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ABSTRACT

This second of three review articles on the uneven geographies of COVID-19 examines geographical research on (1) spatial
patterns of the pandemic's unfolding and (2) its uneven economic geographies, considering both its direct and indirect impacts
—for example, those resulting from related preventive measures. In line with this article series, it (3) concludes by discussing
the relevance of the reviewed research for the syndemics approach and vice versa. Research on economic effects analyzes
disruptions to global value chains, industries, labor systems, and workspaces, particularly remote work. Some studies explore
how the pandemic coincided with ongoing economic transitions such as economic restructuring and shrinkage, austerity
politics, digitization, and automation. Studies highlight the need to contextualize spatial inequalities within historical political-
economic interdependencies, power asymmetries, and structural disparities. In doing so, geographical studies add depth to
syndemic analyses of structural vulnerabilities and crisis cascades, highlighting the need for spatially sensitive assessments. Still,
diverging findings at national, regional, and local levels call for comparative ex-post analyses and relational methodologies able
to unpack syndemic complexities. In turn, geographers can benefit from syndemic scholars’ insights into disease burdens and
pre-existing structural health impacts.

1 | Introduction of geographical concepts, (2) intersectionality and ethics, (3)

spatial patterns of disease spread, (4) economic impacts and

This second of three review articles centers on two strands of
geographical research in and on the pandemic analyzing (a) the
spatial patterns of COVID-19's spread, and (b) its economic
impacts at various scales and the resulting disparities deepened
and (re)produced by the pandemic. It aligns with a twofold
agenda across the three articles: First, we present the results of a
critical review of geographical research aimed at understanding
the uneven geographies of the pandemic. Through an inductive
process, we identified six key themes within the geographical
debate: (1) geographical research agendas and the applicability

disparities, (5) crisis temporalities and rhythms, and (6) social
impacts, disparities, processes, and practices. Threads one and
two are addressed in the first article (Butsch et al., 2024), while
this article focuses on threads three (spatialities) and four
(economic impacts). Threads five and six are discussed in the
third article.

Second, in the first article, we mobilized the syndemics
approach to show how it intersects with key concepts used by
geographers to theorize the unfolding of the pandemic—such as
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scale, territory, borders and intersectionality. As explained in
depth in the first article, syndemic perspectives, first suggested
by critical medical anthropologists, emphasize the convergence
of multiple epidemics within specific population groups
(Singer 2009; Singer and Clair 2003; Willen et al. 2017). They
shift the focus from biological contagion to structural conditions
that drive multiple epidemics, shape affected populations’ ex-
periences, and alter social positions. They highlight the need to
analyze political and structural vulnerabilities while advocating
for interventions that address the root causes of disease clus-
tering. Building on initial works by geographers who explored
the simultaneity and cascading of multiple crises (such as Sul-
tana 2021) and connecting these to the syndemics concept (such
as Burton and Harwood 2023; Grove et al. 2022), we argued that
it offers a useful analytical lens for understanding the com-
plexities of COVID-19 as part of an entangled polycrisis. This
includes health crises (such as epidemics and pandemics, but
also mental health issues, obesity and life-style related diseases),
the climate crisis, economic and financial crises, political con-
flicts and war, socio-economic disparities and poverty as well as
social polarization and racism.

We continue this discussion by reviewing geographical research
that analyzed the spatialities of COVID-19 to explain differences
in the disease burden as well as research that focused on eco-
nomic geographies and the economic impacts and disparities
that were produced and deepened by COVID-19. Our review
encompasses research published by geographers between early
2020 and April 2024, explicitly integrating studies that examine
COVID-19's intersection with uneven development, pre-existing
socio-economic inequalities and crises. The body of published
research reflects specific focal points but also reveals notable
omissions. As demonstrated in the following review, the pre-
dominance of studies conducted in the Global North, particu-
larly in the United States, compared to the smaller number of
studies from the Global South, reflects the uneven geographies
of knowledge production. There is also a notable focus on cities
and urban areas. Furthermore, while there is now extensive
economic geographical literature on the pandemic, much of it
focuses more on empirically documenting the direct impacts of
the pandemic than on critically discussing and addressing what
needs to change. In this regard, especially comprehensive
empirical studies on developments during the early phase of the
pandemic are available, while systematic analyses of the
medium-to long-term consequences are still needed.

The studies analyzed highlight the pandemic's impact on global
value chains, specific industries and trades, regional economies
and economic activities, labor systems, employment, work, and
spaces of labor, particularly the shift to working from home.
These contributions emphasize the importance of contextual-
izing findings of uneven spatialities in relation to the historic-
ities of their emergence, historically rooted power asymmetries,
and related inequalities. They underscore the relevance of the
entangled political-economic and socio-political histories of
places, regions, and nation-states. Some contributions highlight
the coincidence of the pandemic crisis with ongoing transitions
—such as economic restructuring, digitization, and automation.

We argue that the reviewed research provides important depth to
syndemic perspectives by highlighting structural vulnerabilities

and the cascading effects of COVID-19 alongside various other
crises. Geographers' findings emphasize the need for spatially
sensitive and differentiated analyses of syndemics. In turn, ge-
ographers could benefit from considering the broader impacts of
disease burdens and pre-existing structural factors on individual
and population health as highlighted by syndemic scholars.

2 | Uneven Spatialities

A central focus of geographical analyses following the outbreak
of the pandemic was identifying patterns in the spatial distri-
bution of COVID-19 morbidity and mortality while examining
the spatial factors underlying these variations. Using statistical
and data-driven approaches, geographers sought to uncover
independent variables, drivers, and predictors of the spatially
uneven distribution of COVID-19 morbidity and mortality
across various regions and scales, including neighborhoods,
cities, rural areas, national regions, countries, supranational
regions, and globally. These analyses align with the classical
disease ecology paradigm in medical geography.

The scale of research played a significant role. International
and supra-regional comparisons identified commonalities be-
tween countries with similar governance approaches or socio-
economic backgrounds. However, these findings were
complicated by more in-depth studies at the national, regional
and neighborhood levels, which challenged simplistic repre-
sentations of clear-cut predictors at these scales. Many quan-
titative analyses operationalize well-established debates about
the underlying causes of the uneven spatialities found in data
—several of which explicitly reference social determinants of
health and disease or highlight COVID-19's impact on already
disease-burdened groups (e.g., Pranzo et al. 2022; Santos
et al. 2024, 2022)—providing evidence for interpreting COVID-
19 from a syndemics perspective. One aspect that became clear
as the pandemic progressed was, that, across varying viral
waves, socioeconomic groups were affected differently, with a
general trend of increasing incidence rates and a shift in the
highest disease burden from initially higher socioeconomic
strata to lower ones (Pranzo et al. 2022). Overall, our analysis
of this research underscores the importance of contextual
particularities, emphasizing the need for differentiated,
spatially and time-sensitive analyses that can enrich syndemic
perspectives.

2.1 | Cities, Population Density, Urban Settlement
Types and Neighborhoods

A significant share of studies debated the role of population
density and agglomeration and was therefore much focused on
the role of cities. Not surprisingly, studies focusing on the global
scale as well as overall reviews of geographical factors suggest
that the spread of the novel coronavirus largely correlates with
the uneven spatial patterns of globalization and economic re-
lations (Jeanne et al. 2022) as well as the unevenness of plan-
etary urbanization (Hesse and Rafferty 2020; Keil 2020; Vandelli
et al. 2024).
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For the early phase of the pandemic, Kapitsinis (2020) examined
statistical data from nine EU regions (as of 1 May 2020) to
identify key factors influencing virus transmission and mortal-
ity. Cities were found to be disproportionately affected, with
rural areas experiencing lower impacts. Factors increasing
mortality included older populations (particularly those in care
homes), environmental burdens (elevated air pollution), global
interconnectedness through trade (influx of goods and people),
and underfunded healthcare systems (resulting in, e.g., low ra-
tios of medical personnel or hospital beds to population).
Conversely, swift government responses reduced mortality.
Similarly, Ramirez et al. (2022), analyzing data for all of 2020
across OECD and European countries, identified healthcare
system capacity, population density, exposure to air pollution,
and trust in institutions as key predictors of regional differences
in excess mortality. Rodriguez-Pose and Burlina (2021), focusing
on excess mortality during the first half of 2020 in Europe,
found that the hardest-hit regions were relatively large, well-
connected, situated in colder and dryer climates, exposed to
high levels of air pollution, and characterized by underfunded
healthcare systems.

However, this supposedly clear relationship between agglom-
erations, population densities and the spread of COVID-19 as
one of several factors has been debated. Rodriguez-Pose and
Burlina (2021, 749) argue that “[m]ost agglomeration factors
and, in particular, population density have been relatively
marginal to the impact of the disease (...)”. Likewise, some na-
tional studies from around the world suggest that densities play
an unclear role depending on a range of factors. W. R. Boter-
man (2020, 525) shows that the Dutch Randstad conurbation,
one of the most densely populated areas in Europe, had lower
infection rates than most other parts of the Netherlands using
national statistics from the end of April 2020. For Sweden,
Florida and Mellander (2022) found a weak correlation between
density and population size in municipalities and neighbor-
hoods (Florida and Mellander 2022, 146). For the US, Otter-
strom and Hochberg (2021) argue that over time remoteness is
even positively associated with severe regional impacts of
COVID-19. In contrast, other national and regional studies
rather confirm the link between density and agglomerations and
the spread of the virus. For Sdo Paulo state in Brazil, a spread
along the urban hierarchy from Sao Paulo city and metropolitan
area to other inner state municipalities has been observed by
Fortaleza et al. (2021). Nasiri et al. (2022) show for Tehran, Iran,
that population density is highly related to COVID-19 cases per
capita. The same finding was reported for Nigeria as a country
(Olusola et al. 2022). Altogether, these different and contro-
versial findings on the national and regional level call into
question overly simplistic assumptions about the link between
agglomerations, density, and the spread of COVID-19.

Several studies examine how settlement types, urban form and
densities and their characteristics influence morbidity and
mortality rates. Informal settlements, where extreme density
and inadequate urban infrastructure intersect, are particularly
vulnerable. These areas, marked by overcrowding and signifi-
cant structural and service deficits, facilitate the rapid spread of
diseases, further exacerbating existing inequalities. Bhattachar-
jee et al. (2024) illustrate this dynamic through examples from
slums in Kolkata, highlighting how these conditions amplify

health disparities. Wu et al. (2023) show for Salt Lake City, that
socioeconomically deprived, often compact, areas were hit worst
during the first waves of the pandemic. Still, some studies also
highlight protective factors in these areas. For example, Kaushal
and Mahajan (2021) argue that strong social networks in
informal settlements lead to unique forms of self-help.

Hence, the diversity of these studies suggests that density, set-
tlement types, and characteristics are just some factors, that they
can have very different influences and that it is important to
consider the specificity, and variety of other contextual factors
that cascade in syndemics. In a follow-up article to Boterman's
above-cited study of the Randstad, the author (W. Boter-
man 2022) confirms most of his initial findings for the
Netherlands but also argues “that there is no ‘natural’ rela-
tionship between urban features, density and the spread and
effects of the outbreak of an infectious disease” but a relation-
ship “mediated by a wide range of factors that include demog-
raphy, socio-economic conditions, and cultural factors, but
moreover are also very strongly impacted by policy measures
and the degree to which these policies are and can be complied
with” (W. Boterman 2022, 20). The author concludes by
emphasizing the importance of understanding the fine-grained
local differences and the need for a “governance of epidemics
that is spatially sensitive and takes the multiple geographies of
density into account” (W. Boterman 2022, 21; see for respective
national studies: De Cos Guerra et al. 2024 for Spain; Florida
and Mellander 2022 for Sweden; Zhai et al. 2021 for the USA).

Overall, the debates related to cities in the COVID-19 pandemic,
urban density, settlement types and characteristics, and ag-
glomerations raise questions about future urban development
and their relevance to syndemics. Shatkin et al. (2023, p. 1788)
postulate that “[t]he fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic will
without doubt lead to a shift in paradigms of urban develop-
ment”. They highlight how entrepreneurial modes of planning
and governance have created three diverging discourses, and
argue these will likely continue to shape post-pandemic urban
development, the framing of urban informality and informal
settlements: (a) A revanchist approach that blames and stig-
matizes informalized communities as sources of the virus, (b)
contrasting reformist approaches that emphasize the impor-
tance of the informal urban economy, (c) an incrementalistic
approach that underlines the potential of bottom-up,
community-based self-help, organization and politics aimed at
pushing for structural and policy change from below (Shatkin
et al. 2023). Eventually, they note, planning should play a cen-
tral role in this shift and that holistically multi-system ap-
proaches are needed that integrate equity and sustainability
(Shatkin et al. 2023, 1788). Also Joiner et al. (2024) offer a
distinct and critical perspective on the role of density and its
politicization. They contrast a government viewpoint, where
crowds are framed as “social and political forces” (Joiner
et al. 2024, 2) that are difficult for police to control, with a cit-
izens' perspective, in which density and crowds have shifted
from spaces of joy to spaces of anxiety. In response, they
advocate for a new approach to spatial analysis, arguing that
“understanding the production, management, and experience of
densities would benefit from a relational methodology that in-
vestigates different connections, actors, and sites, rather than
the site of density alone” (Joiner et al. 2024, 16). Such a
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relational approach could also prove valuable for studying and
providing depth to the emergence of syndemics. The relations of
socio-spatial inequalities rooted in political-economic and socio-
political historicities are apparent in many other studies, which
we attend to next.

2.2 | Political-Economic and Socio-Political
Historicities and Inequalities

While many studies highlight the link between pre-existing
vulnerabilities and higher morbidity and mortality (e.g., Cao
et al. 2023; Galanis and Georgiadis 2024; Santos et al. 2022),
fewer explore how uneven outcomes among specific regions or
groups are rooted in political-economic and socio-political his-
tories and related inequalities, exacerbated in a syndemic. Some
identify correlations between historically grown regional eco-
nomic structures, socio-economic factors, the nature of
manufacturing jobs (vs. e.g., jobs in the services sector) and the
spatiality of the spread of the virus. They argue that industrial
legacies, uneven economic transformations, and systemic
neglect of marginalized regions and populations created fertile
ground for syndemic interactions, where pre-existing vulnera-
bilities intensified the health impacts of COVID-19.

For example, in Poland, where public health measures were
introduced swiftly and decisively, Krzysztofik et al. (2020) find
that the coal-mining districts in the province of Silesia have the
highest number of cases. They argue the regional pattern of
virus transmission is linked to (post)-industrialism and urban
shrinkage and that the case of Silesia reveals that it strikes
particularly at more socioeconomically marginalized or
economically transformed places. Similarly, in Italy, Ascani
et al. (2021) link the higher per capita case rates in
manufacturing-dominated regions to historical patterns of in-
dustrial clustering and employment, where close physical in-
teractions among workers amplified transmission risks. This
pattern created a core-periphery divide in COVID-19 geography,
reflecting economic landscapes and production modalities
rooted in local histories. A syndemic reading of these findings
points to pre-existing burdens of disease, stemming, for
example, from previous working conditions.

Other studies discuss how historicities of colonialism, exclusion,
discrimination and marginalization and related economic and
infrastructural disadvantages that cascade in syndemics surface
in a higher impact of COVID-19 case numbers and mortality
among socio-politically marginalized population groups (Mor-
eno-Tabarez 2020). Some scholars thereby explicitly emphasize
the intersection of COVID-19 with other health burdens faced
by disadvantaged population groups.

For instance, examining the case of the Navajo Nation in the
USA, Wang (2021) identifies historical, socio-economic, and
political factors as key contributors to the disproportionate
impact of the pandemic on rural areas and Native American
communities. Similar findings have been reported for indige-
nous populations in other contexts, such as in Peru (Gianella
et al. 2021) and Wisconsin, USA (Grubesic et al. 2021).
Wang (2021) further highlights that the prevalence of chronic

health conditions among the Navajo Nation is a significant
explanatory factor for the severity of the pandemic's effects. This
vulnerability is compounded by additional factors rooted in the
historical oppression of Native Americans in the USA, including
a lack of institutional resilience, limited social trust, and the
fraught relationship between federal and tribal governments. In
a separate study exploring perceptions of COVID-19 across U.S.
states and population subgroups, Howe et al. (2023) argue that
levels of concern about the pandemic strongly reflect its uneven
impacts and the cumulative effects of prior health threats, such
as extreme heat. These threats have disproportionately affected
Black or African American and Hispanic or Latino populations.
According to Howe et al., these disparities stem from institu-
tional and social inequalities, unequal access to healthcare, and
heightened exposure to health risks.

Altogether, these studies thus highlight how the legacies of
colonialism until today shape political exclusion, structural in-
equities and related social and health inequalities including
multiple health burdens that affect marginalized groups dis-
proportionally in a syndemic.

2.3 | Further Contextual Factors

Further diverse contextual factors intersect with spatial specific-
ities in shaping the unequal spread of COVID-19 across regions,
highlighting the need to consider these aspects when seeking to
understand the pandemic’s spatialities. We highlight a few that
received attention by geographers in the following.

A number of studies have argued that the concentration of
specific economic activities and related mobilities contributed to
the spread of the disease. One highly debated factor was
tourism, particularly ski tourism, which has been associated
with superspreading events in the Alps (Kuebart and Sta-
bler 2020; Neuhann et al. 2022). Praharaj and Han (2022) pre-
sent findings for India, where grocery and retail locations are
significantly associated with COVID-19 incidence. A highly so-
phisticated methodology, based on movements of individuals in
time and space for a local case study in Lanzhou, China, by
Yang et al. (2024) revealed that streets with high social and
economic activities turned out to be centers of infection. The use
of highly individualized data and the movement data of in-
dividuals impressively shows the possibilities of tracing back
single infection pathways but also calls for a critical ethical
debate of the use of data—and a debate for the role of research
in stigmatizing places.

Other studies have highlighted a range of diverging political
aspects they correlate to the spread of COVID-19. Landman and
Smallman-Raynor (2023) show that globally wealthy de-
mocracies were hit worst compared to autocracies. However,
after critically examining global data, they argue that when
alternative measures, such as estimated excess mortality rates,
are used, no significant difference emerges between de-
mocracies and autocracies in their pandemic response. Instead,
they attribute cross-national variations primarily to geography,
demographics, and economic conditions, while also noting the
influence of politically motivated reporting biases during the
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pandemic (Landman and Smallman-Raynor 2023, 11). For the
USA, Albrecht (2022) finds that political views are a strong
predictor for per capita COVID-19 cases and spatial inequalities
(especially in terms of levels of education, income, and
marginalized populations) are the best predictor for COVID-19
deaths (see also Grekousis et al. 2022, 2021). Counties with
higher shares of Trump voters had higher morbidity, and in
non-metro areas also higher mortality rates (Albrecht 2022).

Overall, the wide variety of studies on the uneven spatialities of
COVID-19 and their differing findings highlight the complexity
of syndemics and the importance of contextual and spatial
factors. They also demonstrate how a spatial and scalar
perspective can complement existing views on syndemics and
contribute to further developing this theoretical approach to
health and disease.

3 | Uneven Economic Geographies

Economic geographers have sought to understand the impact of
the pandemic and public health measures on regional econo-
mies and economic activities, and how these factors exacerbate
existing socio-spatial inequalities. We argue that these findings
provide important insights into how political-economic struc-
tures are (re-)produced within economies and how they
simultaneously shape and interact with multiple disease bur-
dens in specific groups.

3.1 | Global Value Chains and Production
Networks and the Debate on Re-Localization and
De-Globalization

Central concepts applied for analyzing the impacts of the
pandemic by economic geographers are global value chains
(GVC) and global production networks (GPN) (Bathelt and
Li 2022; Bryson and Vanchan 2020b; Gibson et al. 2021; Gong
et al. 2022). Bryson and Vanchan (2020a) describe how the
pandemic and national states' reactions resulted in new strate-
gies for firms to reorganize their GPN. Early in the pandemic,
they asserted that “firms are beginning to develop strategies
involving upgrading and the re-localization of production” and
that “[c]ost control management is no longer the prevalent
strategy when it comes to the security of a GPN and national
security” (Bryson and Vanchan 2020b, 540), while the state
keeps a critical role as investor, facilitator and consumer in
GPN. This intertwining of firms relocating production and
nation states playing an active role in the redesign of GPNs
could be reinterpreted as a speeding up of more nationalistic
economic policies—witnessed with Brexit, the first 2017—2021
regnum of the Trump administration in the USA and, at the
time of this article's publication, anticipated as part of the
further tightening of import tariffs under Trump's renewed
presidency from 2025—2029. It can be seen as a reversal of
globalizing strategies that were common before the pandemic
and the Russian attack on Ukraine in February 2022. Discus-
sions about de-risking (also in the light of other crises and
threats) and on de-globalization, which have been initiated by

the experiences of the pandemic and the Russian attack on
Ukraine, have started to affect the calculation of decision
makers in politics and economics.

Yet, Gong et al. (2022, 176) argue that “a full-scale ‘globalization
in reverse’ is highly unlikely” even if some industries experience
a slowdown or partial deglobalization. Also, Butollo and Star-
itz (2022) argue that the pandemic did not trigger a general
retreat from global manufacturing but must be seen as factor
reinforcing long-standing shifts toward more multipolar pro-
duction and consumption. They base these conclusions on
analysis of divergent developments in the automotive, elec-
tronics, and clothing industries, which brings us to look closer
at how COVID-19 cascaded with ongoing processes and tran-
sitions in particular economic sectors and industries.

3.2 | Uneven Impacts on Particular Economic
Sectors and Industries

The highly uneven impact of COVID-19 on particular trades and
industries has been a strand of geographical interest although
with very different foci—some more focused on general impacts
on national and regional economies, others on effects on GPN,
and still others mostly on employment effects. Butollo and
Staritz’ (2022) analysis shows the relevance of disrupted supply
chains, but also demand-side effects. They highlight how the
automotive industry, for example, was simultaneously struck by
a disrupted supply chain and a strong decrease in demand. In
turn, their and other geographers work show how the clothing
and fashion industry has traditionally been one of the first to
recognize and adapt to emerging crises. Flexibility in the just-in-
time production, low inventories and short delivery times
contribute to this adaptability (Butollo and Staritz 2022). How-
ever, this was not universally true in the case of COVID-19, as
significant differences between countries and regions were
observed. In Sydney and Melbourne, Australia, the fashion in-
dustries demonstrated innovation and adaptability in their re-
sponses to the pandemic’s impact (Brydges et al. 2021). Their
strategies included new ways to connect with consumers and
buyers, investments in digital retailing and promotions, and
efforts to keep staff employed through the JobKeeper program
(Brydges et al. 2021). In contrast, garment industries more
reliant on global markets were immediately and severely
affected by disruptions in trade due to the pandemic, leading to
macroeconomic crises in countries highly dependent on these
industries. The most significant impacts were felt by informal
workers, particularly women (cf. Brickell et al. 2024), as dis-
cussed further in the section on employment.

The pandemic's impact on the consumption and food industry,
including groceries, restaurants, and catering, varied across
regional, urban and local contexts. In one of the comparisons
across commercial sectors and with a focus on Shanghai, Zhou
et al. (2023) have analyzed the vulnerability and adaptation of
commerce through a comparison of weekly consumption data of
UnionPay cards. The findings reveal large differences between
sectors, stages of the pandemic and according to consumption
value.
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Dannenberg et al. (2020) note that while online grocery shop-
ping surged in Germany, it is unlikely to become a lasting trend,
as caught in the immediacy of the pandemic, companies
struggled to also spatially expand their services. Meanwhile,
increased household grocery consumption coincided with a
significant downturn in out-of-home catering. Using the
example of Jiang Han Road in Wuhan, Rao et al. (2024) asked in
this context how city-center streets can stay resilient in the
context of post-pandemic transformation. Their findings show
how a socio-digital reinvention of the urban experience is
crucial for transformative resilience as are aspects such as a
multiscalar pedestrian mobility and shop mix. Other studies
highlight how the role of pre-existing inequalities exacerbated
pandemic effects. A study in Germany found that businesses
already in precarious positions before the pandemic, particu-
larly urban ones, faced greater challenges, partly because pe-
ripheral enterprises retained more of their daily customer base
during lockdowns (Verfiirth et al. 2022). Huang et al. (2023)
report that Black-owned restaurants in 20 U.S. cities experi-
enced disproportionately higher visitation losses, underscoring
the pandemic's unequal economic impact on the consumption
sector.

Another aspect explored in geographic studies pertains to
micro-spatial changes in street spaces and curbsides, particu-
larly in relation to consumption, pedestrian activity, and bicycle
mobility. Scholars such as Shirgaokar et al. (2021) argue that the
temporary transformations observed during the pandemic—
such as the increased use of these spaces for non-automobile
purposes, outdoor dining, and pick-up services for delivery—
should be used as an opportunity to reimagine and repurpose
these spaces, prompting a critical evaluation of whether such
pandemic-induced adaptations should be retained in the long
term.

Tourism geographers have highlighted the profound impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism-dependent economies,
emphasizing how structural inequalities in this sector were
exacerbated during the crisis. For instance, Sufian and
Hoque (2022) illustrate how the pandemic disrupted the growing
importance of tourism in Bangladesh's Sylhet region, which plays
a critical role in national economic growth, regional develop-
ment, and the job market. While addressing the overall economic
impact on Sylhet, the authors underscore that informal workers
were the hardest hit. Similarly, Gonzalez-Domingo et al. (2023),
in their study of Southern European cities, reveal how tourism
workers faced heightened uncertainty, a situation compounded
by the housing crisis and deepened precarity caused by rentier
capitalism and tourism-driven gentrification.

Truman and Sarmiento (2023) explore the case of Clarksdale, in
the Mississippi Delta, USA, where blues music and culture—
heavily reliant on in-person experiences and blues-tourism—
were severely impacted. They demonstrate how the pandemic
disproportionately affected various groups, including musicians,
business owners, and other cultural workers. Yet, they also
highlight how intergroup solidarities helped mitigate some of
the challenges faced by both privileged and marginalized pop-
ulations. Meanwhile, Rogerson and Rogerson (2022) examine
the uneven impacts of the pandemic on tourism destinations in
South Africa, noting that smaller coastal destinations fared

significantly better than larger urban ones, which had flour-
ished in the pre-COVID-19 period.

In addition to documenting immediate effects, geographers have
discussed the potential mid- and long-term implications of the
pandemic on tourism trends. Paradoxically, as Iaquinto (2020)
points out, tourism was a major vector for the initial spread of the
virus. Early in the pandemic, scholars speculated that tourism
would need to reinvent itself in response to the crisis.
Brouder (2020), for instance, predicted that shifts in “global
consciousness” would push tourism toward sustainability goals, a
sentiment echoed by Galvani et al. (2020), Mostafanezhad (2020)
and Mostafanezhad et al. (2020), who envisioned a movement
toward “mindful tourism” (Stankov and Filimonau 2021).

However, reflecting on this rhetoric of transformative change,
Wilkinson and Coles (2024) argue that early predictions lacked
robust empirical evidence of substantial shifts in tourists’ atti-
tudes. They contend that research has often focused on the
supply-side of tourism, while greater attention must be paid to
demand-side preferences to effectively advance sustainable
pathways.

The pandemic further amplified global-scale inequalities within
the financial sector. Wéjcik and Ioannou (2020) explain that the
global financial system became increasingly unbalanced, with
“[t]he Fed and the US$ [leading] the show, highlighting the
lopsidedness of the global financial system.” Meanwhile, econ-
omies in the Global South faced significant challenges, partic-
ularly through pressure on their currencies and financial
markets, even before the full impact of the pandemic reached
them (2020). Sokol and Pataccini (2020), 411) warn that existing
inequalities in global financialization are likely to deepen,
particularly through the “dramatic expansion of debt-based
financial chains reaching out to the Global South.” Examining
the case of the International Finance Facility for Immunization
(IFFIm), which issues vaccine bonds, Hughes-McLure and
Mawdsley (2022) demonstrate how financial centers in the
Global North ultimately profited from the pandemic-induced
crises. In contrast, countries in the Global South were pushed
further into debt and economic dependency.

Funding for research, development and innovation (RDI) was
made available in unprecedented sums and at remarkable speed
in many countries worldwide. However, financially stronger
countries in the Global North significantly outpaced others in
mobilizing these resources. In the case of South Korea,
Lim (2021) highlights exceptional financial gains in the biotech
sector driven by state funding and deregulation. Lim notes that
“[t]he South Korean state's well-promoted nationalistic images
of utmost urgency, efficiency, and transparency combined with
shock strategies have paved the way for both state and corporate
financialization and super-profits beyond national scales”
(Lim 2021, 7). Within individual countries, RDI funding also
gave rise to new, and sometimes unexpected spatial disparities.
For example, Makkonen and Mitze (2022) observe that in
Finland, pandemic-era RDI funding became more evenly
distributed overall. Notably, firms in rural areas benefited more
significantly from flexible access to RDI funding compared to
their urban counterparts, creating an unusual reversal of typical
funding patterns.
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Overall, this geographic research on trades and industries high-
lights variegated effects across industries and across the temporal
unfolding of the pandemic. It also makes clear that more sys-
tematic analyses are needed that differentiate temporary from
mid-to long-term economic impacts to contextualize impacts as
part of syndemics and to inform policy and decision-making.

3.3 | Work and Employment

Geographers have also examined changes to work and employ-
ment. This work contributes to exploring how the intersection of
COVID-19 with pre-existing inequalities but also ongoing eco-
nomic and industrial transitions shapes labor markets in different
contexts. Across the world, layoffs through furloughs, and job
losses were widespread, but their impact was uneven. Significant
differences emerged between economic and labor systems in the
Global South and North as well as related formal and informal
work. These studies highlight how COVID-19-induced changes to
work and employment intersected with existing inequalities and
dependencies in global economic relations. They also underscore
important intersections with ongoing industrial restructuring
and transitions driven by digitization and automation, that alto-
gether have transformed job markets.

Many studies have emphasized how the large number of workers
in the informal economies of the Global South were severely
affected by the loss of basic income. For these highly vulnerable
groups, the risk of further impoverishment increased drastically
during the pandemic. It also intersected with pre-existing struc-
tures of suppression and disadvantage. For example, Kiaka
et al. (2021) interviewed street vendors in Kenya and Zimbabwe,
who play an essential role in the urban food system. Their study
reveals how this already marginalized population was further
burdened by bribes and systematic harassment. Thanh and
Duong (2022), based on research in Vietnam, show that women
street vendors, particularly those with a migration background,
were disproportionately affected, suffering more than local ven-
dors and lacking coping capacities. This highlights the inter-
sectionality of disadvantage during the acute phase of COVID-19
(see article 1 for a discussion of intersectionality). Numerous
other studies have documented the negative impact of income
loss on informal workers, including food shortages, hunger, and
increased debt. These studies include research on workers in the
Cambodian garment sector (Brickell et al. 2024; Brickell and
Lawreniuk 2022; Brickell et al. 2023; Lawreniuk 2020), tourism
workers in Sylhet, Bangladesh (Sufian and Hoque 2022), informal
sector workers in Gweru, Zimbabwe (Dzawanda et al. 2021), and
the urban poor in Delhi, India, Dhaka, Bangladesh, and Manila,
Philippines (Recio et al. 2021). Recently, Brickell et al. (2024, 4)
highlighted the continued post-pandemic challenges faced by
garment workers and their families in Cambodia, noting that
stagnant wage growth and increased labor flexibility have wors-
ened employment conditions for most workers, perpetuating the
ongoing crisis.

Workers in the Global North were also affected by job and income
losses. The pandemic here amplified existing inequities related to
larger global trends such as economic restructuring and digiti-
zation. Studies, however, also highlight impacts of specific

national economic policies, such as austerity and regional eco-
nomic developments. Cross et al. (2022) found that pandemic
measures in the UK reinforced pre-existing structural in-
equalities, deepened by austerity, and significantly widened the
wealth gap. Pointing to intersectional inequalities, they show how
“job loss was especially likely among social tenants, those from
black ethnic backgrounds, and those not born in the UK, while
furlough was more common among those from lower income
backgrounds” (Cross et al. 2022, 479). Similarly, Houston (2020,
1205) emphasizes that regions with the highest unemployment
prior to the lockdown in the UK were hit hardest, while affluent
and high-tech areas, and to a lesser extent industrial regions,
experienced less impact. For Italy, Cerqua and Letta (2022) report
that job losses were stronger in the Center-North, due to region-
specific factors such as sectoral specialization, exposure of eco-
nomic activities to social aggregation risks, and pre-existing vul-
nerabilities in the job market (Cerqua and Letta 2022, 11). For the
Mediterranean EU, Herod et al. (2022) found that while urban
areas faced early job losses, tourism-dependent and peripheral
regions experienced disproportionate impacts later (Herod
et al. 2022, 14-15). Highlighting local-level differences in the
impact of COVID-19, Leyshon (2023) argued that suburban resi-
dents, with higher socioeconomic status, benefitted from rising
home values and remote work, whereas urban workers in pre-
carious jobs faced greater challenges due to lack of job security.

Lin (2022b), discusses the coincidence of the pandemic with the
digital transition in the job market and the ongoing replacement
of infrastructure workers by automation, machines and algo-
rithms. The pandemic spurred an unprecedented increase in the
use of machines and algorithms to address infrastructural is-
sues, such as solving logistical problems and providing self-
service applications. Through a case study on infrastructure
workers at Singapore's Changi airport, Lin (2022a) points out
how “the micro-dynamics mediated by atmospheres that pitch
(airport) work, labor, and automation one against another, [...]
allow capital the best chance of survival” (Lin 2022a, 225). This
debate is further explored by Sumartojo and Lugli (2021), who
examine the increased use of robots in the care sector during
COVID-19. They question the “liveliness” of robots and ma-
chines and discuss the implications of using them in caregiving
roles—a practice that has recently gained more support and
funding in many countries.

3.4 | Shifts in Spaces of Labor

Spaces of labor underwent tremendous shifts during the
pandemic, with significant variations across economic sectors as
well as between national and regional pandemic measures. The
most striking and unprecedented shift caused by the COVID-19
pandemic was the massive (temporary) shift to working from
home (WFH). Early in the pandemic, Reuschke and Fel-
stead (2020) pointed out how lockdowns led to an uneven ge-
ography of WFH, noting that “[t]he ability to work at home is
unevenly distributed by occupation, sector, skills level, and in-
come as well as being profoundly shaped by welfare policies and
housing markets ”(Reuschke and Felstead 2020, 211). They
argued that those working in highly globalized and inter-
connected sectors typically experienced a smoother transition to
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WFH. In a case study in Sweden, Bohman et al. (2021) observed
how opportunities for WFH are gendered, with women in their
study in Malmo reporting less than half as often as men that
they were able to work from home prior to the pandemic.

Shearmur et al. (2022) showcase workers' mixed attitudes and
experiences with WFH in Montreal, Canada, pointing to gener-
ally positive feedback but noting challenges like ergonomic is-
sues, childcare and a lack of quiet workspaces. They also
emphasize the reduced work efficiency compared to office set-
tings, including the loss of informal communication and quick
exchanges (Shearmur et al. 2022). Similarly, Bratton and Woj-
cik (2022) identify the loss of “tacit, complex, sensitive, un-
structured and/or time-urgent information” (Bratton and
Wojcik 2022, 142) as a key disadvantage of remote work in their
study of sell-side analysts across Asia. In the field of diplomacy
specifically, Kuus (2021) reports that some diplomats argue on-
line meetings are 80% less effective than in-person meetings.
Focused on how WFH might shift after the pandemic and based
on a review of literature on WFH from a feminist economic ge-
ography perspective and using Shopify's “digital by default”
initiative (one of Canada’s most valuable firms) as an example,
Cockayne (2021) argues that WFH and hybrid models will
become more common. While this may seem to offer more flex-
ibility, the author argues that it also leads to work encroaching on
our lives—conceptually, rhetorically, and materially.

In contrast to those who could or had to work from home, those
making “contact-free” working and living possible also experi-
enced significant changes in their jobs. Based on interview data
with delivery drivers during the first year of the pandemic,
Straughan and Bissell (2022) highlight the detrimental effects on
mental health for gig economy workers. They explain that “two
forms of consolatory encounter afforded to workers prior to the
pandemic disappeared—Ilight touch encounters with customers,
and cathartic encounters with other delivery workers”. They
argue that these “non-encounters” take away the “consolatory
aspects of gig work that once interrupted the monotony of what
is otherwise felt by many as a boring job” (Straughan and Bis-
sell 2022, 543). However, Katta et al. (2020) found some positive
effects of the pandemic. They report that Uber began offering
drivers a minimum standard of living (via paid sick leave)
otherwise absent from the gig marketplace, thereby “contrib-
uting—if only partially—to decommodifying their labor” (Katta
et al. 2020, 205-206).

After all, through measures of confinement in homes during
COVID-19, spaces of labor played a central but variegated role.
While offering options to decrease contact and potentially the
spread of the virus, mental health effects and diverging burdens
carried, for example, by those with care work, must be carefully
weighed.

4 | Conclusions

In this article, we have reviewed geographic studies focusing on
(1) the uneven spatial unfolding of COVID-19 and (2) economic
geographies and economic disparities exacerbated by the
pandemic and related measures. In the conclusions, we discuss

the insights offered by existing studies, reflect upon the gaps that
remain, and debate (3) how geographers can contribute to con-
ceptual advancement of the syndemic perspective. We also
highlight potential future avenues of research—both topic-wise,
methodologically, and theoretically—that could deepen un-
derstandings of the spatialities, economic geographies, and dis-
parities in deepening syndemics, which are composed of multiple
epidemics in diverse ecological, economic, social, and political
crises.

Early in the pandemic, Gonzalez et al. (2021) criticized the un-
derutilization of geographers' expertise, despite their possession
of the appropriate toolkits to research pandemic impacts. We
argue that, 5 years after the onset of the pandemic, the growing
body of diverse geographical studies demonstrates that this is no
longer the case. However, as our review shows, geographical
research remains uneven, with a notable overrepresentation of
studies focused on the Global North, urban areas, and early-
pandemic empirical analyses, mainly rooted in the medical ge-
ography paradigm of disease eclogy. There is a significant lack of
insights from the Global South, as well as from rural and pe-
ripheral areas and a lack of (theoretical) explanatory power to
explain the observed statistical connections.

As shown, one focus of geographical research has been statis-
tical analyses of spatial patterns of virus spread and the un-
derlying spatialities across various scales and locations. Our
comparison of the often diverging findings reveals that the
initial hypothesis—that population density, urban form, and/or
agglomeration factors are accurate predictors of morbidity and
mortality—is oversimplified and cannot be generalized. Instead,
analyses of disease patterns must be differentiated spatially,
contextually, and temporally.

Furthermore, critical theoretical approaches, including post-
medical perspectives in health geography, can be helpful in
unlocking the complexities behind the cascading and unfolding
nature of syndemics. Geographical research, in particular,
contributes in-depth analysis of the spatial and contextual fac-
tors that culminate in syndemics. However, the controversial
findings at national, regional, and urban scales simultaneously
call for comparative ex-post analyses of available datasets across
these different spatial scales in relation to the spread of COVID-
19. By combining the classical data driven approaches of med-
ical geography with new technologies of data mining, health
geography's post-medical perspectives, modeling and fore-
casting approaches, geography could contribute even more
significantly to the understanding of COVID-19 dynamics.
Advanced analyses would in this way add to the understanding
of root causes of disease burdens and their consequences.
Existing theories of causal factors could be further developed,
which is needed in light of the diverging findings described
above. Referring to Joiner et al. (2024), who suggest that rela-
tional methodologies could offer an appropriate lens, we argue
that in-depth comparative empirical studies can also provide
more holistic analyses of the convergence of diseases and social
comorbidities in syndemic contexts in times of multiple crises.

Several of the studies focused on global and international scales
reviewed above illustrate how the uneven trajectory of the
COVID-19 pandemic is intertwined with the historic legacies of
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unequal global trade relations, colonialism, and structural
exclusion, which have intensified the impacts on marginalized
populations. Beyond the findings on immediate impacts, follow-
up analyses will be necessary to better understand the mid-term
consequences of COVID-19 on these populations’ vulnerabil-
ities, resilience, and coping strategies, serving as a basis for
developing policies and adequate support.

Furthermore, while the pandemic's economic impacts were un-
even in both the Global South and North, findings from studies in
the Global South underscore the often larger and more existential
impact of the pandemic on vulnerable populations there. Our
analysis of these studies highlights how pre-existing, often
intersectional inequalities were reproduced within global trade
relations and international formal and informal labor systems,
particularly in industries such as tourism, hospitality, and
fashion. Geographical research further reveals how global
financial disparities, including unequal access to RDI funding
during the pandemic, have perpetuated inequalities.

Studies within countries and regions of the Global North illus-
trate how economic restructuring, austerity policies, and other
systemic factors have exacerbated disparities there. Areas un-
dergoing economic restructuring had comparatively higher
numbers of COVID-19 cases, indicating a higher baseline
vulnerability that may also contribute to greater susceptibility to
syndemics. An overarching insight from the reviewed literature
is that, as the COVID-19 pandemic progressed, the burden on
socioeconomically deprived populations increased, further
exacerbating their overall disease burden.

This research also highlighted how pandemic measures and
their consequences intersected with ongoing transitions in
specific sectors and labor markets, driven by automation and
digitization. This body of work draws attention to the ongoing
economic transitions and the temporal dimensions involved,
which must be incorporated into the theorization of syndemics.
It provides evidence for further theorizing the structural factors
and practices that explain the emergence of syndemics.

Then again, countries in the Global North used the pandemic's
effects on their own countries as justification for a shift toward
nationalistic economic and trade policies, often entangled
within larger populist nationalist and divisive discourses—such
as blaming migrants for both the virus spread and economic
hardships. At the time of writing in early 2025, this is, for
example, pushed by the Trump administration in the U.S.,
which is ordering tariffs, cuts to foreign aid, and to leave the
World Health Organization. These policies can be expected to
further deepen disparities—globally but also nationally—at a
time when those most affected by COVID-19 have yet to
recover. Geographers must contribute by making visible the
direct impacts of policy changes, their entanglements with the
historic legacies of uneven global socio-economic divides, and
their connections to multiple political, economic, social, and
ecological crises in syndemics, as well as the overall effects this
has. Yet, given the resulting deepening of divides and even
announced and unprecedented interventions in higher educa-
tion systems, such as those in the U.S., we can expect a further
entrenchment of global divides in knowledge production rather
than steps toward overcoming them.

While most geographic studies documented the detrimental im-
pacts of the pandemic, a few studies highlighted pathways toward
partial resilience through regional and sector-specific adapta-
tions. Among these diverse case studies are those on digital
innovation in the fashion industry or on the reinvention of urban
retail through innovative socio-digital experiences. Other studies
emphasized the importance of solidarity efforts. Still, early hopes
for a broader shift toward more sustainable and transformative
pathways have proven utopian. This applies not only to expecta-
tions for more sustainable tourism but also to the reversal of urban
experiments, such as pop-up open-air restaurants and temporary
bike lanes.

Overall, the review showcases the syndemic interplay of health
crises with economic and social vulnerabilities, highlighting the
need for systemic, equitable change. These outcomes call for
addressing historical injustices and structural inequalities in
spatial planning and economic and social policy to build resil-
ience in syndemics. There are also specific topics to which
geographic and spatial analyses could make significant contri-
butions, and where systematic studies could be of particular
interest. This includes an analysis of how different countries
intervened to support their markets, while others were unable to
do so due to financial constraints. Another important area is the
effect of vaccine stockpiling in states of the Global North, which
resulted in unequal access to vaccines globally. This situation
was further exacerbated by states prioritizing the needs of their
own citizens, adding an additional layer of marginalization and
discrimination to the challenges faced in the Global South.

While we have mostly highlighted how insights from geogra-
phers enrich the syndemics perspective, we can in turn ask how
the work of syndemic scholars can be used fruitfully to inform
geographical perspectives. With a few exceptions, we see a lack-
ing engagement with pre-existent burdens of disease, epidemics
and pandemics in populations in the geographic research pre-
sented here. Pre-existing conditions, which are clustered in spe-
cific population groups and specific locations, were simply
perceived as risk factors for a severe course of a COVID-19
infection. This reductionist view mistakes the detection of a
relation with an explanation. Here the syndemics concept could
offer a deeper understanding to geographers' engagements with
uneven geographies related to pandemics and epidemics, espe-
cially the deeper structural forces at work. Further, there are
complex links between public and mental health that affect
economic geographies in syndemics that are yet little researched
and understood. How exactly are multiscalar contexts of health
inequalities linked to economic systems, structures and processes
in different regional contexts? How exactly do health vulnera-
bilities interrelate with economic stress, inequalities, and
employment? We hope to have demonstrated here the benefits of
integrating different health dimensions in addition to economic
and social dimensions into spatial analyses to better understand
and address syndemic dynamics.
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