Rethinking livelihoods in times of
pandemic and urban inequality

Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has deepened
urban inequalities, critically affecting the livelihoods of
marginalized groups. This text discusses the relevance of
adapting the sustainable livelihoods framework to urban
Pedro Henrique analysis, considering vulnerabilities shaped by gender,
Campello Torres’ generation, migration and informality. Drawing on data

. from the ICOLMA project, we show how residents in urban
peripheries of the Global South reshape their survival
strategies amid mobility restrictions and collapsing access
to basic services.
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The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic go beyond health issues and
have drastically impacted urban livelihoods, especially for marginalized
Dorcas Nyamai®** populations. This text proposes a reinterpretation of the concept of
sustainable livelihoods (Chambers & Conway, 1992), traditionally applied
to rural contexts, to explore survival dynamics in cities of the Global South
during and after the pandemic. The aim is to examine how this framework
can help us understand the ways in which residents of precarious urban
areas access work, move around the city and build economic security amid
interconnected crises.
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. The concept of livelihoods refers to the resources, capabilities and activities
Pickers

needed to secure subsistence. In urban contexts, these livelihoods are deeply
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connected to access to mobility, informal income, community support
systems and urban policies. During the pandemic, containment measures
such as lockdowns, the closing of schools and businesses, and the restriction
of public transport directly affected the capacity of millions of people to
sustain themselves.

Data from the ICOLMA project (Torres et al., 2025a; Torres et al., 2025b) show
that in different cities, young migrants, Black women and informal workers
faced abrupt cuts in theirincome sources and access to basic services. In Sédo
Paulo, the results point to the suspension of small businesses, interruption
of paid domestic work and the need to rely on local solidarity networks to
ensure food security.

Adaptation, resilience and everyday reinvention

Despite these losses, we also observe a set of adaptive and creative responses.
In some territories, communities reorganized to produce food, create online
support networks and develop new ways of generating income through
digital platforms. However, these strategies were not always recognized
by public policies, which highlights the need to broaden the institutional
understanding of urban livelihoods.

The adapted use of the livelihoods framework, by considering social, human
and cultural capitals, makes it possible to recognize that urban survival is
negotiated between formality and informality, between the State and the
community. This approach also helps to understand the differential impacts
of the pandemic through lenses of gender, age, class and territoriality.

Final considerations

Adapting the concept of livelihoods to the urban context is essential to
capture the complexity of the crises faced worldwide, especially in the Global
South. The pandemic has shown that urban livelihoods do not depend only
onjobsand services, butalso on community networks, mobility infrastructure
and digital access. Recognizing these dynamics is crucial for building fairer
and more responsive policies.
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