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Abstract 

 

The concept of sustainable development, which was formulated in the second half of the 20th 

century, is a manifestation of human care for the natural environment and responsibility towards 

future generations. It is an intergenerational solidarity consisting in finding solutions that allow 

active inclusion of all social groups in development processes, while protecting the usefulness 

and quality of natural resources. Initially, discussions around sustainable development were 

limited to the need to reduce the negative impact of economies on the natural environment. 

Over the years, the concept began to be understood more broadly, as it encompassed three 

developmental factors: respect for the environment, social progress and economic growth.  

A universal development plan for the world over the past five decades has been described  

in many documents. The currently binding document of the United Nations is the Agenda 2030, 

in which the 17 main goals of sustainable development have been identified. Developed 

countries and international organizations play a key role in their implementation i.e. the 

European Union. 

Both within the UN and the EU, in the field of sustainable development, attention was paid not 

only to environmental issues, but also to investing in human capital, i.e. spending on the health 

and education of citizens, as well as the labor market and unemployment. Human capital has 

long been the subject of scientific research. There have been many attempts to define it, to set 

measures, to indicate barriers to development and absorption of one of the most valuable 

resources in the economy. The complications with measuring human capital result from the fact 



that the concept itself is heterogeneous and its elements are partially immeasurable. For the 

purposes of the dissertation, the following definition of human capital was adopted: a set of 

major elements such as education and knowledge, and health that come together with a person's 

individual skills, culture or motivation contributing to the creation of personal, social  

and economic well-being. 

This dissertation analyzes financial resources from the largest EU structural funds,  

the European Regional Development Fund and the European Social Fund, and the status  

of implementation of the UN and EU sustainable development indicators for the areas  

of education, health, economic growth and the labor market and unemployment in Poland in 

the 2004–2020 period. This period is important due to Poland's accession to the EU and the 

changes that took place up to 2019 and from 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

As a result of the research conducted in this dissertation, the thesis put forward at its 

introduction was positively verified: The funds from the European Regional Development Fund 

and the European Social Fund used by Poland since May 1, 2004 have had a positive effect on 

the development of human capital and have contributed to the improvement of the 

implementation of sustainable goals development designated by the United Nations and the EU. 

The dissertation consists of four chapters. 

The first chapter contains an analysis of the theoretical aspects of human capital and various 

methods of its measurement. The importance of human capital in economic growth and the 

process of shaping the knowledge-based economy was  analyzed. In this chapter, special 

attention is to the barriers in constructing measures of human capital and the limited scope  

of available statistics on human capital. 

The second chapter is devoted to the concept of sustainable development as formulated by the 

UN and the EU. The origins of this concept, and its definitions, have been reviewed and  

presented, as well as the sources and instruments of financing sustainable development by UN 

and EU. The last part of this chapter describes the state of implementation of the sustainable 

development goals in the world up until 2019 and the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 

spreading from 2020. 

The third chapter presents legal regulations concerning sustainable development in Poland and 

characterizes the level of implementation of selected sustainable development goals in the field 

of human capital. The role of EU funds, the level of spending (along with a presentation of the 

largest projects financed under the ERDF and ESF) and the effects of the implementation  

of ERDF and ESF funds in Poland in the programming period for 2004–2006, 2007–2013 and 



2014–2020 have also been presented, with particular emphasis on aid provided by the EU 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The fourth chapter is devoted to an  analysis of the impact of EU funds from the ERDF and 

ESF on the level of individual measures developed by the United Nations and the EU, 

determining the degree of implementation of the SDGs in specific areas, including health,  

education, and economic growth. Indicators defined by the UN and the EU are presented  

to monitor the implementation of the sustainable development goals in Poland in selected areas 

during the years 2004–2020. The second part of the chapter presents the results of research 

carried out with the use of an econometric model, which allows for the determination of whether 

the level of implementation of individual sustainable development goals has increased with  

the passage of years and the value of ERDF and ESF funds in Poland according to UN and EU 

indicators. 

 

To conclude, a comparison was made of the impact of the amount of funds from the ERDF and 

the ESF on the degree of implementation of the sustainable development goals set out by the 

Agenda 2030, i.e. "Quality education" (Goal 4), "Good health and Well-being" (Goal 3), 

"Decent Work and Economic Growth”(Goal 8) and “No poverty”(Goal 1). 

 

 


