate 
their transition toward knowledge-driven economic 
systems while strengthening the bloc’s collective 
role in shaping the future global economic order.

Recommended Policy Actions for 
Governments
To effectively transition to a smart economy, BRICS+ 
policymakers must balance immediate foundational 
fixes with strategic, long-term ecosystem building. 
These actions are categorized by implementation 
horizon.

Short-Term Actions (0–12 months)
•	 �Focus: Catalysing foundational gains and 

reducing immediate barriers.

•	 �Deploy “Lean Regulations”: Implement 
regulatory sandboxes and “light-touch” policies 
for tech startups to enable innovation while 
avoiding stifling bureaucracy.

•	 �Audit Digital Infrastructure: Conduct a national 
gap analysis of digital access to identify priority 
areas for infrastructure investment, particularly in 
underserved regions.

•	 �Establish Peer-Learning Networks: Leverage 
the BRICS+ forum to initiate knowledge-
sharing workshops on best practices in “Smart 
Governance” and digital transformation.

•	 �Enhance IP Protections: Review and begin 
strengthening intellectual property rights (IPR) 
frameworks to encourage domestic innovators 
and attract initial R&D investment.

•	 �Launch National Innovation Funds: Allocate 
initial public R&D investment targeted at high-
impact, niche sectors (e.g., AI, renewables, or 
biotechnology).

Medium-Term Actions (1–3 years)
•	 �Focus: Building robust ecosystems and 

institutionalizing smart systems.

•	 �Reform Higher Education & STEM Curricula: 
Undertake comprehensive reforms emphasizing 
digital literacy, critical thinking, and creativity to 
align the workforce with high-tech industry needs.

•	 �Strengthen University–Industry Linkages: 
Formalise frameworks and incentives to improve 
the commercialization of research and increase 
the volume of commercially viable patents.

•	 �Expand Digital Public Goods: Develop and 
deploy national e-governance services and citizen 
engagement platforms to reinforce participatory 
and transparent governance.

•	 �Deploy Frontier Technologies: Institutionalize 
the use of AI, IoT, and blockchain within 
government systems to enhance public service 
delivery and policy-making efficiency.

•	 �Scale Incubation & Acceleration Programs: 
Support the growth of SMEs and tech startups 
through expanded access to finance and formal 
incubation networks.

•	 �Implement “Twin Transition” Strategies: 
Layer environmental considerations into digital 
transformation agendas to ensure the smart 
economy remains sustainable.

•	 Strategic Sequencing by Level

For L1–L2 Countries: Prioritize the Short-Term 
infrastructure and education investments to build a 
base for growth.

For L3–L4 Countries: Focus on Medium-Term goals 
like institutionalizing “Smart Governance” and 
frontier technology deployment.

Implementation and Monitoring 
Framework
Innovation & Ecosystem KPIs
•	 �Patent Activity: Annual growth rate in resident 

vs. non-resident patent filings (Target: Year-on-
year increase in resident filings).

•	 �R&D Intensity: Gross domestic expenditure on 
R&D as a percentage of GDP (Target: Progression 
towards benchmark levels of 1.8%–3.2%).

•	 �Commercialization Rate: Ratio of university-
led research publications to industry-registered 
patents.

•	 �Startup Vitality: Number of active tech startups 
and SMEs receiving national innovation fund 
support. 

Human Capital & Education KPIs
•	 �Tertiary Enrollment: Gross enrollment ratio in 

higher education, with a specific focus on STEM 
fields. 

•	 �Digital Literacy Rate: Percentage of the 
workforce possessing “future-economy”  skills as 
defined by national standards.

•	 �Global Mobility: Number of inbound and 
outbound internationally mobile students (Target: 
Increased cross-border knowledge exchange).
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Digital Transformation KPIs
•	 �Digital Access Index: Percentage of the 

population with high-speed internet access and 
fixed broadband subscriptions.

•	 �E-Government Adoption: Percentage of public 
services fully accessible through digital platforms.

•	 �High-Tech Trade: Share of high-technology 
exports as a percentage of total manufactured 
exports.

Governance & Stability KPIs
•	 �Government Effectiveness: Percentile rank 

in global governance indicators, focusing on 
regulatory quality and rule of law.

•	 �Regulatory Agility: Number of “regulatory 
sandboxes” established and successfully 
transitioned to national policy.

•	 �SERI Progression: Movement of the country’s 
SERI value toward the next echelon (e.g., L2 to 
L3).

Implementation Review Cycle
•	 �Quarterly Technical Reviews: Monitoring 

of “Short-Term” action items (e.g., regulatory 
sandboxes and infrastructure audits).

•	 �Annual Strategic Assessment: Full KPI data 
collection and reporting to national cabinets 
to adjust “Medium-Term” funding and policy 
sequencing.

•	 �Triennial Benchmarking: Comprehensive SERI 
recalculation to assess transition probabilities 
and compare progress against the BRICS+ peer 
group.

By monitoring these indicators, policymakers can 
use feedback loops to adapt strategies and ensure 
continuous progress.

Conclusion & Policy Takeaway
Conclusion: Navigating the Path to a Smart 
Economy

This policy brief is prepared for consideration by 
policymakers in the lead-up to the BRICS 2026 
Summit.

The transition to a knowledge-intensive smart 
economy is the definitive challenge and opportunity 
for the expanded BRICS+ bloc. This research 
confirms that while the journey is complex and non-
linear, it is achievable through strategic coordination 
and a departure from siloed policymaking. By 
synchronizing human capital, digital infrastructure, 
and agile governance, BRICS+ nations can redefine 
their role in the global economic landscape—moving 
from resource providers to global innovation leaders.

Key Policy Takeaway
•	 �Acknowledge Heterogeneity: Policy is not “one-

size-fits-all.” BRICS+ Governments must identify 
their current readiness level (L1 to L4) and design 
interventions that match their specific stage of 
development.

•	 �Break Institutional Inertia: Moving up an 
echelon requires more than just capital; it requires 
transformative agency. This means clearly 
defining new roles and rules to govern resources, 
rather than relying on legacy systems.

•	 �Prioritise the “Education-Digital” With a 
0.73 correlation between education and digital 
infrastructure, these two sectors must be funded 
and developed in tandem. A digital economy 
cannot function without a digitally literate 
workforce.

•	 �Governance is the Multiplier: Effective, 
transparent, and agile governance (Smart 
Governance) is the most significant factor 
in converting R&D investment into tangible 
economic growth and patent output.

•	 �Leverage the Power of the Alliance: The BRICS+ 
forum is a vital tool for peer learning and strategic 
alliances. Sharing best practices between leaders 
(like the UAE and China) and emerging members 
(like Egypt and Ethiopia) can mitigate the risks of 
the transition.

•	 Adopt Strategic Sequencing: 
	 L1-L2: Focus on Foundations (Broadband, STEM 
access, lean regulation).
	� L3-L4: Focus on Ecosystems (University-industry 

links, AI deployment, institutionalizing smart 
governance).

Final Outlook: The “smart economy” is a moving 
target. Success depends on reflexivity—the ability 
of a nation to continuously learn, experiment, and 
adapt its policies to the rapid pace of technological 
change. For BRICS+ policymakers, the goal is clear: 
build the transformative capacity today to secure a 
resilient, innovative, and sovereign tomorrow. The 
BRICS 2026 summit offers a strategic opportunity 
to institutionalize collaborative frameworks for smart 
economy development across the alliance.
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