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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic is the most difficult challenge that has affected humanity in 
recent decades. It has disrupted many features of development with domino effects in the 
social sphere. This study reviews the literature on the social effects of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and identifies the affected social areas that have undergone dramatic changes during 
the pandemic. We use inductive content analysis and thematic analysis to review the litera-
ture. The results show that there are seven major areas that have been negatively affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic: health, social vulnerability, education, social capital, social 
relationships, social mobility, and social welfare. The literature has reported dramatic psy-
chological and emotional effects, exacerbation of segregation and poverty, disruption in 
educational systems and formation of an information gap, as well as a declining trends of 
social capital among communities. We highlight some lessons that can be learned from 
the pandemic to enhance social resilience in future. Among others, to effectively respond 
to the pandemic and other potential future adverse events, governments should adopt fair 
policies, identify the required changes in the socially affected contexts and take neces-
sary responsive actions, and adopt collaboratively designed approaches to increase social 
resilience.

Keywords  Social consequences · COVID-19 · Pandemic · Vulnerability · Social capital · 
Resilience

1  Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic is the greatest crisis since the Second World War II that has dra-
matically challenged the human society (Al-Omoush et al. 2020; Chakraborty and Maity 
2020). As a health crisis and a threat, the COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically impacted 
societies, economies, and vulnerable populations worldwide (Kithiia et  al. 2020). The 
pandemic has affected more than 100 countries, resulting in millions of reported deaths 
(Wassler and Talarico 2021; Yang et al. 2020). By the spring of 2020, it is estimated that 
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up to one billion individuals were either in lockdown or quarantine (Wassler and Talarico 
2021). By November 2022, over 630 million confirmed cases and over 6.5 million deaths 
were reported globally (WHO 2021). According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 
Americas, Europe, and Southeast Asia have had the most COVID-19-confirmed cases in 
the world (WHO 2021).

It is clear that many aspects of human life have been disrupted under these circum-
stances. The COVID-19 pandemic has imposed massive health, economic, environmental, 
and social difficulties worldwide (Chakraborty and Maity 2020). Meanwhile, long-term 
lockdowns and restrictions, known as effective measures to limit the spread of the virus, 
have intensified some of the consequences of the pandemic (Brady and Wilder-Smith 
2021; Mofijur et al. 2020). These consequences have manifested more prominently in the 
social sphere (Motamed-Jahromi and Kaveh 2021). Disruption and chaos in social life and 
livelihood (Agarwal 2021; Paul et al. 2021) and a significant reduction in the quality and 
dynamism of basic social indicators such as mobility (Kim and Kwan, 2022), social capital 
(Pitas and Ehmer 2020; Elgar et al., 2021), education (Pokhrel and Chhetri 2021; Chatur-
vedi et  al. 2021), and an alarming intensification of inequality and social vulnerability 
(Kim and Bostwick 2020; Robinson et al. 2021) are among the major consequences. As a 
result, social livelihood and human coexistence indicators have been severely affected dur-
ing the pandemic (Laurencin and McClinton 2020; Van Dorn et al. 2020).

Although there is a considerable body of literature focused on various consequences 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a lack of studies that holistically assess the social 
consequences of the pandemic in various domains. Indeed, existing literature reviews on 
the social effects of the pandemic are rather sector-based (i.e., mobility and health-based 
consequences). This study aims to fill this gap by reviewing literature on various social 
consequences of the pandemic. Specifically, we focus on issues related to health, social 
vulnerability, education, social capital, social mobility, social relationships, and social wel-
fare. There is no single definition for these terms in the literature. We list the definitions 
that guided our study in Table 1.

Our findings can provide a more complete view of the effects of the pandemic in the 
social sphere and offer useful insights for policymakers. These may assist them in taking 
appropriate steps to enhance community resilience.

2 � Materials and methods

To accomplish the objective of this research, a literature review was conducted focusing 
on the social consequences of the pandemic. As shown in Fig. 1, literature search was con-
ducted in Scopus and Google Scholar. This figure summarizes the processes for literature 
search and selection. In order to identify relevant literature, the following search string that 
is composed of a combination of keywords related to social impacts and the pandemic was 
used: TITLE-ABS (("covid" OR "coronavirus" OR "pandemic" OR "COVID-19") W/10 
("social impact*" OR "social effect*" OR "social consequence*" OR "social ramification*" 
OR "social implication*")) OR AUTHKEY (("covid" OR "coronavirus" OR "pandemic" 
OR "COVID-19") W/10 ("social impact*" OR "social effect*" OR "social consequence*" 
OR "social ramification*" OR "social implication*")) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 
2022) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2021) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020)). The number 
of articles obtained from this string on March 15, 2022, was 565. Also, we added 60 docu-
ments from Google Scholar and totally screened 625 documents. We selected those related 
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to the scope of this study (i.e., studies focused on the social impacts of the pandemic) for 
the final analysis.

An inductive content analysis approach was used to review the final 127 articles. In 
this approach, the data extraction, collection, and analysis processes occur simultaneously 
and in an incremental way (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). To maintain consistency, the content 
analysis was completely conducted by the lead author. During the review process, the 
interpretive coding approach was used to find information about the social consequences 
of COVID-19 and record them in several tables. Whenever we assessed an article, we 
checked whether the discussed information (related to the social consequences of the pan-
demic) was new or could be combined with an existing record. At the end, we classified 
the extracted information to develop overarching themes and categories via the “thematic 
analysis” approach (Vaismoradi et al. 2013).

3 � Results and discussion

The thematic analysis highlighted seven social areas that were affected the most during 
the pandemic. These are shown in Fig. 2. Subsections 3.1 to 3.7 will discuss these areas in 
detail.

As shown in Fig.  2, our thematic analysis identified seven thematic areas, namely 
health, education, social vulnerability, social capital, social relationship, social mobil-
ity, and social welfare. The most discussed theme in the reviewed documents was social 
vulnerability (23% of the documents), and the least discussed themes were education and 

Fig. 1   Processes for the literature search and selection, adapted from Moher et al. (2009)
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social mobility (10% of documents). Table 2 provides more information on the number of 
studies related to the seven identified areas and their geographical focus.

3.1 � Health

The most glaring health impacts of the pandemic were many cases and deaths (Lambert 
et al. 2020). As stated by the COVID-19 Dashboard of the Centre for Systems Science and 
Engineering (CSSE) of Johns Hopkins University (JHU), so far, the USA, India, and Bra-
zil with the highest number of confirmed cases and deaths are the three hard-hit countries 
around the world. Moreover, an estimated number of almost 10 thousand deaths and about 
500 thousand cases are reported daily in the world (JHU 2021).

In addition to impacts on physical health, COVID-19 has also caused dramatic psy-
chological effects, major disorders, and other negative side effects, such as stress, anxiety, 
depression, and fear (Li et al. 2020; Bendau et al. 2021; Akbari et al. 2021). In fact, the 
high number of infections and death tolls and the governments’ inability to find a reliable 
vaccine and sustainable solutions, along with the difficult living conditions and restrictions, 
have aggravated mental disorders and caused psychological impacts among affected com-
munities (WHO, 2022).

According to global evidence, the psychological impacts of the pandemic have increas-
ingly manifested among the most vulnerable groups, such as children, women, and health-
care workers who have shown the greatest susceptibility to post-traumatic stress and anxi-
ety (Saladino et al. 2020; Guadagni et al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020). As a case in point, 
symptoms of exacerbated anxiety and depression among American adults in the early 
2020s were three times higher than the corresponding period in 2019. This has also been 
the case in other countries like Germany (Bendau et  al. 2021). As another psychologi-
cally negative impact, depression is considered to be one of the major disorders during 
the pandemic (Ettman et al., 2020). Adverse events such as epidemics, natural disasters, 
and the current pandemic intensify the issue of long-term depression (Rodríguez-Hidalgo 
et al. 2020; Pedrosa et al. 2020). It has been reported that, during the pandemic, among US 
adults, the prevalence of depression signs was three times higher than before the COVID-
19 pandemic (Ettman et al. 2020).

Fig. 2   Social areas affected by COVID-19
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From the lens of major disorders, some studies have highlighted that in response to 
COVID-19, anxiety has been the most common reaction among vulnerable groups, such as 
children, women, and elderly people, as well as among individuals with chronic illnesses 
(Li et al. 2021; Malesza & Kaczmarek 2021; Wang et al. 2020a, b, c). Based on Raesi et al. 
(2020), severe and prolonged anxiety originating from COVID-19 may result in psycholog-
ical distress and lead to disruption in daily life. They mention that among Iranian people, 
anxiety, worry, and confusion were the main emotional issues at the beginning of the virus 
outbreak (Raesi et al. 2020). Khan et al. 2021a, b have pointed out that “a combination of 
increased anxiety, diminished social opportunities, and the shift to telehealth service provi-
sion presents particular challenges for the treatment of social anxiety in youth, which relies 
heavily on exposures to social situations with peers, adults, or other feared social stimuli” 
(Khan et  al. 2021a, b, p. 1). In addition to health-based anxiety, Timming et  al. (2021) 
point to anxiety linked to economic difficulties, which has led to physiological disorders 
(Timming et al. 2021). Global evidence indicates that the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic is associated with massive negative effects on mental health in the affected com-
munities in addition to the effects in terms of large numbers of confirmed cases and deaths 
(Bao et al. 2020; Cannito et al. 2020).

3.2 � Social vulnerability

A key issue emphasized in the literature is the differential impacts of the pandemic on cer-
tain groups such as ethnic and linguistic minorities and low-income households (Fu and 
Zhai 2021). According to the literature, social vulnerability refers to the harms and nega-
tive effects caused to minorities and sensitive and vulnerable groups due to differences in 
the level of access to services and facilities (Fallah‐Aliabadi et al., 2022; Qiao and Huang 
2022).

Evidence from previous pandemics vulnerable groups faces greater risk as well as lower 
access to testing and treatment (Quinn et  al. 2011). This includes groups such as low-
income residents, minorities, women, and the elderly (Calderón-Larrañaga et al. 2020a, b, 
Benavides et al., 2020; Bauer et al. 2021).

While the pandemic has affected all communities and social groups worldwide, some 
studies show that it has disproportionally affected poor and highly segregated social 
groups at the local level (Karaye and Horney 2020; Duarte et al. 2021). It is reported that 
regions and cities with a larger share of racial and ethnic minority residents and high resi-
dential density have become the hotspots of vulnerability during the pandemic (Calderón-
Larrañaga et al. 2020a, b; Dasgupta et al. 2020; Sharifi 2022). Recent studies in the USA 
(Karaye & Horney 2020), European Union (Marí-Dell’Olmo et al. 2021), and South Asia 
(Rasul et al. 2021) have confirmed this hypothesis. As a case in point, in some US cities, 
such as Chicago, patterns of increasing racial inequality have been observed as a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Kim and Bostwick 2020). Likewise, another study indicates 
that, in the most vulnerable counties of the USA, the risk of diagnosis and death was, on 
average, 1.63 and 1.73 times higher than normal, respectively (Khazanchi et  al. 2020). 
Moreover, another study on African-Americans shows a higher amount of infection rate 
(threefold) and death rate (sixfold) in black counties compared with white counties (Yancy 
2020). In general, several studies have confirmed the increase in social vulnerabilities in 
the USA during the pandemic (Biggs et al. 2020; Boserup et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2020a, 
b, c).
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Among other things, limited progress on human development indicators and socioeco-
nomic factors have been key determinants of social vulnerability of affected communities 
during the pandemic. In Brazil, 52% of municipalities with high numbers of confirmed 
cases feature very low levels of human development (de Souza et  al. 2020). Regarding 
socioeconomic status, the results of a study in Wuhan, China, indicate that socioeconomic 
status shapes health inequalities, and vulnerability and resilience to COVID-19. The study 
shows that people with better socioeconomic status are less likely to get coronavirus and 
have less mental distress. Also, it highlights the relationship between differential socioeco-
nomic status and health inequality and reveals that the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbates 
pre-existing socioeconomic inequalities (Wu et al., 2020). Drefahl et al. (2020) illustrated 
that some features such as “having less individual income, lower education, not being mar-
ried and being an immigrant from a low- or middle-income country predict a higher risk of 
death and vulnerability from COVID-19” (p. 1).

Another major factor affecting social vulnerability during the pandemic is the role of 
upstream policies that may increase inequalities in communities. Thomas et al. (2020) used 
a conceptual model known as “CHASMS” and highlighted the role of governmental poli-
cies in exacerbating social vulnerability. They assessed the conflict between local govern-
ments and higher authorities that has led to social injustices at different levels (Thomas 
et  al. 2020). Similarly, Mehta (2020) highlights inefficient and insufficient governmental 
support and policies and some other challenges such as inefficient health infrastructure and 
misinformation of citizens that have led to inefficiencies in controlling the transmission 
of the virus in some Asian countries. Regarding this, the lack of appropriate regulatory 
policies has also fueled social vulnerability. For instance, Robinson et al. (2021) pointed 
out that, due to the lack of regulations, the rental and financial markets have increased 
socio-spatial and racial/ethnic inequalities during the pandemic (Robinson et  al. 2021). 
Besides these, ineffective local policies in urban areas and rapid and unsustainable urbani-
zation have also resulted in the exacerbation of inequalities amid the pandemic, especially 
in urban slums and informal settlements. In this regard, some studies such as Hoernke 
(2020) and Wilkinson (2020) state that a significant number of cities across the world have 
largely failed to adopt effective policies to deal with inequalities and protect their vulner-
able residents during the pandemic. They reveal that the pandemic has disproportionately 
affected nearly one billion people living in informal settlements due to ineffective manage-
ment practices and the lack of access to health facilities and other necessary infrastructures 
(Wilkinson 2020; Hoernke 2020). Due to such deficiencies, some studies have pointed out 
that homeless people suffer more from the pandemic (Lima et al. 2020; Benavides et al. 
2020; Racionero-Plaza et al. 2021). As a case in point, Abhinav et al. (2021) state that the 
physio-social effects of the pandemic in India have been dramatic for homeless people with 
mental illness (Abhinav et al. 2021).

Overall, socially vulnerable communities (particularly those grappling with racial dis-
parity and lower levels of human development) are less resilient in their capacities to plan 
for and recover from disruptive events in times of crisis, such as the current pandemic, 
compared with other communities.

3.3 � Education

Education and educational systems have been one of the areas that have been severely 
affected by the pandemic across the globe. Evidence shows that the pandemic has disrupted 
education systems and nearly 1.6 billion learners have been severely affected worldwide 
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(Pokhrel and Chhetri 2021). This has happened mainly due to long-term lockdowns and 
restrictions imposed by local governments (Khan et al. 2021a, b).

The disruption in the educational systems has led to many challenges in the affected 
communities. Closures of schools and other educational centers have influenced over 94% 
of the world’s student population, resulting in an enormous impact at both societal and 
educational levels (Al Lily et al. 2020; Pokhrel and Chhetri 2021). In Australia, many stu-
dents have faced problems and inequalities, such as educational poverty, digital depriva-
tion, and psychological stress (Drane et al. 2020). Moreover, Farcnik et al. (2021) pointed 
out that the pandemic has led students to accept the risk of delays in education, dropping 
out, or changing the field of education due to concerns about their future employment 
(Farcnik et al. 2021).

Adapting to educational changes is reported to be one of the biggest challenges faced by 
families and students during the pandemic. Many families and educational centers, such as 
schools, need to rapidly adapt to new teaching and learning methods that are done via new 
smart technologies. In this process, one of the main challenges has been the differences 
among families in light of economic, social, and cultural capital that led to significant dif-
ficulties in terms of learning opportunities for children from different backgrounds (Bonal 
and González 2020). On this, Seabra et  al. (2021) highlight “the importance of promot-
ing parents’ digital competence and directing support policies, particularly to parents of 
younger children” (p. 1).

Reliance on traditional educational systems and outdated methods made adapting to 
the conditions created during the pandemic difficult. Due to the lack of necessary infra-
structure and capacities, transition to new learning and teaching methods based on smart 
solutions has been challenging (Adedoyin and Soykan 2020; Khan et al. 2021a, b; Cavus 
et al., 2021;Dhawan 2020; Muthuprasad et al. 2021). Varma and Jafri (2021) highlighted 
the issues of access injustices and low satisfaction with the effectiveness of online learning 
among students in India. They emphasized the need to pay attention to blended learning 
in an integrated way. Likewise, a study in Brazil shows structural inequalities in the use of 
digital and online technologies for learning and teaching; millions of students have unreli-
able access to new educational technologies (Silva et al. 2021). The evidence shows that 
the occurrence of some injustices, concerns about changing traditional methods, the lack 
of necessary facilities, and insufficient skills in using new methods have caused a kind of 
reluctance to accept new changes in educational systems (Adedoyin and Soykan 2020). 
Despite this, in India, many academic institutions that were reluctant to change their out-
dated pedagogical approaches at first had no choice but to completely shift to online teach-
ing and learning (Dhawan 2020).

Overall, some of the most significant challenges during the pandemic include the exist-
ence and exacerbation of socioeconomic inequalities, school dropouts and academic fail-
ure, a poor culture of networking and collaboration, the information gap, the challenge of 
non-conducive environments for learning at home, the lack of efficient smart tools and the 
capacity for distance learning, the lack of multimodal education plans, and teachers’ failure 
to use new smart methods and update their digital skill (Azorín, 2020; Pokhrel and Chhetri 
2021).

3.4 � Social capital

Social capital is a key aspect that has been severely affected during the pandemic. Social 
capital is a major determinant of resilience and could also predict the capacity to deal with 
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the pandemic. Regarding this, a growing body of evidence indicates that adverse situations 
are better handled in communities with high social capital (Wu 2021). During outbreaks, 
social capital and trust can facilitate and collective action and community-based risk man-
agement (Makridis & Wu 2021, Kye and Hwang, 2020; Alizadeh and Sharifi 2021). Hao 
et al. (2021) argue that communities with higher social capital are more likely to follow 
protective and hygienic rules during the pandemic (Hao et al. 2021). Evidence shows that 
without adequate levels of social capital and the power to control complicated situations, it 
will be difficult to create social cohesion for following restrictive orders and participating 
in constructive programs and strategies (Barrios et al. 2021; Bartscher et al. 2020). In fact, 
in communities with high levels of relational and cognitive social capital, successful trends 
in diminishing the consequences of COVID-19 have been observed (Borgonovi et al. 2021; 
Wong and Kohler 2020). Some studies have shown higher testing rates, better compliance 
with rules regarding restrictions and social distancing, and slower infection rates in US cit-
ies with higher levels of social capital (Borgonovi & Andrieu 2020; Ding et al. 2020; Bar-
rios et al. 2021). Elsewhere, a study in China shows that residents of areas with high levels 
of social capital act better and are more flexible in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic 
than others (Bian et al. 2020). Also, Bartscher et al. (2020) and Durante et al. (2021) show 
that, in Italy, regions with higher social capital have lower mortality rates. 

Some studies indicate that the low quality of social capital is associated with the intensi-
fication of vulnerabilities and a higher risk of mortality in affected communities. Pitas and 
Ehmer demonstrate that the process of dealing with the consequences of the coronavirus 
is difficult in American societies whose social capital has been disrupted by a long pro-
cess of social distancing and restrictions (Pitas and Ehmer 2020). Bazzi et al. (2021) argue 
that “rugged individualism” in American culture has led to disobedience to restrictive 
requirements and the failure of local government efforts to control the spread of the virus. 
A study conducted in the UK shows that there is a reluctance to observe social distancing 
and restrictions in those areas with low levels of political and social trust (Woelfert and 
Kunst 2020). On the other hand, the study of Elgar et al.(2020) via a time-series analysis of 
cross-national differences shows that COVID-19 mortality is higher in countries with more 
unequal economic situations and lower levels of trust, social cohesion, and civic responsi-
bility (Elgar et al. 2020).

It is argued that social capital may be affected during the pandemic depending on how 
governments respond to the spread of the disease, the level of public trust in the policies 
adopted, the situation of social relations and networks, and the impacts that the disease 
has on the physical and mental health of people (Borgonovi and Andrieu 2020; Wu 2021; 
Hao et al. 2021). According to Pitas and Ehmer (2020), many of the restrictive rules and 
protective plans introduced in response to COVID-19 have led to a decline in social capital, 
especially due to disruption in bridging and linking relationships (Pitas and Ehmer 2020). 
Overall, further research is needed to understand better the dynamic linkages between pan-
demic and social capital (Araghchi and Managi, 2021).

3.5 � Social relationships

Disruption in social relationships is another key manifestation of the impacts of the 
pandemic on the social sphere. Social relationships can be thought of as relationships 
that exist between family, friends, neighbors, and other associates (Naser et al. 2020). 
Social relations, from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives, have a major 
impact on our well-being and health. So much so that a lack of such relationships can 
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increase the risk of morbidity and mortality (Smith et al. 2020). There have been argu-
ments that social relationships have declined dramatically due to social isolation dur-
ing the pandemic (Toscano and Zappala, 2020). Recently, the WHO declared that dis-
ruption in social relationships is a major public health crisis, and the continuation of 
this process has led to long-term and profound impacts on the communities’ health and 
well-being (Naser et  al. 2020; Wu 2020). This disruption in social relationships has 
strongly affected the economic, cultural, and behavioral aspects of social life around 
the world.

One of the most important causes of disruption in social relationships has been 
extensive restrictions and strict laws to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. Evidence 
shows that restrictions on social relationships have resulted in a dramatic increase in 
disorders such as stress, loneliness, and domestic violence (Wu 2020). Additionally, 
Philpot et  al. (2021) and Folk et  al. (2020) have shown that restrictions imposed on 
social relationships have led to some challenges, such as a diminishing sense of emo-
tional and instrumental support, increasing loneliness, a decreased feeling of friend-
ship and belonging, and perceived hostility among communities.

The negative impacts of disruption in social relations on vulnerable groups have 
been reported in the literature. It is shown that some social groups (children and ado-
lescents in particular) are probably more likely to experience negative consequences 
of forced isolation such as depression and anxiety (Loades et al. 2020). Domestic vio-
lence, especially against women (Roesch et al. 2020; Davies et al. 2022), and loneli-
ness and depression among adolescents (Cooper et al. 2021; Liu et al. 2022) are some 
of the major negative impacts of the pandemic on social relationships.

In many cases, the pandemic transformed face-to-face interactions to interactions 
enabled by social media and online platforms (Nguyen et al. 2020; Okabe-Miyamoto 
et al. 2021). Regarding this, “people turned to remote methods of communication, with 
increased use of phone calls. For example, average call duration increased from 3.7 to 
5.4 min from January to April 2020 in the UK—and higher use of mobile messaging 
and video-calling in the UK and throughout Europe” (Sommerlad et  al. 2021, p. 2). 
Bostrom (2021), by highlighting the creation of online communities and digitalized 
interaction rituals states that the pandemic has forced people to create new ways to 
keep social relations alive. In fact, people have tried to maintain and expand social 
relations through online platforms by inventing some online events, such as “virtual 
dinner parties, religious services, weddings and music performances” (Bostrom, 2021, 
p. 3).

Technology-based solutions for addressing the issues mentioned above, particularly 
for addressing loneliness, can be considered a potential for maintaining social rela-
tions, even though there is a risk of excluding people with less access to online tech-
nologies (Dahlberg 2021; Sharifi et al. 2021). Also, Gao et al. (2020) show that online 
forms of relationships, especially using social media can bring major mental health 
problems after controlling for covariates (Gao et al. 2020). Therefore, it is suggested 
to take measures to support the affected groups (Hechanova et al., 2021; Mano 2020).

To sum up, as Long et  al. (2021) argue, despite the inevitability of accepting 
changes in social relationships such as the trend toward online relationships, there are 
inequalities in this area, especially for individuals with a large number of newly estab-
lished relationships. Switching to online relations may be challenging in such cases, 
and this may increase the risk of social isolation (Long et al. 2021).
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3.6 � Social mobility

Mobility has also been directly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Reduced social rela-
tionships, imposed restrictions, and long-term lockdowns have reduced individuals’ mobil-
ity and out-of-home activities (Gouveia et  al. 2021; Yabe et  al. 2020). A global survey 
shows that respondents have reduced their travel time by 60% during the pandemic com-
pared to before (Kellermann et al. 2022). For instance, mobility was reduced up to 76% in 
Santander, Spain (Aloi et al. 2020) and up to 65% in Budapest, Hungary (Bucsky 2020).

There is a consensus that the pandemic has caused unprecedented changes in mobility 
habits in many countries. Growing trends in travel by private cars (Campisi et al. 2020), 
e-commerce and online shopping and work (Villa and Monzon, 2021; Primecz 2021), 
less desire for public transportation (Tirachini & Cats 2020), and connecting and meet-
ing online (Nabity-Grover et  al. 2020) have been observed in many countries. Advances 
in smart solutions and technologies have played a major role in creating these changes 
(Nabity-Grover et al. 2020). The tendency to teleworking and teleshopping has been a part 
of these changes driven by the use of social media and online methods (de Palma et  al. 
2022). Restrictions on social mobility in the affected communities have been associated 
with some challenges and negative impacts. A study in Italy argues that mobility restric-
tions have acted as an exogenous shock to the economy. This study shows that the impact 
of lockdowns on mobility “is stronger in municipalities with higher fiscal capacity; second, 
they induce a segregation effect: mobility contraction is stronger in municipalities where 
inequality is higher and income per capita is lower” (Bonaccorsi et al. 2020, p. 15,530). 
In some cases, such inequalities have made it difficult to enforce mobility restrictions. For 
instance, Chang et al, (2021) have found that due to the negative economic effects, disad-
vantaged groups were reluctant to reduce their mobility and they regularly visited more 
crowded areas, thereby increasing the risk of infection (Chang et  al. 2021). Moreover, 
Glodeanu et al. (2021) have found a relationship between mobility changes and depriva-
tion in Madrid. They concluded that mobility has declined sharply during the economic 
hibernation caused by the pandemic, particularly in the deprived areas of the city. Simi-
larly, Dobusch and Kreissl (2020) point out that restrictions in Austria have exacerbated the 
existing inequalities. They discuss a “governance of im-/mobility” in Austria that leads to 
the strengthening of an unequal regime of relations based on socioeconomic class, gender, 
and immigration (Dobusch & Kreissl 2020, p. 709).

Overall, restrictions imposed on social mobility have led to different results in both 
high- and low-income countries. The differences stem from issues such as extreme poverty, 
understanding of risk, unsustainable employment, and other infrastructural and support 
deficiencies (Duenas et al., 2021; Iio et al. 2021).

3.7 � Social welfare

Social welfare has a multidimensional nature and depends on some basic aspects of 
development and quality of life. Financial and economic conditions as key determinants 
of social welfare have suffered a major shock during the pandemic, resulting in financial 
stress in communities (Rodrigues et al. 2021). In fact, the unprecedented global crisis trig-
gered by the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a global economic downturn, and con-
sequently, has put social welfare at risk (Mok et al. 2021; Wang et al. 2020a, b, c). Under 
these circumstances, countries worldwide have experienced the loss of millions of jobs and 
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excessive difficulties in social livelihood and welfare (Ceylan et al. 2020). For example, a 
report by the OECD shows that the annual GDP in the early months decreased by 2% per 
month globally. Also, the International Labour Organization reported that the pandemic 
has increased global unemployment by 3–13% (Canto et al., 2022). At the national level, 
for example, national data in China indicate that as the coronavirus peaked in the first quar-
ter of 2020, GDP fell 6.8% (Wang et al. 2020a, b, c). Canto et al. (2022) state that “between 
the first and second quarter of 2020, GDP fell drastically in some European countries—by 
11.8 percent in Belgium, 13 percent in Italy, 17.9 percent in Spain and 18.8 percent in the 
UK, making them some of the worst affected countries economically in Europe” (p. 294).

One of the most important consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic in the context of 
social welfare is the spread of poverty in the world (Sumner et al., 2020; Patel et al., 2020). 
As a case in point, the World Bank has estimated that nearly 11 million people could fall 
into poverty in East Asia and the Pacific regions during the pandemic (Martin et al. 2020). 
Also, “according to the World Bank’s latest estimates of the impact of COVID-19 on 
global poverty, COVID-19 will push 71–100 million people into extreme poverty (< US 
$1.90 per day), mostly in sub-Saharan Africa, and propel an additional 176–231 million to 
join the ranks of the poor (calculated at < US $3.20 per day), mostly in South Asia” (Johri 
et  al. 2021, p. 1717). A study conducted on a global scale using two main parameters, 
namely the number of “years of life lost (LY)” and “years spent in poverty (PY),” estimates 
that the pandemic had caused “at least 68 million extra poverty years and 4.3 million years 
of life lost across 150 countries” since early June 2020 (Decerf et al. 2021, p. 1). Likewise, 
a study in China shows that COVID-19 has imposed severe economic and social stress on 
poor families. This situation has resulted in issues such as child labor (Owusu & Frim-
pong-Manso 2020).

Considering the pandemic’s impacts on social welfare, some studies highlight the role 
of the pandemic in increasing food insecurity around the world (Nguyen et al., 2020; Das 
et al., 2020; Smith, and Wesselbaum, 2020). For instance, Das et al. (2020) state that house-
holds in both urban and rural areas in Bangladesh suffered from food insecurity during the 
long-term lockdown. Also, Wolfson and Leung (2020) address the issue of food insecurity 
during the pandemic in the USA, where 44% of individuals were food insecure. Besides the 
heightened food insecurity, the pandemic has created difficulties in social livelihood. It has 
caused issues such as a lack of basic amenities and healthcare facilities, economic stress 
and shock, and diminished psychological support (Bhagat et al. 2020). Despite the negative 
impacts of the pandemic on social welfare, Freidman et al. (2021) argue that such a dire 
situation can be an opportunity for governments’ welfare systems to support their popula-
tions, particularly vulnerable groups, and reduce livelihood and social welfare inequalities 
(Freidman et al., 2021). Regarding this, evidence from Central and Eastern Europe shows 
that governments in Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, and Slovakia reacted to the COVID-19 
crisis by providing extensive protection for jobs and enterprises (Aidukaite et  al. 2021). 
Similarly, in Nepal and India, locally elected governments have taken basic steps to coordi-
nate responses and deliver social support (Gupta et al. 2021).

Recent studies conclude that even if the pandemic is contained, it is likely that the eco-
nomic impacts would be long-lasting (Ceylan et al. 2020; Coccia 2021). Given the direct 
effects of the economic conditions on social welfare, this may impose negative impacts on 
future policies and schemes related to the quality of life and welfare in vulnerable com-
munities (Tisdell 2020; Pak et al. 2020). Therefore, some studies state the need for chang-
ing welfare regimes (Mok et  al. 2021). Mok et  al. (2021) argue that such changes can-
not be considered in isolation from the economic structure and its background. They also 
suggest rethinking and creating new structures in the relationship between the three major 
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dimensions of welfare provision triangles, namely state, market, and society (Mok et  al. 
2021). To this end, some studies suggest digitizing the service provision process (Ingaldi 
and Klimecka-Tatar 2022; Lips & Eppel 2022). As a case in point, it has been reported that 
due to the lack of an efficient digital social welfare system, public health measures may fail 
to reduce the consequences of the pandemic (Ebuenyi 2020).

4 � Summary and conclusions

4.1 � Summary

This study attempted to identify and highlight the community social dimensions affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Using an inductive content analysis of the literature, seven 
social areas were identified that were remarkably affected and changed during the pan-
demic. These include, social vulnerability, education, social capital, social relationships, 
social mobility, and social welfare. Based on the results, each of the featured areas has 
faced drastic changes during the pandemic, and the long-term lockdowns have intensified 
the problems.

In the health area, in addition to the high number of infections and deaths worldwide, 
the results showed that the affected communities were involved in mental and psycholog-
ical disorders. Anxiety, fear, and depression are the most common disorders in affected 
communities. As for social vulnerability, inequalities in the availability of resources and 
facilities have intensified vulnerabilities, especially among minorities and vulnerable 
groups. In the education area, similar trends have also led to widespread disruptions. The 
primary challenges in this area are the existence of some injustices in access to online and 
smart educational methods and tools, the lack of smart facilities and related skills, as well 
as the reluctance of traditional educational systems to accept smart methods. In the social 
capital area, we discussed that high levels of social capital are associated with low lev-
els of infection and death across the globe. Further, it is confirmed that compliance with 
restrictions and preventive laws has been very low in places where social capital is low. 
From the perspective of social relationships, the disruptions during the pandemic period 
have been tremendous. Mental disorders, loneliness and depression, and domestic vio-
lence, especially against women have increased, and online methods and social networks 
have replaced face-to-face relationships and social events. As for issues related to mobility, 
significant decrease has been reported that reach up to 70% in some areas. This has had 
negative impacts on local economies. Finally, in light of social welfare, evidence indicated 
that the pandemic had caused the loss of millions of job opportunities and has negatively 
impacted the livelihood of families. This challenge has caused the spread of poverty and 
reduced food security worldwide.

Overall, our results indicate that in addition to massive infection rates and death tolls, 
the world has experienced dramatic social consequences with major implications for other 
domains (economic, environmental, cultural, etc.). Table 3 shows a summary of the major 
social consequences of COVID-19 pandemic reported in this study.

4.2 � Implications for public policy

Considering the remarkable changes and adverse effects in different social areas during 
the pandemic, the findings confirm the need for paradigm shifts in the discussed areas 
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to enhance community resilience (Mok et  al. 2021). To reach this goal and respond 
effectively to the COVID-19 consequences, creating synergies and collaborative plan-
ning mechanisms between local governments and global institutions should be prior-
itized. These should be based on fair policies to empower minorities that have been 
more severely affected by the pandemic. Based on the results of the study, these major 
policy implications could be highlighted:

•	 A recurring issue across different social aspects was the disproportionate impact of 
the pandemic on vulnerable groups. To enhance resilience against future pandemics 
and other adverse events, reducing inequalities should be prioritized. In addition, 
improving the accessibility of vulnerable groups to services and facilities during 
times of crisis is essential and contributes to better absorption and recovery capaci-
ties.

•	 Adaptation capacity is a key determinant of resilience. It is important to acknowl-
edge that not all risks can be avoided. Having the capacity to adapt to emerging 
needs and conditions is, therefore, essential for communities to survive and thrive. 
Enhancing adaptive capacity is particularly important in communities with tradi-
tional educational and economic systems.

•	 Engaging and empowering citizens and social groups through good governance 
approaches must be prioritized. Such measures will contribute to social capital, 
which is a key indicator of resilience.

•	 Paying attention to virtual community building, fostering solidarity between social 
groups, and building trust between policymakers and the public are other measures that 
can contribute to resilience through improving social capital. These need special atten-
tion as our review shows that many communities do not perform well in these regards.

•	 The review showed that welfare is a key social determinant of health. Therefore, 
adopting integrated approaches to health and social welfare to ensure better resil-
ience to future pandemics and other potential adverse events is important.

•	 Advances in smart city solutions and technologies offer many opportunities to plan 
and prepare for, absorb, recover from, and adapt to adverse events. Successful uti-
lization of such technologies, however, requires caution to avoid issues such as the 
digital divide and spread of misinformation.

4.3 � Limitation and Future studies

Overall, this study improved our understanding of the social consequences of the COVID-
19 pandemic identified several affected areas in the social context. However, there are 
limitations that need to be acknowledged. Although this review was successful in demon-
strating that COVID-19 has had great impacts on the social sphere and has led to drastic 
changes in many aspects of human life, more detailed studies are needed to understand 
potential contextual differences better. Therefore, future studies could explore how con-
textual environmental, economic, physical, and political differences may influence the 
patterns and dynamics of social impacts. Also, as the pandemic is not yet over and some 
impacts may take a longer time to emerge, updated literature reviews will be necessary.
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