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 Education plays a crucial role in shaping the quality of 
human resources and driving sustainable development 
across various sectors of life. This article aims to provide an 
in-depth analysis of the relationship between education, 
human development, and human capital theory within the 
global context of the 21st century, which is characterized by 
technological advancement, digital disruption, and rapid 
socio-economic transformation. Using a qualitative 
approach through library-based analysis, this study reviews 
several scholarly sources published in the last five years, 
drawn from Google Scholar as well as reputable 
international journals and institutional reports. The findings 
reveal that education contributes significantly to economic 
growth, social character strengthening, community well-
being, and the formation of a knowledge-based society. 
Human-centered education must integrate moral values, 
technological progress, and environmental sustainability 
principles. Moreover, education systems should promote 
lifelong learning, equitable access, and community 
empowerment in facing global challenges. Therefore, 
education serves as a strategic instrument to foster 
equitable, inclusive, and highly competitive development, 
becoming the essential foundation for national progress in 
the era of digital transformation and knowledge-based 
economies. 
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1. Introduction 

Education is the main foundation in the process of sustainable human 

development. In the global context of the 21st century, education is no longer just 

an instrument for knowledge transfer, but also a key driver of a nation's economic, 

social, and cultural development. Through improving the quality of Human 

Resources (HR), education plays a role as a catalyst for inclusive and equitable 

national progress. In line with the classic view of human capital theory, investment 

in education is a long-term investment that is able to create sustainable economic 

productivity and competitiveness (Barua, 2021). This view strengthens the argument 

that improving the quality of education is an essential condition for the realization 

of empowered and independent human development. 

Human capital theory emphasizes that education functions as the main capital 

for economic development. According to Tsiligkiris and Ilieva (2022), countries that 

place education as a development priority will experience increased labor 

productivity and higher economic efficiency. This is evident from various countries 

that have succeeded in reducing poverty levels and improving the quality of life of 

their people through targeted education investments. Hanushek and Woessmann 

(2020) added that learning losses have direct implications for a decrease in national 

income and economic growth. Therefore, education-based human development is a 

strategic element in creating a resilient knowledge-based economy in the midst of 

globalization dynamics. 

21st century education also faces various structural challenges that demand 

adaptation of learning systems and methods. Malik (2018) emphasized that 
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educational institutions must be able to transform from traditional learning 

paradigms to innovative approaches based on technology, creativity, and 

sustainability. This is in line with the idea of UNESCO (2021) which highlights the 

importance of building a new social contract for education that is oriented towards 

collaboration, justice, and global participation. The transformation of education is 

relevant in the context of digital disruption, climate change, and the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on learning systems in various countries (UNESCO, 2020). 

Education not only plays a role as an economic factor, but also as a means of 

forming the character and culture of the community. Cikka (2020) emphasized that 

education has a dual function as a process of internalizing human values and as a 

motor for directed social change. Through education, human beings are not only the 

subject of development, but also the main actors in creating sustainable social 

change. Therefore, the development of education must be oriented towards 

strengthening human capacity holistically: intellectual, moral, and spiritual. 

The concept of sustainable development places education as the main pillar 

in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially the fourth goal 

of quality education. Matyushok, Baranova, and Sorokin (2020) stated that 

improving the quality of human capital has a significant impact on accelerating 

economic growth and social stability. Education is an instrument to form a 

generation that is able to think critically, innovate, and contribute to collective 

welfare. In this context, the success of a nation's development is not only measured 

by economic growth, but also by the ability of its people to manage knowledge, 

values, and creativity in a sustainable manner. 



Asril Abdillah 

                                                                                  |58 
 

21st century education must be able to balance economic and humanitarian 

needs. According to Ali and Afzal (2019), modern education must pay attention to 

the socio-economic dimension while maintaining the values of humanity and justice. 

Thus, the approach to education development needs to be oriented towards human 

empowerment as agents of change that are productive and adaptive to global 

challenges. Within this framework, education not only creates skilled individuals, but 

also forms global citizens who have social awareness and ecological responsibility. 

The role of education in human development in the 21st century cannot be separated 

from the human capital approach and the principles of sustainable development. 

Education investment is a multidimensional strategy that not only generates 

economic growth, but also strengthens the nation's social and cultural resilience. 

Therefore, the transformation of education that is sustainable, inclusive, and based 

on human values is a prerequisite for the creation of equitable and competitive 

human development in the global era. 

2. Methods 

This study uses a descriptive qualitative approach with a library research 

method. This approach was chosen because the main objective of the research is to 

analyze the role of education in human development and its relevance to human 

capital theory and sustainable development principles. Qualitative research provides 

space for researchers to understand theoretical concepts in depth and interpret the 

relationships between components based on conceptual data obtained from various 

scientific sources. Through this method, researchers not only describe phenomena, 
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but also interpret the meaning behind the findings to produce a comprehensive 

conceptual synthesis. 

The data of this research is entirely sourced from secondary literature, namely 

scientific journal articles and policy documents relevant to the topics of education, 

human development, and human capital. All sources used are from publications in 

the last five years, both from national and international journals that have been 

recognized academically. The selection of sources is carried out by paying attention 

to aspects of relevance, novelty, and scientific credibility. After the collection 

process, all data is analyzed to find patterns, themes, and relationships that explain 

the role of education in the context of sustainable development. Data analysis is 

carried out using content analysis techniques which include three main stages, 

namely data reduction, data presentation, and conclusion drawn. In the data 

reduction stage, the researcher selects the literature that best suits the research 

objectives, removes irrelevant information, and organizes the data systematically.  

The data presentation stage was carried out by grouping findings into 

thematic categories such as the contribution of education to economic growth, 

improving the quality of human resources, and strengthening social and 

environmental values. The last stage, namely drawing conclusions, is carried out by 

interpreting the inter-thematic relationships to gain a comprehensive understanding 

of the role of education in human development. To maintain the validity of the 

research results, a validation process is carried out through comparison between 

sources and checking the consistency of the findings with relevant theories. The 

researcher also applies the principles of objectivity and transparency in the entire 
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analysis process so that the study results have high academic value. Thus, this 

method is expected to generate a deep understanding of the contribution of 

education as a key driver of sustainable human development in the global context of 

the 21st century. 

3. Results 

The results of the literature analysis show that education has a very significant 

contribution to human development and sustainable economic growth. In human 

capital theory, education is seen as a form of investment that results in an increase 

in individual and collective productivity. Barua (2021) emphasized that education 

plays a key role in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially 

in reducing poverty and improving the quality of life of people in developing 

countries. Human-centered economic development requires an education system 

that not only emphasizes technical competence, but also strengthens values, ethics, 

and the ability to think critically in a sustainable way. This shows that education is 

the foundation for economic growth that not only pursues efficiency, but also social 

sustainability. 

Education in the context of 21st century development cannot be separated 

from the dynamics of globalization and the industrial revolution 4.0. Malik (2018) 

revealed that the challenges of modern education include the need to adapt the 

curriculum to the development of digital technology, as well as instilling adaptive 

and collaborative thinking skills in students. In this context, education is required to 

produce human beings who are able to solve complex problems through creativity 
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and innovation. González-Salamanca et al. (2020) added that education in the 21st 

century needs to be oriented towards the development of comprehensive human 

capacity, which includes cognitive, affective, and social aspects, in order to face 

future uncertainty. Thus, strengthening human capital through education is the key 

for countries to maintain global competitiveness and encourage sustainable 

economic development. 

The link between education and the economy is also seen in the ability of 

education to create a competent and productive workforce. Hanushek and 

Woessmann (2020) stated that improving the quality of learning has a direct impact 

on long-term economic growth. Countries with high-quality education systems tend 

to experience significant increases in per capita income. On the other hand, learning 

losses due to global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic can drastically reduce 

economic growth potential. This phenomenon shows that education not only affects 

individuals, but also plays a role in shaping national and regional economic 

structures. Effective education can increase the return on investment in human 

development, while weak education will slow down the process of industrialization 

and modernization of society. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has become an important momentum in reviewing 

the effectiveness of education systems around the world. UNESCO (2020) reported 

that disruptions in the learning process due to the pandemic have widened the gap 

in access to education, especially in developing countries. However, the pandemic 

has also encouraged the acceleration of digital transformation which opens up new 

opportunities in the implementation of online and hybrid learning. According to 
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UNESCO (2021), the post-pandemic period demands a new educational paradigm 

that is more flexible, collaborative, and oriented towards lifelong learning. Education 

is no longer just a formal process in the classroom, but an ongoing experience 

involving technology, community, and social innovation. Thus, this change requires 

the readiness of an inclusive, adaptive, and equitable education policy. 

Meanwhile, the relationship between education and social development is also 

a major focus in the literature. Cikka (2020) emphasized that education functions as 

an agent of social change that is able to shape human values, attitudes, and character. 

Through education, individuals can internalize the social and moral norms that are 

the basis for the formation of a civilized society. This is in line with the concept of 

sustainable development which not only emphasizes the economic aspect, but also 

strengthens the social and cultural dimension. Matyushok, Baranova, and Sorokin 

(2020) explained that superior human capital will strengthen social stability and 

accelerate the transition to a knowledge-based society. Education thus not only 

improves economic capabilities, but also strengthens social cohesion and cultural 

integration in national development. 

Furthermore, Tsiligkiris and Ilieva (2022) show that the correlation between 

education and development is not linear, but multidimensional. Quality education 

will produce a workforce with analytical and innovative skills, while a lagging 

education system can widen economic and social inequality. Therefore, education 

must be designed not only to meet the needs of the labor market, but also to foster 

critical awareness and social responsibility. Pavlova (2018) added that sustainable 

human development requires synergy between education, social policies, and 
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economic innovation. These three form a positive cycle in which education 

strengthens economic development, and economic development supports the 

improvement of the quality of education. 

The concept of human capital itself has expanded its meaning in the last 

decade. According to Ali and Afzal (2019), modern human capital includes the 

dimensions of skills, knowledge, and health that interact with each other in creating 

socio-economic productivity. Education has a central role in shaping these three 

aspects, because only through education can humans develop the capacity to adapt 

to changes in the global environment. In the context of sustainable development, 

high-quality human capital will create environmentally friendly innovations, 

strengthen the competitiveness of the green economy, and improve social welfare. 

Therefore, targeted education investment can have a long-term impact on economic 

and ecological resilience. 

From a global perspective, the Bravo et al. (2021) highlights that education 

systems in various countries are increasingly geared towards developing 21st-century 

skills, such as digital literacy, critical thinking, collaboration, and creativity. This 

competence is considered the main indicator of the success of human development 

in the era of knowledge-based economy. Zhao (2021) emphasized that future 

education must be able to transcend geographical and social boundaries through a 

cross-cultural learning model. Within this framework, education is not only a tool 

for social mobility, but also a vehicle for building global solidarity and universal 

humanity. In other words, education serves as a bridge between technological 

progress and human values. 
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Literature findings also indicate that the success of education development is 

highly dependent on the synergy between public policies, educational institutions, 

and community participation. The United Nations (2019) emphasized that countries 

that have managed to achieve a high Human Development Index (HDI) generally 

have an inclusive education system and are supported by effective economic 

redistribution policies. Education plays a role as a social driver that enables vertical 

mobility and reduces gaps between regions. Therefore, education development 

planning must combine equal access, quality improvement, and strengthening moral 

values and global citizenship. 

Furthermore, the Agbedahin (2019) highlights that sustainable development 

requires an education system that is adaptive to climate, economic, and social change. 

Education plays a role in shaping sustainable behavior and increasing people's 

ecological awareness. Through the integration of environmental education, the 

community can understand the importance of sustainability as the foundation of 

future life. In this context, education has a dual role: strengthening economic 

capabilities and instilling moral responsibility towards the planet and future 

generations. 

Overall, the results of the study show that education does not only function 

as a means of individual development, but also as the main instrument in building a 

sustainable society. Education oriented towards human capital development 

strengthens economic competitiveness, while education based on human values 

strengthens social integration. These two approaches must go hand in hand so that 

human development is not trapped in a purely materialistic orientation. The 



 
 

 

65 | Global Journal of Education and Social Development 
 

development of an ideal education is one that puts humans at the center (human-

centered education), which combines economic efficiency with social and ecological 

balance. Thus, education is the most strategic means in building a sustainable, 

equitable, and competitive future. 

4. Conclusion 

Education has a fundamental role in sustainable human development. Based 

on the results of the study, education has proven to be the main pillar in 

strengthening human capital, improving social welfare, and long-term economic 

growth. Investment in education not only produces a competent and productive 

workforce, but also forms social, moral, and ecological conscious human beings. 

Thus, education functions as a multidimensional force capable of integrating 

economic goals with human and sustainability values. In the context of the 21st 

century, education faces major challenges that demand adaptation to technological 

developments, social transformation, and global uncertainty.  

Lifelong learning-oriented education, digital literacy, and innovation are key 

to facing these changes. In addition, it is important to develop an inclusive and 

equitable education system so that every individual has an equal opportunity to 

develop and contribute to national development. Ideal education is an education that 

places humans at the center of the entire development process (human-centered 

education). Through collaboration between the government, educational 

institutions, the business world, and the community, the education system can be a 

driving force for sustainable development that touches all dimensions of economic, 
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social, cultural, and environmental life. Therefore, the future of globally competitive 

and just human development depends heavily on the extent to which education is 

able to transform into an instrument of liberation, empowerment, and progress of 

human civilization.  

References 

Agbedahin, A. V. (2019). Sustainable development, Education for Sustainable 

Development, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: 

Emergence, efficacy, eminence, and future. Sustainable development, 27(4), 669-

680. 

Ali, A., & Afzal, M. (2019). Human capital development and economic growth: A 

panel data analysis. Journal of Policy Options, 2(1), 22-39. 

Barua, S. (2021). Human capital, economic growth, and sustainable development 

goals: An evaluation of emerging economies. In The Dynamics of Intellectual 

Capital in Current Era. Singapore: Springer Singapore. 129-148. 

Bravo, M. C. M., Chalezquer, C. S., & Serrano-Puche, J. (2021). Meta-framework of 

digital literacy: A comparative analysis of 21st-century skills 

frameworks. Revista Latina de Comunicacion Social, (79), 76-109. 

Cikka, H. (2020). Essential concepts of theory and planning models in educational 

development. Scolae: Journal of Pedagogy, 3(2). 

González-Salamanca, J. C., Agudelo, O. L., & Salinas, J. (2020). Key competences, 

education for sustainable development and strategies for the development of 

21st century skills. A systematic literature review. Sustainability, 12(24), 10366. 



 
 

 

67 | Global Journal of Education and Social Development 
 

Hanushek, E. A., & Woessmann, L. (2020). The economic impacts of learning losses. 

OECD Publishing. 1-24. 

Malik, R. S. (2018). Educational challenges in 21st century and sustainable 

development. Journal of Sustainable Development Education and Research, 2(1), 9-

20. 

Matyushok, V. M., Baranova, N. M., & Sorokin, L. V. (2020). Human capital impact 

for sustainable economic growth. In Geoecology of Landscape Dynamics (pp. 21-

36). Singapore: Springer Singapore. 

Pavlova, M. (2018). Fostering inclusive, sustainable economic growth and “green” 

skills development in learning cities through partnerships. International Review 

of Education, 64(3), 339-354. 

Tsiligkiris, V., & Ilieva, J. (2022). Global engagement in the post‐pandemic world: 

challenges and responses. Perspective from the UK. Higher Education 

Quarterly, 76(2), 343-366. 

UNESCO, P. (2021). Reimagining our futures together: A new social contract for 

education. Paris, France: Educational and Cultural Organization of the United 

Nations. Retrieved December 15, 2022 From  

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/reimagining-our-futures-together-

new-social-contract-education 

UNESCO. (2020). Education in the time of COVID-19. Retrieved December 10, 

2022 From https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374075_eng.  

Zhao, Y. (2021). Learners without borders: New learning pathways for all students. Corwin 

Press. 



Asril Abdillah 

                                                                                  |68 
 

United Nations. (2019). Human development report 2019: Beyond income, beyond 

averages, beyond today. United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 

Retrieved December 13, 2022 From 

https://files.acquia.undp.org/public/migration/bw/Human-Development-

Report-2019.pdf 

 


