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Abstract: Education of young people represents one of the key factors of socio-
economic development in modern societies. This paper analyzes the role of
youth education in the development of human capital and the economy, with a
special focus on demographic and geographical aspects. The theoretical
framework is based on human capital theory (Becker), while the analysis
includes the impact of education on labor market trends, demographic
processes, and regional disparities. The paper highlights the importance of
aligning educational systems with labor market needs, as well as the role of
education in mitigating negative demographic trends such as youth emigration
and population aging. The geographical dimension of education is considered
through regional inequalities in access to educational institutions and their
impact on spatial population distribution. The conclusion emphasizes the need
for an interdisciplinary approach to educational policies that integrate
demographic, economic, and spatial development strategies. Education of
young people is not only a pedagogical process but also a strategic investment
in long-term sustainable development.
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INTRODUCTION

Youth education represents one of the key factors of social and
economic development in modern states. In conditions of major and rapid
global changes, due to technological progress and increasingly pronounced
demographic challenges, the quality of education becomes crucial for the
development of human capital and the long-term stability of the economy.
Young people, as bearers of future development, represent a growing
demographic potential, whose value can be realized exclusively through an
adequate and functional educational system.

In modern and economically successful societies, education is not viewed as
a social obligation but as a strategic investment in the development of human
capital and the economy. Knowledge, skills, and competencies acquired
during schooling directly affect workforce productivity, and consequently, the
competitiveness of the economy and society's ability to adapt to labor market
changes. In this sense, the educational system plays an important role in
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preparing young people for active participation in economic development and
the quality of social life.

Transition countries, facing numerous demographic and economic
challenges such as declining birth rates, negative youth migration balance, and
mismatch between educational profiles and labor market needs, have a
particular importance in strengthening youth education. These problems
further emphasize the need for a strategic approach to education, which should
respond to the demands of the modern economy and contribute to retaining
the young population in local and regional environments.

Youth education has a pronounced spatial dimension, as educational
opportunities and the quality of curricula are not uniform everywhere and
often depend on geographical location, degree of urbanization, and regional
development. Thus, there are differences between urban and rural areas, as
well as between more developed and less developed regions, all of which can
significantly affect access to education and young people's opportunities to
reach their full potential.

The aim of this paper is to emphasize the significance of youth
education as a key factor in the development of human capital and long-term
economic growth, as well as to examine the basic demographic, economic,
and social aspects of youth education in contemporary conditions. The paper
seeks to emphasize the role of the educational system in shaping the future
workforce and to point out the need for further research into education as a
key mechanism for sustainable economic development.

The concept and significance of youth education in contemporary society

Educatedness denotes the state and result of the educational process,
but also man's constant striving for education. Sergej Flere believes that the
result of education as a concrete social process is "acquiring a state of
educatedness, where an individual possesses a relative whole (system) of
general and professional knowledge (truths), information, skills, dexterity,
etc., at a relatively high level, in relation to the respective society and culture,
which leads to the creation of a comprehensive worldview" (Flere, 1976: 18).

When it comes to youth education, this has additional significance
because it is during this period that competencies determining the overall
development of society are acquired. In modern society, increasingly
described as a "knowledge society," youth education transcends the traditional
role of transmitting basic knowledge. It becomes the foundation for the
development of human capital and the competitiveness of national economies.
According to the OECD (2023), educational systems aligned with the needs
of the modern labor market contribute to higher youth employment, higher
productivity levels, and long-term economic growth. For this reason, youth
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education is increasingly viewed as a strategic investment rather than a cost.
Developed countries of the world, whose economies are based on knowledge,
have long understood that investment in education is an investment that
represents the best way to ensure stable economic development and a bright
future for the state.

UNESCO (2017) emphasizes that youth education has multiple
functions: economic, social, cultural, and political. From an economic aspect,
education increases youth employability and their ability to adapt to labor
market changes. From a social aspect, it contributes to reducing social
inequalities, strengthening social cohesion and inclusion. The cultural
function of education is reflected in preserving identity and value systems,
while the political function involves the development of democratic
awareness, civic responsibility, and active participation of young people in
social processes. Thus, education encompasses a wide range of benefits for
nation and society.

The particular importance of youth education is reflected in its
connection with demographic processes. In conditions of negative
demographic trends, such as population aging, declining birth rates, and
intensive youth migration, education emerges as one of the key mechanisms
for retaining the young population and improving the quality of human
potential. Numerous studies indicate that a higher level of education increases
the likelihood of young people staying in the country, especially if the
educational system is connected to real economic opportunities and regional
development (UN Population Division, 2022).

On the other hand, youth education that is not aligned with the labor
market creates young, working-age population that either works in jobs for
which they were not educated, waits for years for employment at job centers,
or decides to emigrate. This trend is characteristic of transition countries,
including Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the importance of youth education
is further emphasized due to the problem of mismatch between acquired
education and labor market demands, high unemployment, and pronounced
"brain drain." From this arises the importance of improving the quality of
youth education as a key prerequisite for sustainable socio-economic
development.

In modern economies, the concept of lifelong learning is gaining
increasing importance, further expanding the role of youth education.
According to the World Bank (2020), education should not be viewed as a
closed process that ends with formal schooling, but as a continuous process of
adapting knowledge and skills to changing economic and technological
conditions. In this context, youth education represents the basis for later
professional development and active participation in the knowledge economy.
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Education of youth plays a central role in modern society, as it
connects demographic processes, economic development, and the spatial
(geographical) characteristics of society. Education of youth represents not
only a pedagogical, but also a strategic development issue, which requires an
interdisciplinary approach and long-term planning.

Education and human capital development

The concept of human capital represents one of the key theoretical
starting points in contemporary economic and social analyses. Human capital
is most often defined as the set of knowledge, skills, abilities, and
competencies that individuals possess, which can be used in the work process
and the creation of economic value. In this context, education is viewed as the
most significant mechanism for forming, improving, and valorizing human
capital (Becker, 1964).

It was Gary Becker who developed the theory of human capital
explaining that human abilities and knowledge acquired through education can
be considered capital that contributes to economic productivity. Becker
equated investment in education with investment in equipment, as both
investments bring income to both individuals and society. Positive experiences
of world economies confirm that there is a strong link between education and
economic growth. A good example is the so-called "Asian Tigers" countries
(South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore), where investment in
education contributed to impressive economic growth.

In contemporary conditions of globalization and technological
progress, the structure of human capital becomes as important as its quantity.
It is not enough to increase the number of educated people; it is necessary to
direct the educational system towards developing relevant competencies such
as analytical and critical thinking, digital literacy, innovativeness, and
resource management skills. The OECD (2022) emphasizes that educational
systems developing functional and transferable knowledge contribute to
greater workforce flexibility and better adaptability to labor market changes.
In the Balkan countries, education has long been in a transition phase, and as
long as this continues, economic development will be slowed. Educational
reforms are necessary because the accumulation of numerous facts, obtainable
with a click in the modern age, without functional knowledge and practice
does not lead to progress.

The foundation of education begins in preschool, continues through
primary education, but secondary and higher education have particular
importance in human capital development, as it is during this period that
young people's professional orientation and their direction towards specific
economic sectors occur. The mismatch between educational profiles and labor
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market needs can lead to inefficient use of human capital, which is especially
pronounced in transition countries.

However, human capital development does not depend exclusively on
formal education, but also on the system of non-formal and lifelong learning.
Modern economies increasingly require continuous upgrading of knowledge
and skills, meaning educational institutions need to create flexible and
adaptable educational models. According to the World Economic Forum
(2023), the ability of the workforce to adapt to new technologies and
organizational changes is becoming a key factor in the competitiveness of
national economies. "For this reason, companies invest significant resources
in the continuous education of their employees. About 40% of employees in
OECD countries are covered by some form of non-formal education annually.
This percentage decreases among employees over 50 years of age because the
time needed for return on investment decreases in older employees. Lifelong
learning for adults increases their employability and reduces the likelihood of
their exclusion from the labor market. As the population ages in developed
countries, the need for their continuous training and development increases.
However, despite evidence of the profitability of employee education, it is
underinvested, which is a kind of paradox (human-capital paradox). This is
explained by the fact that investments precede their benefits and that
investments are measurable, while the return and possible benefits from
investment are delayed and not directly measurable, so they can be considered
risky" (Pastuovi¢, 2012: 169).

Demographic aspects of youth education

Demographic processes and youth education are strongly

interdependent; on the one hand, the educational structure of the population
directly affects demographic development, while on the other hand,
demographic changes shape the educational system and its capacities. In
modern societies, especially in countries facing low or negative demographic
trends, youth education becomes an important factor in preserving and
improving demographic trends.
Numerous European countries face population depopulation resulting from
population aging and high mortality rates, declining birth rates, and intensive
youth migration, which particularly affects transition countries and less
developed regions. In such conditions, young people represent the most vital
part of the population and form the basis for future demographic and economic
development. Demographic recovery is a long process, and according to the
UN Population Division (2022), investment in youth education has long-term
positive effects on stabilizing demographic characteristics and increasing
society's adaptive capacity.
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Young people as a demographic resource

In demographic terms, young people are viewed as a key resource because
their number, educational structure, and spatial distribution determine the
future workforce, reproductive potential, and sustainability of social systems.
Youth education has a direct impact on natural and mechanical demographic
movements such as fertility and migration. Educated young people delay
marriage due to years of education and career building, meaning they
consciously plan their families, which is also connected to the economy of the
country they live in. Educated young parents want a good life and education
for their children, so if the economy is stable, fertility rates could be higher.
Achieving demographic dividends from past phases of demographic transition
is not realistic to expect; therefore, it is necessary to increase youth labor
productivity in the market through education. Developed countries "treat"
labor shortages with immigration, and such spatial regions attract migrants,
but emigrant countries need to find ways to retain their population. Numerous
studies indicate that a higher level of education influences changes in young
people's life strategies, as well as the quality of human capital they bring into
the reproductive and economic sphere (Wertheimer-Baleti¢, 1999).

The educational structure of the young population also affects the spatial
dynamics of population movement and distribution. Regions with more
developed educational infrastructure and a larger number of educational
institutions, namely urban regions have a greater capacity to retain young
people, while educationally underdeveloped, rural areas experience more
intensive demographic emptying. Deruralization is a contemporary process
occurring worldwide due to accelerated urbanization on a global level. The
lack of educational opportunities only accelerates this process, and as a
consequence, the economy suffers from deagrarianization.

Education and youth migration

A major demographic challenge of modern society is youth migration,
which is closely linked to educational and consequently economic factors. In
this context, education appears as a dual factor: on one hand, it enables youth
mobility and access to a broader labor market, while on the other hand, as a
result, it becomes one of the causes of "brain drain."

Youth migrations are often selective and mostly involve highly educated
individuals, which further weakens the demographic and developmental
potential of countries of origin. According to Eurostat data (Migration and
Asylum in Europe — 2024 edition), a significant number of people have
emigrated to more developed European countries, with highly educated
individuals often predominating among the emigrants, which has long-term
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negative consequences for the demographic structure and the labour market.
When adding the time dimension to this problem, it becomes even greater
because demographic recovery is a long and slow process.

The educational system has an important role in reducing these negative
effects of youth migration. Urban regions, compared to less urban ones, with
developed university infrastructure show more loyalty to the local educational
system, indicating the need to strengthen the visibility of domestic higher
education institutions in order to at least mitigate "young brain drain"
tendencies (Marinkovi¢ and Maji¢, 2018). Thus, connecting education with
local and regional economic needs and developing programs that encourage
youth employment can contribute to retaining the educated population. Youth
education, viewed through demography and geography, thus becomes a key
instrument for balanced regional development. Conversely, youth migration
further contributes to increasing regional differences in the spatial distribution
of the population.

The demographic aspects of youth education play an extremely
important role in modern society. Education not only affects the individual
development of young people but also overall demographic trends, migration,
spatial population distribution, and the long-term sustainability of economic
development. Therefore, it is necessary to view youth education as an integral
part of demographic policy and development strategies.

The role of the educational system in economic development

The educational system is one of the key elements of economic
development because it directly affects the quality, structure, and
competitiveness of the workforce. We live in a time of rapid changes, and a
completed university degree cannot be the crown and end of education; rather,
as previously mentioned, lifelong learning and advancement are necessary for
sustained productivity. In modern economies, increasingly based on
knowledge, innovation, and efficient resource management, education is
viewed as a strategic factor of economic growth. Its role transcends the
traditional function of preparing individuals for the labor market and
encompasses broader development goals, including increasing productivity,
improving competitiveness, and sustaining the economic system.

According to Todaro and Smith (2020), the educational system has a
central role in the process of economic development because it enables the
accumulation of human capital, which represents the basic driver of economic
activities. Countries that continuously invest in education record faster
economic growth, higher employment levels, and greater ability to adapt to
global economic changes. For this reason, education is increasingly viewed as
an investment with long-term returns, rather than a budget expenditure.
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Education and the labor market

One of the most important and closest aspects of the
interconnectedness between education and the economy is reflected in the
relationship between the educational system and the labor market. An efficient
educational system should ensure alignment between the knowledge and skills
young people acquire and the needs of the labor market. In many countries,
especially in transition economies, there is a pronounced mismatch between
educational profiles and the actual needs of the economy, resulting in high
youth unemployment and unused human potential, which drives these young
people to emigrate for economic reasons.

According to the OECD (2022), rapidly changing labor markets
require flexible educational systems capable of responding to new economic
needs. Digitalization, automation, and the development of new economic
sectors impose the need for developing new competencies, such as digital
skills, problem-solving abilities, teamwork, and change management. An
educational system that does not follow these changes becomes a limiting
factor for economic development, leading society into numerous socio-
economic problems.

In this context, vocational education programs, dual education, and
cooperation between educational institutions and the economy play a
significant role. These forms of education enable young people to acquire
practical knowledge and skills, thereby increasing their employability and
facilitating the transition from education to the world of work. Insufficient
connection between the educational system and the labor market represents
one of the structural problems of the economy.

Education of personnel for the needs of the modern economy

The modern economy requires highly educated, adaptable, and
competent personnel capable of managing complex economic processes. In
this sense, youth education plays a key role in forming personnel for sectors
such as knowledge-based industry, services, management, logistics, and
regional development. The importance of management in education and
human resource management is particularly emphasized because proper and
quality management of human capital directly affects the efficiency of
economic systems.

According to the World Economic Forum (2023), economic development
largely depends on the ability of the educational system to recognize future
labor market needs and direct youth education towards deficit occupations and
key competencies. Strategic planning of education becomes an important area
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of cooperation between educational institutions, the economy, and
government bodies.

The future task requires thinking about more intensive extracurricular
activities, about changing the role of the traditional teacher-lecturer, with the
aim of providing opportunities for individual interests in order to better utilize
free time, which society can achieve through the school system. Improving the
education of personnel for the needs of the modern economy requires
curriculum reform, strengthening practical teaching, and developing
competencies in management, entrepreneurship, and innovation. This
positions youth education as a key factor for long-term economic development
and competitiveness.

The geographical dimension of youth education

Youth education has an increasingly pronounced geographical
dimension because its quality and availability are unevenly distributed in
space. Prominent geographical factors such as the degree of urbanization,
regional development, infrastructural equipment, and demographic
characteristics significantly influence youth education opportunities, as well
as the long-term development perspectives of certain regions. Regions with
more developed educational infrastructure attract more investments for the
development of competitive economic activities, while educationally less
developed regions often lag in economic development.

A key geographical aspect of youth education relates to regional
differences in the quantity and quality of educational institutions. Urbanized
regions and larger centers generally possess more developed educational
infrastructure, have a larger number of secondary schools and higher
education institutions, and better conditions for additional training. In contrast,
small, rural, and peripheral areas often face limited access to education, which
further encourages youth migration to urban centers (Knox & Marston, 2016).

Such spatial inequality has far-reaching consequences for the
demographic and economic development of regions. Regions losing young
and educated populations face depopulation, population aging, and a decrease
in economic activities. These processes limit regional development due to the
lack of educational personnel. According to ESPON research (2019), regional
differences in education represent one of the key factors of uneven
development in Europe.

The geographical dimension of youth education can also be viewed
through the mechanical mobility of pupils and students. Migrations due to
schooling, especially of young people in higher education institutions, lead to
the concentration of youth in educational centers, which often continues after
graduation, as young people remain in regions where they completed higher
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education and where better economic and professional opportunities are
offered. Strengthening education in less developed centers can contribute to
retaining the young population and thus influence more balanced spatial
development. In this context, education emerges as a key factor in integrating
geographical, demographic, and economic development policies.

CONCLUSION

Youth education is one of the most important factors of contemporary
social, demographic, and economic development. This paper has indicated that
education does not represent only a pedagogical process, but a key strategic
investment in the development of human capital, which is the basic bearer of
economic growth, social stability, and ultimately overall quality of life. The
role of youth education in the context of negative demographic trends,
migrations, and regional inequalities has also been highlighted.

The analysis has shown that there is a strong connection from youth
education through human capital to economic development. An educational
system aligned with labor market needs contributes to higher youth
employment, more efficient use of human resources, and long-term economic
competitiveness. At the same time, the mismatch between education and labor
market needs represents one of the burning challenges for transition countries.

Particular significance in the paper has been given to the demographic
and geographical aspects of youth education and their impact on economic
development. Young people represent a key demographic resource, and their
education directly affects migration flows, spatial population distribution, and
regional development.

It can be concluded that improving youth education requires an
interdisciplinary approach that integrates educational, demographic,
economic, and geographical aspects of development. Such a comprehensive
approach enables more efficient and productive planning of educational
policies and contributes to the long-term sustainable development of society.

While writing the present article, the authors (Marica PERVIDA, Marina BOJANIC, Adriana
RADOSAVAC) used ChatGPT in order to translate from Serbian into English. After using
this tool/service, the authors reviewed and edited the content as needed and takes full
responsibility for the content of the published article.
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