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Exploring the evolving landscape of COVID-19
interfaced with livelihoods
Tong Li1,2,3, Yanfen Wang 1,4,5✉, Lizhen Cui 6, Ranjay K. Singh7,10✉, Hongdou Liu2, Xiufang Song8,9,

Zhihong Xu2 & Xiaoyong Cui4,6✉

The aim of this study was to gain an understanding of the evolving landscape of research on

the intricate relationship between COVID-19 and livelihoods, while also identifying research

gaps and directions. To achieve this aim, a systematic review methodology was adopted, and

metadata was developed using VOSviewer and R software. A total of 1988 relevant articles

on COVID-19 and livelihoods were collected since the outbreak of the pandemic. However,

after applying exclusion criteria and conducting thorough reviews, only 1503 articles were

deemed suitable for analysis. The data was analyzed in relation to three phases of COVID-19

impacts: the early stage of COVID, the middle stages during the outbreak, and the post-

recovery phase. We examined the distribution of research disciplines, regions, authors,

institutions, and keywords across these phases. The findings revealed that coping strategies,

food security, public health, mental health, social vulnerability, and regional differences were

extensively researched areas in relation to COVID-19 and livelihoods. It was found that the

United States had the highest volume of research on COVID-19 and livelihoods. Additionally,

the top 1.28% of journals published 18.76% of the literature, with a predominantly focused on

the environmental category. This study offers valuable perspectives into the vulnerability

caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and its impacts on livelihoods. Furthermore, it provides

lessons learned, outlines potential future research pathways to understand the dynamics

between environmental factors (like COVID-19) and livelihood stress, and includes a com-

parison of traditional livelihoods research.
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Introduction

Livelihoods, as defined by Chambers (1995) and Scoones
(2009), refer to the means of gaining a living through a
combination of resources and activities. The dynamics of

livelihood encompass the basic and enabling living environment,
as well as related security and tools (Singh et al., 2022; Li et al.,
2023a). While livelihoods are a global concern, the COVID-19
pandemic has significantly disrupted the global economy, human
health, and daily life, placing immense stress on livelihoods
(Rasul, 2021; Sifat et al., 2022). Since the outbreak of the epi-
demic, governments worldwide have made diligent efforts to
manage and control the pandemic (Farrell et al., 2020).
Researchers from diverse fields have also made significant con-
tributions to the fight against COVID-19 (Cunningham et al.,
2021). The severity of the virus has been regarded as one of the
most fatal in history (Fotiadis et al., 2021), resulting in significant
disruptions to global economic trade, tourism and employment
(Chaplyuk et al., 2021). Simultaneously, mobility restrictions and
border closures implemented to curb the spread of the virus have
had serious consequences for global economic development,
leading to increased poverty and negatively affecting the sus-
tainable development of pre-existing livelihoods. These effects
present challenges to achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) by 2030, particularly SDG1 (zero poverty) (Mar-
zouk et al. 2022; Jeyakumar et al., 2022).

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has captured the
attention of research scholars worldwide, resulting in numerous
literature reviews utilizing scientometric or bibliometric analyses to
investigate research topics and themes (Anholon et al., 2022; Su
et al., 2022; Viana-Lora and Nel-lo-Andreu, 2022; Xi et al., 2023).
These analytical approaches have been employed to provide an
overview of current trends and evaluate the progress made in
COVID-19 research. For instance, within the field of geosciences, a
bibliometric analysis combined with machine learning was utilized
to review 1171 articles, emphasizing the role of geography in
COVID-19 research (Xi et al., 2023). Similarly, in the field of
business and management research, a bibliometric study of 107
papers demonstrated that COVID-19 has prompted various policy
changes (Verma and Gustafsson, 2020). Comparable studies have

been conducted in the field of social science (Nasir et al., 2020) and
tourism research (Sigala, 2020; Viana-Lora and Nel-lo-Andreu,
2022) to investigate different measurement dimensions. However,
despite these efforts, there remains a dearth of research on the
intricate relationship between COVID-19 and livelihoods. There-
fore, it is imperative to assess how research on livelihoods is being
contextualized within the framework of COVID-19 and how this
influences the developmental process.

Understanding livelihoods within the context of the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic and promoting socio-ecological system
sustainability are crucial elements of human development. This
study utilizes bibliometric analysis of metadata to investigate
patterns and trends in research related to COVID-19 and liveli-
hoods. With quantifying the relevant themes and topical
dimensions, this research aims to provide valuable insights into
expanding body of knowledge on livelihoods and its social
impacts during the COVID-19 led pandemic. The findings have
the potential to reveal the research frontiers and identify gaps in
the field, offering guidance for future research. This research
primarily addresses the following questions concerning liveli-
hoods: (i) What is the current paradigm of global-scale research
on livelihoods? (ii) Which themes have the most significant
impact on people’s livelihoods during the pandemic? and (iii)
What are the emerging trends in the impact of COVID-19 on
livelihoods in the post-pandemic scenario?

Research methodology and data analyses
Approach of data collection. We conducted a bibliometric
analysis to examine and quantify data on COVID-19 pandemic-
related livelihood research. Bibliometric analysis, known as the
“science of science” (Zeng et al., 2017; Fortunato et al., 2018),
involves quantitative analyzing large datasets of literature. This
approach enables us to evaluate the current state of research and
identify potential avenues for future collaborative studies (Viana-
Lora and Nel-lo-Andreu, 2022). We accessed data from the core
collection of the Web of Science (WOS) and used the keywords
“Covid-19 and livelihood” in our search (Fig. 1), which yielded a

Fig. 1 Flowchart of paper selection and data processing process.
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total of 1988 documents. To ensure alignment with the purpose
of our study, we selected relevant literature based on three cri-
teria: (i) Relevance: To evaluate relevance, we considered whether
the literature directly addressed the research topic “Covid-19 and
livelihoods”, ensuring alignment with the study purpose by
employing keyword matching to ensure alignment manually, (ii)
Language: The language of the literature was limited to English
was considered to ensure that the research team could accurately
understand and analyze the content of the literature, (iii) Time
frame: The publication dates of the screened literature ranged
from January 2020 to October 2022 to maintain a focus on the
most recent research findings during the COVID-19 pandemic.
By applying these criteria, our screening process aimed to include
documents that met our research objectives while excluding
irrelevant or non-English publications published outside the
specified time frame. To mitigate bias and ensure consistency, we
had another independent team randomly verified the screening
process. We selected 30% of the total dataset for manual valida-
tion, striking a balance between the need for data accuracy and
the practicality of manually checking a large dataset (D’Angelo
and van Eck, 2020). The manual verification of this subset con-
firmed the reliability of our data and the effectiveness of our
filtering criteria. As a result, we included a total of 1503 docu-
ments that matched the objectives of this study for further
analysis.

Characterization of data and their analyses. Subsequently,
relevant information was extracted from the research articles,
encompassing the title, author names, institutional affiliations,
country of research, abstracts, and keywords. Additionally, we
collected data on the geographical distribution of COVID-19
concerning the livelihoods research field, along with the networks
of keywords associated with this field and the top journals that
published such research. In our research, we have captured the
country and institutional affiliation data from each of the target
papers. For papers resulting from international collaborations, we
have recorded all participating countries and institutions in our
database independently, counting each author once without
considering their order in the author list. When an author is
involved in more than one academic unit, each unit is counted, so
the author will be included in each unit’s count. This multiple
counts approach has allowed us to accurately portray and analyze
the geographical distribution of these papers and provide deeper
insights in our study. To facilitate further analysis and visuali-
zation, we exported the dataset as target files from the WOS.
VOSviewer and R programming language were used for analyzing
and visualizing this dataset, particularly “bibiliometrix” package
in R, an open-source program that is known for its language-
based capabilities and statistical algorithms. Regarding the geo-
graphic area, data was analyzed using Scimago Graphica (Hassan-
Montero et al., 2022). VOSviewer has been extensively employed
as a key technique for constructing relationships in bibliometric
data and providing visual representations of the current status
and groupings within data (Van Eck and Waltman, 2010; Van
Eck and Waltman, 2017; Li et al., 2021). The size of the circle in
the visualizations represent the number of papers published in
each area of research, while connections between distinct circles
indicate different clustering modules. Moreover, to better
demonstrate the co-authorship analysis network, we set the
threshold to two, referring to a requirement that authors must
have collaborated on at least two publications to be considered as
connected or having a significant co-authorship relationship.
Keyword occurrence analysis forms distinct clusters, aiding in the
identification of various research themes within the text, thereby
enhancing the understanding of research trends and preference,

which is applicable at different research stages. On the other
hand, the R program provides a comprehensive set of tools for
bibliometric analyses that feature high-quality statistical algo-
rithms and integrated data visualization capabilities. These tools
facilitate the efficient decomposition and parsing of raw data
extracted from literature (Li et al., 2022b). Leveraging these tools,
we identified and analyzed trends and patterns in livelihoods
research within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Dynamic analysis of stages of development. To capture the
progression of the research on pandemic and livelihoods, we divi-
ded the developmental stages into three periods based on the nature
of the COVID-19 outbreak. Early stage: Outbreak and initial
response (January 2020 to July 2020); Middle stage: Widespread
transmission and large-scale control measures (August 2020 to
December 2021) and Post-recovery stage: Vaccine rollout and
gradual return to normal life (January 2022 to the date of analysing
the data).

The early stage was chosen because it marked the initial phase
of the COVID-19 pandemic when the impact of the outbreak was
just beginning to manifest, and research reflected society’s
response to this new threat. The middle stage was selected
because it represented a period of further evolution of the
pandemic and evolving societal responses to control measures.
The post-recovery stage was chosen as it signifies society’s gradual
return to normalcy, allowing us to learn from experiences and
prepare for potential future public health challenges.

Results
Temporal evolution of COVID-19 and livelihood research.
Since the outbreak of COVID-19, a total of 1503 publications
related to livelihoods research have been identified. Notably, these
research papers have been published in 693 distinct journals,
signifying a significant global growth rate of 541.5%. The study
period into three phases (Fig. 2a). These phases are delineated as
follows:

Early stage. During this phase, the volume of research on the
intersection of COVID-19 and livelihoods exhibited a gradual
increase. The number of publications rose from 18 in January to
60 by December. Despite the initial severe impacts on livelihoods,
such as job losses and shifts in ways of living due to social dis-
tancing and lockdown measures, research on this theme was
relatively scarce but grew steadily. The primary areas of research
during this phase were public environmental occupational health,
environmental sciences, and economics (Fig. 2b).

Middle stage. This phase experienced an exponential surge in
research output, reaching its peak with 124 publications in the first
month of 2021. This increase coincides with the widespread global
transmission of COVID-19, leading to the implementation of large-
scale control measures by governments worldwide. The pandemic
necessitated adjustments in work and life patterns, making the
impact on livelihoods during this stage more complex. While some
people adapted to new earning methods, such as remote work,
occupations that relied on face-to-face interactions faced significant
disruptions. Research priorities shifted during this stage, with a
greater emphasis on economics-related research and continued
focusing on public environmental occupational health. Additionally,
other fields like environmental sciences, environmental studies, and
development studies gained prominence (Fig. 2c).

Post-recovery stage. Throughout this phase, research volume
achieved stability, with fluctuations ranging from 52 to 106
publications per month. This stability coincides with a global
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return to normalcy, which was made possible by widespread
vaccine distribution and the implementation of effective control
measures. The sector of livelihoods may experience uneven
recovery, given that this stage is characterized by reflection and
learning from past experiences in preparation for possible future
public health crises. During the third stage, research continues to
prioritize public environmental occupational health, with a
growing focus on economic recovery and the disciplines of
environmental sciences, environmental studies, green sustainable
science, and technology (Fig. 2d).

Furthermore, the identification of number of publications the
“January Peak” in both 2021 and 2022 may be attributed to
various factors, including the commencement of the academic
year, the continuation of pandemic-related research, international
collaborative efforts, and the dynamic nature of global events.

Study area analysis. Regarding the distribution of research
regions, the three phases, as explained earlier, have experienced
great changes. With only a few major countries, such as the
United States, India, and China, were involved in this theme in
the early stages, followed by a large number of scholars (as many
as 112 countries and regions) being involved in the research on
combating epidemics and sustaining livelihoods. Relatively a
smooth development was found in the third phase in which 65
countries (regions) were involved (Fig. 3a–c). In total, the global
geographic distribution of publications on this topic indicated
that the United States (575 articles), the United Kingdom (288
articles), India (151 articles), China (134 articles), South Africa
(122 articles), Canada (103 articles), and Australia (98 articles)
had highly published the articles on COVID-19 and livelihoods
(Fig. 3d). The growing interest to pursue research and publish
them on this issues in these countries might be due to the
increased vulnerability of livelihoods and the aggravating extent
of COVID impact (Buheji et al., 2020). Additionally, according to
the World Health Organization (WHO) data, these are also the
countries those had the greater impacts on human health and

livelihoods at the beginning of the virus pandemic (Workie et al.,
2020; Shang et al., 2021) (Fig. 3).

Journal analysis. Results indicated that the studies were pub-
lished in a total of 683 journals. Notably, the top 10 journals
accounted for 282 (18.76%) of research articles (Fig. 4). In con-
trast, 497 journals (63.35%) published only a single paper.

Authorship analysis. The results of authorship data from
research studies on the COVID-19 pandemic and livelihoods
indicated that 1503 publications involved a total of 8005 authors.
The study authors also showed interesting changes, with only 4
main authors involved in the early phase of the epidemic and
livelihoods research. It has been gradually increased as the epi-
demic continued to develop and expand. In the middle phrase of
COVID-19, there were mainly 150 authors (only shown 9 in
current network). Whereas in the third phase of COVID-19
pandemic, there were 36 authors (only shown 5 authors in the
current network). In the phase third, a clear pattern of network
patchiness was observed, which in turn illustrated the regional
and localized nature of the research as a result of the impact of
the epidemic (Fig. 5a–c). Notably, independent authors accounted
for 11.5% of the total publications, indicating a significant
amount of collaboration in the development of these studies. The
rate of international collaboration was observed to be over 42%, at
least 5 researchers per article, and an average number of authors
per article were to a tune of 5.69. Results presented in Fig. 5d
exhibited how the most relevant authors stand out, with Bodrud-
Doza M. and Rahman M. M. publishing 6 articles receptively.
Brookes VJ and Gupta A published 5 articles each. If we take at
least 2 publications as a determining factor, we got 297 authors,
whereas with at least 3 articles, 59 authors were mapped who led
research on COVID-19 and livelihood perspectives.

In terms of author affiliation, 2954 research units were
involved, with significant shifts those occurred across the three
phases in leading the research on COVID-19. During the early

Fig. 2 Temporal and research category evolution of COVID-19 and livelihood research. a Represents overall trends in publications and their temporal
evolution. b Represents the early phase, c represents the middle phase, and d represents the recovery phase of the top 10 categories in the Web of Science.
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stages, Oxford University, among the others, was the primary
contributor. However, as the pandemic progressed into the
middle and later phases, research powerhouses began to diversify.
North American institutions such as Columbia University, Johns
Hopkins University, and the University of Toronto took the helm,
alongside European entities like Oxford University and the
University of Edinburgh. Additionally, the involvement of
institutions in South and East Asia and newcomers from
countries like South Africa, including Cape Town University
and the University of South Africa, added complexity to the
collaborative network (Fig. 6a–c). It’s important to note that
despite the substantial number of research institutions and overall
publications from China and India, their research was learned to
be somewhat fragmented. This fragmentation has led to a lack of
a centralized body of researchers, even with multiple entities
publishing more than ten papers and actively exploring this area.
In conclusion, among the institutions with more than 30
publications, the University of Oxford had the highest number
with 58 publications, followed by Cape Town University with 53
publications, the University of Toronto with 43 publications, the

University of California, Los Angeles with 40 publications,
Columbus University with 38 publications, Johns Hopkins
University with 37 publications, and the London School of
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine with 30 publications, as depicted
in Fig. 6d.

In summary, our results of authorship revealed a collaborative
effort involving 8005 authors across 1503 publications. Interna-
tional collaboration was prominent, with over 42% of articles
involving researchers from multiple countries. Leading institu-
tions evolved across pandemic phases, with Oxford University,
Cape Town University, and the University of Toronto emerging
as key contributors.

Keywords analysis. This section focuses on the most relevant
keywords in the field of COVID-19 and livelihood research, high-
lighting hot topics and potential future research areas. A keyword
co-occurrence analysis was conducted using VOSviewer, with a
minimum threshold limit of 5 occurrences per word (Li et al.,
2022a). A total of 3795 author keywords with an average of more
than 12 citations per article. The resulting network of 194 keywords
revealed COVID-19 was the most frequently occurring keyword,
with 1072 occurrences. Notably, terms such as Sars-cov-2, Cor-
onavirus, and COVID-19 pandemic were unified under the term
COVID-19. By employing an automated algorithm, 8 clusters were
formed based on the network relationships of these keywords. The
analysis showed that keywords such as poverty (175 times), food
security (56 times), public health (56 times), mental health (56
times) and resilience (46 times) were highly frequent (Fig. 7d).
Furthermore, in addition to analyzing each stage’s keyword co-
occurrence (Fig. 7a–c), we also paid attention to the evolution of
high-frequency words. For example, along with related viral terms
like ‘COVID-19’, the keyword ‘poverty’ emerged as a significant
term during the early stage (Fig. 7b). While during the middle phase
of COVID, the central themes noted to be revolved around ‘public
health’, ‘policy’, and ‘housing’ (Fig. 7b). In contrast, the later stage
witnessed a shift towards keywords such as ‘mental health’, ‘vul-
nerability’, ‘children’, and ‘food security’ (Fig. 7c). Moreover, to
show more clearly the clusters at different stages of development
and the related keywords, we have counted the clusters formed at
each stage as well as the keywords and its frequency at each stage, as
detailed in the online resources.
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Fig. 4 Top 10 most published journals in COVID-19 and livelihoods research
field.

Fig. 3 Global scale geographical distribution of COVID-19 and livelihoods research. a Represents the early phase, b represents the middle phase,
c represents the recovery phase, and d represents overall phase.
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Fig. 6 Author affiliation non-weighted network based on co-authorship on COVID-19 and livelihoods research field and three different phase non-
weighted network visualization. a Represents the early phase, b represents the middle phase; c represents the recovery phase, and d represents overall phase.

Fig. 5 The most relevant authors non-weighted network based on co-authorship on COVID-19 and livelihoods research field. a Represents the early
phase, b represents the middle phase; c represents the recovery phase. In (b, c), some of the 150/36 items in network are not connected to each other. The
largest set of connected items consists of 9/5 items. In the figure, only this set of items is shown instead of all items. d Represents overall phase.
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Our analysis identified significant shifts in keyword clusters
during the COVID-19 pandemic, indicating evolving research
interests. Researchers showed distinct preferences at different
stages, with early focus on epidemiology-related clusters and later
attention on mental health and resilience. Simultaneous research
on multiple topics highlighted the multifaceted nature of the
pandemic’s challenges.

The analysis of these groups allowed us to identify the specific
themes of the study. These themes included cluster 1 (red in
color) which focused on COVID-19 treatment measures and
potential impacts, such as city closures and epidemiology
(Fig. 7d). The second cluster (depicted in green) encompassed
studies related to public health and health policy. While cluster 3
(blue in color) contained around the topics such as food safety,
agricultural sustainability and malnutrition. Vulnerability among
different population groups was highlighted in Cluster 4 (yellow
in color), whereas cluster 5 (purple in color) appeared to further
exhibit the impact of COVID-19 on livelihoods from a gender
perspective. The cluster 6 (light blue in color) highlighted social
justice, human rights, and social protection among others. The
cluster 7 (orange in color) reflected how mental health and illness
were captured as part of keywords network. Whereas cluster 8
(brown in color) exhibited the clustering characteristics of the
study regions, such as South Africa and Bangladesh.

Discussion
The COVID-19 pandemic has engendered widespread disrup-
tions to global livelihoods, and the response measures imple-
mented by the governments (including restrictions) have placed
significant constraints on livelihoods. Since the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic, research on this global issue has been
increasing due to uncertainty about the sustainability of

livelihoods that needed adaptive and coping-up measures by the
population The analysis of keywords allowed us to identify a new
trend to see the crisis as an opportunity to promote new, more
sustainable livelihood development models. By clustering these
keywords, we were able to categorize research findings into eight
clusters, coalescing around six main thematic directions (Fig. 8).

Coping strategies (cluster 1). The COVID-19 pandemic have
given rise to various measures and policies aimed at mitigating its
spread, such as social distancing and government-imposed travel
restrictions (Stockwell et al., 2021). However, certain measures
like blockades and mobility restrictions may have unintended
consequences that limit the movement of economic factors and
impede population mobility. As a result, employment opportu-
nities and earning potential have been adversely affected (Atalan,
2020), leading to direct impact on income loss and purchasing
power. Especially for low-income households it has further exa-
cerbated the unsustainability of their livelihoods. At the same
time, it has also significantly limited the educational opportunities
for the youth (Dunn et al., 2020). Closing schools due to the
COVID-19 pandemic would have a tremendous impact on
workforce utilization (Smood et al., 2021), and the loss of this
labor resource could have incalculable consequences (Joshi et al.,
2022). However, evidence suggests that risk has also increased for
the people living in overcrowded housing, large neighborhoods,
and households where segregated people mix with vulnerable
people and people who go to work or school (Berkowitz et al.,
2021). Furthermore, social renters and those with low incomes
were noted to be more likely than the general population to
experience lockdowns or segregation within their homes (Singu
et al., 2020). Despite these challenges, social tenants, low-income
individuals, and minorities often lack the necessary space and

Fig. 7 Network of keywords based on the co-occurrence method on COVID-19 and livelihoods research studies. a The early phase, b the middle phase,
c the recovery phase, and d integral phase.
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facilities required for safe screening or isolation (Gaudron et al.,
2022; Tunstall, 2022). Therefore, living in proximity without
access to clean-living environments is ill-advised when combating
a pandemic. The instability of income resulting from lockdown
measures and other restrictions poses a significant risk to
livelihoods.

Health disparities (cluster 2). As data from the pandemic
accumulate, COVID-19 may affect some segments of society
more than others. Evidence suggest that blacks, Hispanics, and
Asians had much higher rates of infection, hospitalization and
mortality compared to whites, while African Americans had a
higher incidence of COVID-19 cases (2.6 times), hospitalizations
(4.7 times) and deaths (2.1 times) compared to non-Hispanic
whites (Selden and Berdahl, 2020). These have caused a dramatic
change in the pattern of human capital, and thus livelihood
sustainability (Lopez et al., 2021). The discrepancies in the level of
development across countries and regions further amplify these
differences, leading to significant disparities in the availability of
medical supplies, life-saving treatments, and post-rehabilitation
care, particularly in poorer regions. This exacerbates health
resource inequalities, posing an even greater risk of infection.

Unfortunately, COVID-19 risk factors significantly overlap
with pre-existing health disparities, such as hypertension,
diabetes, heart disease, lung disease, and immune disorders
(Poojitha and Narendra, 2020). One of the most troubling aspects
of the COVID-19 pandemic is the disproportionate harm it
causes to socio-politically marginalized groups (Hashim et al.,
2020).

Poverty and food (cluster 3). The COVID-19 pandemic has
affected food security worldwide (Sereenonchai and Arunrat,
2021). The pandemic, along with associated policy responses,
triggered a massive economic downturn and major disruptions in
the food value chain, especially for low- and middle-income
countries, affecting their local food systems and other shocks and
stressors for their actors in different ways, with a dramatic impact
on the food and nutrition security of the poor (Béné, 2020). Some
studies have shown that COVID-19 has a greater impact on food
security and nutrition for the poor than for the rich (Swinnen and
McDermott, 2020). The evidence suggested that even food grain
production could loss up to 23% due to the labor shortage
(human capital) during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally,
the environmental pollution due to the agricultural operations
(residue burning) was anticipated to compound the health risks

(across the human population) with COVID-19 resurgence
(Singh et al., 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic will have an impact on families who
have lost family members to the virus, further exacerbating the
play of human capital (Béné, 2020). The impact of the epidemic
on the sustainable livelihoods of poor farm households might be
large in terms of natural capital and financial capital, large in
terms of social capital and human capital, and small in terms of
physical capital (Chan et al., 2022). To reduce the impact of the
COVID-19 epidemic on the sustainable livelihoods of material
resource-poor farmers, the governments can introduce relevant
policies to encourage farmers to actively participate in agricultural
production and enhance the sustainability of the livelihoods of
material resource-poor farmers. Although many food systems
were severely damaged, others were more resilient and food
supply was relatively unaffected (Swinnen and McDermott,
2020).

Mental health (cluster 4). In addition to the physical damage
caused by the new pneumonia pandemic and the physical damage
caused by the virus itself, there was also the psychological stress
caused by people’s fear of it (Usher et al., 2020). The mental stress
caused by the blockade and restrictive measures could also
incalculably damaged (Jiloha, 2020). Moreover, these psycholo-
gical impairments can directly affect interest, engagement, and
efficiency in future work, which can also affect livelihoods in the
long run (Gaudron et al., 2022). In addition to the significant
health burden of COVID, there is also the stigma and dis-
crimination associated with the disease that could lead to the
relationship breakdowns and problems at the work (Nostlinger
et al., 2022). As a result this may cause the significant additional
suffering, which in itself can impact treatment and affect a per-
son’s mental health (Saeed et al., 2020). The long-term research
on the extended conditions by asthma, depression and AIDS like
issues have shown that associated stigma has terrible con-
sequences for public health (Turner-Musa et al., 2020). Fear of
such stigma can also drive people away from the health services
and other supports, which over time can have a negative impact
on people’s physical and mental health (Zheng, 2023). These
interrelated processes of stresses have adverse implications on
productive human capital that primarily shape the livelihood.

Social vulnerability (cluster 5, 6 & 7). The COVID-19 pandemic
was widespread worldwide, but its impact was observed to vary
across different social classes based on their adaptive capacity
(Barton et al., 2021; Herbers et al., 2021). People with low income

Fig. 8 Six main research themes on COVID-19 and livelihoods research studies.
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were learned to be more susceptible contract the virus (Bauer
et al., 2021), and faced increased health risks and financial bur-
dens (Paul et al., 2021). There has been much media coverage of
how the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated inequality (Bessell,
2022; Escalante and Maisonnave, 2022; Van Wyngaard, 2022).
Many public opinion polls also showed that most people believed
that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a negative impact on the
poor (Ronkko et al., 2022). Moreover, it affected the people dif-
ferently from gender to age group to varying degrees (Vakili et al.,
2020). Key insights from the past suggest it is not only the elderly,
children and women, but there were also racial differences in
terms of impacts and vulnerability caused by this pandemic
(Gaynor and Wilson, 2020). The social inequalities could further
exacerbate in remote and resource-poor areas (Power et al., 2020),
which may increase the pressure on family labor income. Scholars
observed that the loss of learning from school closures during a
pandemic may further exacerbate inequalities between the
countries (Gambau et al., 2022), and result poor human resources
development. Students acquired skills are particularly affected in
countries with prolonged school closures and a lack of effective
online educational infrastructure (Özdemir et al., 2022). There-
fore, improving human capital will be crucial to enhancing social
resilience for the stress like COVID-19 pandemic.

Regional concerns (cluster 8). From a global perspective, regions
concentrated in South Asia (India and Bangladesh), Latin
America region, and South Africa region (South Africa, Kenya,
Nigeria, etc.) were the critical areas for sustainable livelihood
research prior to the pandemic (Mbunge, 2020). The outbreak of
the epidemic has severely disrupted the coordination of livelihood
capital in these areas, resulting in substantial challenges for health
and socio-economic systems. The elderly population is expected
to face more difficulties in coping with the pandemic and may
further experience difficulties in the later life, due to the much
higher risk of death faced by the elderly (Heid et al., 2021). The
urban/rural scale analysis is also important because remote rural
areas are also areas of concentration of older adults (Kashnitsky
and Aburto, 2020). Therefore, these areas are important elements
that need to be prioritized for recovery and development in the
next decade. They are also elements that will help make up for the
shortcomings of the SDGs and should be given attention.

COVID-19’s impact on livelihood studies: a comparative
perspective
The unprecedented pandemic of COVID-19 has dramatically
reshaped various academic fields (You et al., 2020), including the
sphere of livelihood studies. As global communities struggle to
adapt to the new normal, understanding the shifts in the focus
and methodology of livelihood studies is of utmost importance.
Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, livelihood studies largely con-
centrated on examining socio-economic factors, development
policies, and environmental aspects influencing people’s liveli-
hoods (De and Zoomers, 2005; Ofosu et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022a).
The quantitative analysis (Blundo-Canto et al., 2018; Li et al.,
2023b), field surveys (Li et al., 2022c), and case studies (Piggott-
McKellar et al., 2020; Li et al., 2023c) were common research
methodologies, revealing insights into diverse local contexts and
the effects of global trends on communities. The advent of the
COVID-19 pandemic, however, has compelled a pivot in these
studies (Swinnen and Vos, 2021). New research questions have
emerged, focusing on the pandemic’s effects on livelihoods, food
security (Swinnen and McDermott, 2020), employment (Cha-
plyuk et al., 2021), and health (Saeed et al., 2020; Turner-Musa
et al., 2020), among others. The virus’s differential impact on
various socio-economic groups and regions has emphasized the

need for more inclusive and nuanced studies. The urgency of the
situation has also necessitated rapid research techniques,
including online surveys and remote data collection, altering the
methodologies traditionally used in livelihood studies (Jeyakumar
et al. 2022; Paul et al., 2021). Furthermore, the pandemic’s dis-
ruptive effects on global economies and local livelihoods have
brought new insights and perspectives to the fore (Swinnen and
Vos, 2021; Piquer-Rodríguez et al., 2023). The centrality of health
in maintaining sustainable livelihoods, the role of social protec-
tion schemes in crisis situations, and the need for resilient and
adaptable livelihood strategies have become evident in the wake
of the COVID led crisis.

Looking ahead, these changes herald new directions for liveli-
hood studies. Future research will need to further explore the
long-term effects of the pandemic, the efficacy of different coping
strategies, and the lessons learned for improving resilience and
adaptability of livelihoods. In addition, the crisis has highlighted
the need for multidisciplinary approaches, incorporating health
(Usher et al., 2020), economics (Gaudron et al., 2022; Tunstall,
2022), sociology (Barton et al., 2021; Herbers et al., 2021), and
environmental sciences (Swinnen and McDermott, 2020; Zhu
et al., 2023), among others. Therefore, the COVID-19 pandemic
has significantly altered livelihood studies, shifting research
questions, methodologies, and conclusions. It is crucial to
recognize and understand these changes to effectively respond to
the current crisis and to prepare for similar emergencies in the
future.

Conclusion and policy insights
The primary objective of this study was to conduct a quantitative
bibliometric analysis of scientific outcomes in the field of
COVID-19 and livelihoods. This study provides valuable insights
on the intersection of COVID-19 pandemic and livelihood per-
spectives under different scenarios. Specifically, we identified the
main geographical distribution of studies, significant journals and
subject areas, research institutions, notable authors, and co-
occurrence clustering analysis of the keywords related to COVID-
19 and livelihood in three distinct phases of pandemic occur-
rence. This study demonstrated that pandemics and the con-
sequent human control measures brought about significant shifts
in livelihoods and COVID-19 research, both at granular regional
levels and on a broader global scale. There was a rapid escalation
in research output during the early phase, peaking in the mid-
term. This body of work has spanned from local to global scales,
with the primary emphasis on North America, Europe, East Asia,
South Asia, and South Africa. The network analysis illustrates
that, regardless of the authors’ affiliations, institutional relation-
ship networks, or keyword networks, the fragmentation within
the network significantly increased during the middle and later
studies, leading to a more complex network.

The authorship analysis revealed the involvement of 8005
authors across 1503 publications in COVID-19 and livelihoods
research. Notably, over 42% of these articles showcased interna-
tional collaboration, indicating a significant level of cooperation
among researchers from various countries. However, despite the
presence of numerous research institutions, we observed an
increasing dispersion in institutional collaboration. This disper-
sion has impacted the comprehensive representation of the net-
work, suggesting that regional collaboration tends to outweigh
global cooperation in these studies. Moreover, the leading insti-
tutions contributing to this research evolved as the pandemic
progressed through its phases. In the early stages, Oxford Uni-
versity played a significant role. Still, as the pandemic continued,
research powerhouses such as Cape Town University and the
University of Toronto emerged as key contributors to this
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evolving landscape. These findings contribute to a deeper
understanding of the current focus and future trends in liveli-
hoods research, offering important data support and theoretical
foundations towards achieving the SDGs by 2030. Given the
increasing number of publications on this topic, it is crucial to
assess the quality of the papers presented in order to obtain the
most relevant information.

Our study identified six major directions for livelihoods
research, providing targeted response strategies and recommen-
dations for achieving sustainable livelihoods. An important
insight from our research highlights the need for effective data
sharing and collaborative research mechanisms among scholars
to address the physical and mental stress on livelihoods caused by
the pandemic. By conducting paradigm studies, such efforts can
enhance the global sustainability of human livelihoods, improve
human well-being, and work towards eradicating poverty. This
study is probably the first of its kind to examine the intricate
relations between COVID-19 and livelihoods, offering valuable
lessons and future pathways regarding the vulnerability caused by
the pandemic and its impacts on livelihoods. They key insights
derived from this research also contribute to enhancing the
transfer of knowledge from livelihoods theory research to liveli-
hoods improvement research, helping mitigate the consequences
of the pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic presents significant
challenges to the livelihoods of the global population, particularly
those on the verge of poverty. Consequently, exploring effective
approaches to address these challenges at different levels of
government, scientist, and society—including policy mechanisms,
research priorities, and exploration of key regions—will be an
important focus of the future research.

Limitation of the study
One of the limitations of the current study is its exclusive focus
on English-language publications. This approach may have led to
the omission of valuable research available in other languages.
Recognizing the potential benefits of exploring research con-
ducted in diverse languages, it is important to acknowledge that
doing so could provide new insights and perspectives on COVID-
19 and sustainable livelihoods. Despite this limitation, the key
results and findings of our study can function as a significant
starting point for other scholars to pursue similar research in
other languages. Replicating these studies in various languages
would contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the
dynamics of COVID-19 and sustainable livelihoods, thereby
enhancing the existing theory of sustainable livelihoods.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current
study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable
request.
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