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A B S T R A C T   

The anticipated sensitivity and resilience practices of the poor groups expose them to significant 
vulnerability risks, with social support actions arising from the return to poverty posing addi-
tional interference. To comprehensively prevent and mitigate vulnerability risks, breakthroughs 
in corresponding social support are essential. This study, through questionnaire surveys and semi- 
structured interviews, collected original data from 750 impoverished households in Lantian 
County, northwest China. Using a bottom-up approach, it constructed a “sensitivity-resilience” 
framework to assess the vulnerability and resilience mechanisms of the relatively poor groups. 
The research reveals that vulnerability and resilience interact in response to risk shocks. The 
strong livelihood dependence, capital accumulation deficiency, and sensitivity characteristics of 
social marginalization among rural relatively poor groups, coupled with fragmented and ineffi-
cient social support, exacerbate the degree of vulnerability risks, leading to an amplification of 
sensitivity and a reduction in resilience. Based on these findings, targeted at the characteristics of 
vulnerability risks and the fatigue factors of social support, this study proposes policy recom-
mendations at two levels: system reengineering to reduce sensitivity and long-term reengineering 
to enhance resilience, aiming to prevent large-scale return to poverty.   

1. Introduction 

Poverty has coexisted with human civilization and is prevalent in various societal forms. Reducing poverty has become one of the 
United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals [1]. Particularly for developing and least developed countries, poverty remains a 
significant constraint to economic development [2]. In the early 2020s, China has steadfastly fought against poverty, and, it suc-
cessfully completed the arduous task of eradicating absolute poverty [3]. Subsequent poverty alleviation efforts shifted focus to 
addressing relative poverty, achieving the poverty reduction goals of the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
10 years ahead of schedule. Conceptually, while absolute poverty addresses individual survival challenges, relative poverty responds 
to more complex issues of social equity [4]. In the 1960s, Townsend reinterpreted the concept of poverty, arguing that it is the 
“relativity” of poverty that is absolute [5]. Subsequently, Amartya Sen proposed the theory of capability poverty in his book “Poverty 
and Famines,” suggesting an understanding of relative poverty from the perspective of “feasible capabilities,” where the essence lies in 
the deprivation of feasible capabilities rather than low income [6]. Building on these ideas, with the development of the times, relative 
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poverty, in its manifestation, not only represents the survival challenges of individuals with low income and difficulty meeting basic 
needs but also encompasses the insufficient rights, resources, and opportunities of individuals in society. In terms of causation, poverty 
is not only an individual shortcoming but also a social consequence. Social systems, structures, power relations, and policy inequalities 
all contribute to the exacerbation of individual poverty. This is evident in how adverse natural and human conditions reduce the coping 
abilities of slum residents [7]. The limitation of employability, decision-making capacity of the poor, with less social resources make it 
difficult to improve the family’s resilience and welfare level [8]. Adverse natural and human conditions further diminish the coping 
abilities of slum residents, leading them into poverty [9]. 

The concept of “vulnerability” was first introduced into the study of natural disaster science in the early 1970s. Some scholars argue 
that vulnerability refers to the sensitivity of a subsystem (such as an urban or ecological subsystem) to internal or external disturbances 
and the resulting degree of damage to the system itself [10]. As sociologists continue to delve into the study of poverty, a participatory 
approach is employed to identify poverty, possibilities, and the extent of poverty [11]. The ongoing expansion of the field of poverty 
vulnerability research has gradually become an important branch in vulnerability studies. Poverty vulnerability can be understood as 
the losses individuals and households may suffer when facing potential harmful external pressures and the impact of risk shocks that 
could lead them into a state of poverty. Tracing back to its origin, the earliest known concept of “poverty vulnerability” was first 
introduced by the World Food Program (WFP) in 1997, and then the World Bank, in its World Development Report 2000: Fighting 
Poverty, based on its expansion of the definition of poverty in its World Development Report 1990, incorporated risk and vulnerability 
when facing risks into the understanding of poverty. The World Bank provided a systematic exposition of this concept, officially 
establishing and widely accepting the term “poverty vulnerability” [12,13]. Vulnerability is a term closely associated with “risk” [14]. 
They are interdependent and not isolated, both embedded within the livelihood systems of farm households. The mechanism of 
vulnerability can be summarized by understanding the occurrence of poverty vulnerability through three links in a risk chain: risk, risk 
response and outcome [15,16]. 

From a short-term and static perspective, stochastic factors play a predominant role in the process of farm households escaping or 
falling into poverty [17,18]. However, from a long-term and dynamic perspective, structural factors such as household human capital 
financial capital and social capital play a leading role [19]. Climate change, by influencing the availability of resources, the sus-
tainability of livelihoods, and the living conditions of urban informal settlers in Bhutan, increases the risk of poverty, acting as an 
external risk [18]. In fact, human vulnerability stems not only from the instability of the natural environment but also from economic 
and social capital, public service support, and the decision-making capacity of settlers, constituting internal risks. Each of these aspects 
is susceptible to risk, with the scale, frequency, and duration of these risks impacting the poverty vulnerability of households [20]. 
Moreover, households facing both external risks and weak internal capabilities are at a higher risk of relapse into poverty. Therefore, to 
mitigate the impact of climate and non-climate shocks on current and future periods for poverty-stricken populations, the possibilities 
of different states occurring should be considered (i.e., risks). 

Moreover, families and individuals are risk-averse. Families have their own risk resistance and will take various actions to resist 
risks, reduce risk exposure through various ways, and take actions to resist risks before and after the event, which is a manifestation of 
resilience [21,22]. Resilience, as an internal attribute of an individual, is positively related to the resource endowment, as well as the 
overall quality of the individual, which is determined by variables such as health, mindset, and decision-making ability [23,24]. 
Resilience is a combination of various capabilities, and possessing a capability in a certain aspect implies the attainment of freedom in 
that specific area. In summary, resilience is a combination of various abilities, and when an individual possesses a certain capability, it 
implies the attainment of freedom in that specific aspect. The reason relatively poor groups remain in poverty is because they lack the 
feasible capabilities to lift themselves out of poverty. Within the required combination of capabilities to escape poverty, certain ca-
pabilities are deprived, leading to a mismatch between their own capabilities and social resources. This mismatch prevents them from 
fully accessing the social resources necessary to achieve the most basic level of well-being in their society [25]. If, at this stage, 
households lack necessary risk management measures, they will incur welfare losses when faced with risks [26]. It is therefore 
important to strengthen the resilience and adaptive capacity of poor households and the resources on which they depend [27]. 
Governments and formal organizations address poverty and vulnerability issues by advancing more targeted and equitable policy 
schemes, providing institutional support. This formal support aims to address poverty and vulnerability through official channels. The 
Indian government has promulgated the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), addressing 
poverty, climate change, and livelihood vulnerability by improving natural resources and rural infrastructure, constructing productive 
and durable assets [28,29]. In the risk adaptation strategy, enhancing the capability for poverty alleviation is crucial for relatively poor 
individuals. The Chinese Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security has undertaken large-scale, widespread, and diverse 
vocational skills training for relatively poor laborers, the unemployed, and on-duty migrant workers to enhance their vocational skills 
and entrepreneurial abilities [30]. Strengthening medical and social security infrastructure can help vulnerable groups enhance 
resilience [31]. Chile, through the privatization reform of the social security system, emphasizes government policies tilting toward 
vulnerable groups in society, proposing to safeguard the interests of socially disadvantaged populations [32]. Informal support may be 
another option, stemming from non-institutional support provided by families, friends, and informal organizations [33]. 

Besides, risk and risk response combine to lead to the ultimate welfare outcome. Currently, there is a growing focus in the academic 
community, both domestically and internationally, on the vulnerability and resilience mechanisms from a comprehensive perspective. 
Recent literature analyses emphasize that understanding the impacts of climate change and adaptation needs goes beyond solely 
considering climate change itself. Vulnerability and livelihood security are regarded as crucial components for comprehending the 
effects of climate change on humanity [34,35]. In response to this, scholars have developed numerous theoretical frameworks, 
assessment methods such as sustainable livelihood frameworks, modelling, climate vulnerability indices, and “indicator-assessment” 
models, leading to the accumulation of rich achievements in this field [36,37]. Many sociologists consider vulnerability as a dimension 
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of poverty to supplement the limitations of defining poverty solely through monetary standards. In fact, sociologists often use the term 
“social vulnerability” to distinguish it from “economic vulnerability”. Emphasizing only the vulnerability of social capital, much like 
economists solely focusing on economic vulnerability, is inherently incomplete. This is because vulnerability is a complex product of 
various environments, including economic, social, and natural factors. Therefore, the analysis of vulnerability should adopt a 
comprehensive perspective, particularly in the formulation of public policies, where vulnerability should be assessed from multiple 
dimensions. In the pursuit of sustainable development amid global changes, vulnerability and coping strategies can be socially 
differentiated based on household decision-making and resource capabilities. Decision-making capacity is crucial for adjusting and 
addressing the adverse impacts of climate change [38]. Increasing evidence suggests that successful adaptation and risk reduction 
strategies require not only acknowledging climate change and specific climate hazards but also recognizing human vulnerability and 
adaptive capacity disparities, as well as an acknowledgment of varying starting points in terms of resilience for different social groups 
or communities [39,40]. Enhancing awareness levels and building capital reserves contribute to strengthening the resilience of slum 
households in the face of risk shocks [41]. From a governmental perspective, intervention measures, especially in rural and tribal areas, 
can effectively address the challenges posed by climate change through livelihood improvements and increased agricultural pro-
ductivity [42]. In comparison to existing research, there is a notable scarcity of studies that delve into the formation and logical 
connections of vulnerability and resilience within rural human habitat systems from the bottom up, specifically by employing the 
“sensitivity-resilience” analytical framework and focusing on the unique characteristics of rural China. Particularly, this paper ar-
ticulates the specific factors that manifest as sensitivity and resilience for different poor groups. Furthermore, this paper emphasizes 
the importance of addressing the vulnerability risks of relatively poor groups and rebuilding resilience to enhance the robustness of 
social support, so as to effectively prevent and mitigate the vulnerability risks associated with rural relatively poor groups. This, in 
turn, is crucial for curbing the risk of large-scale relapse into poverty. 

Advancing the resolution of relative poverty and consolidating and expanding the achievements in poverty alleviation are crucial 
objectives in implementing the rural revitalization strategy, particularly during the ‘14th Five-Year Plan’ period [49]. Accurately 
understanding the vulnerability risks and triggering factors of the rural relatively poor groups and reducing their vulnerability risks 
serve as a key lever to address relative poverty. This approach represents a feasible path to achieve substantive progress in advancing 
shared prosperity during the new historical stage in China. Simultaneously, the comprehensive poverty alleviation in China marks a 
historic achievement [43]. It is not only a triumph for the Chinese people but also a significant contribution to global poverty reduction 

Fig. 1. Schematic diagram of the study area.  
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efforts. China’s success in poverty reduction is widely acknowledged globally, as its experiences can serve as valuable lessons and 
inspiration for other countries, injecting new impetus into the global poverty reduction cause. 

2. Study area 

Lantian County is located between 33◦50’ to 34◦19’ north latitude and 109◦07’ to 109◦49’ east longitude, with a total area of 2006 
square kilometers. Situated in the eastern part of the Guanzhong Plain, at the northern foot of the Qinling Mountains, Lantian features a 
diverse topography with hills, plains, ridges, and mountains, characterized by significant elevation differences and a dense network of 
gullies and streams (see Fig. 1). The arable land covers approximately 35 square kilometers, which to some extent constrains agri-
cultural development and improvements in the living environment. Lantian County adheres to an agricultural industry-based 
development strategy and vigorously promotes seasonal fruit industries such as cherries and grapes. The main sources of employ-
ment for the local population are farming, animal husbandry, and out-of-town labor work, with an average per capita disposable 
income for farmers reaching 8531 yuan. As of the end of 2022, the permanent population of Lantian County is 494,800, with 323,300 
residing in rural areas, accounting for 65.85 % of the total population. The average years of education for the population aged 15 and 
above is 9.44 years. Among the permanent residents, 42,206 people (8.5 % of the total population) have attained a college education or 
above. The overall educational level of the population is relatively low. 

Under the multiple perturbations of natural and human environment changes, the human-land relationship and social structure of 
the study area are constantly changing. On the one hand, under the influence of climate change, the climate is controlled and 
influenced by topography and monsoon winds, and there are large regional differences in climate. Various types of disasters occur in 
different regions and seasons, and the major ones are continuous rain, heavy rain, drought, hail, landslides, dry and hot winds, insect 
pests, earthquakes, and epidemics. Among them, drought and waterlogging occur more often, with the ratio of drought to waterlogging 
being 4.7:1 [44]. Hailstorms, dry and hot winds, and insect pests accompany the occurrence of drought and waterlogging. These 
disasters, to varying degrees, have caused threats and losses to people’s lives and property. In addition, the loss of rural population and 
capital under urban siphoning has, to some extent, impeded the transformation of the livelihoods of farming households, and has made 
it easy for rural areas to fall into poverty again. Of the county’s resident population, 74,002 are mobile, of which 66,597 are in the 
province as Lantian County is only 50 km away from the provincial urban areas, an increase of 37,793, or 104.37 %, compared with the 
sixth national census in 2010. 

3. Methods 

Based on the understanding of poverty vulnerability and resilience, this study will, from the individual risk dimension, utilize 
Moser’s vulnerability risk analysis framework, namely “Sensitivity-Resilience” [45]. Sensitivity is defined as the state where 

Fig. 2. Pathways of the impact of vulnerability risk.  

L. Li et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                               



Heliyon 10 (2024) e30305

5

individuals are exposed to changes in the social or environmental system and experience losses due to a lack of adaptability to these 
changes. It identifies the most vulnerable aspects of individuals in the risk disturbance [46]. Resilience is assessed by considering an 
individual’s recovery ability to cope with external risk impacts, evaluating the degree to which they can buffer disturbances and adapt 
to changes [47]. By examining how risk disturbance factors affect the behaviour of the relatively poor groups, this study aims to 
identify the characteristics and causes of vulnerability in relative poverty groups. Based on the definition of sensitivity and resilience, 
the research results are presented in terms of sensitivity and resilience elements (see Fig. 2). Furthermore, the study delves into the 
behaviours that disrupt the relatively poor groups and the adaptation mechanisms adopted by various stakeholders. Accordingly, the 
paper focuses on the adaptation mechanism challenges faced by relative poverty groups, breaking them down into systematic actions 
affecting disturbance sensitivity and analysing resilience response issues. The research also provides corresponding social support 
responses to reduce population sensitivity and reconstruct resilience mechanisms. 

3.1. Data collection 

Data acquisition primarily involved household research and departmental interviews. Considering existing research, this paper 
formulated the research questionnaire and interview outline. A pre-survey was conducted on May 7–8, 2022, in Wangping Village, 
Lantian County, Xi’an City, Shaanxi Province. The final research questionnaire was subsequently revised. From May 13 to May 20, 
2022, researchers visited the case study site for formal research. During this period, six semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with the village committee and relevant industry leaders, resulting in a total effective interview recording time of 5.5 h. Interview 
records were later organized to extract pertinent information and data from the case study site. Following this, household surveys were 
conducted with a focus on key subjects, including low-income households and ordinary farmers in the case villages. The questionnaire 
covered fundamental information about farmers, rural economy, and perceptions of poverty risk. Random sampling was employed for 
“one-on-one” interviews, with each household’s research duration ranging from 0.5 to 1 h to ensure authenticity, accuracy, and 
reliability of the obtained data. A total of 833 questionnaires were collected, with 750 deemed valid, resulting in a questionnaire 
validity rate of 90.6 %. The basic information of the interviewees is presented in Fig. 3. 

3.2. Data analysis 

3.2.1. Risk characteristics and causes of natural vulnerability groups 
The occurrence of natural disasters, public health events and accidents has no certain rules. However, resolving the negative impact 

of the disaster requires a lot of time and effort, and to a certain extent, it is accompanied by the affected population for a certain period 
or throughout the production or life cycle. According to the results of the survey of 750 households, the number of farmers whose main 
livelihood is seasonal fruits has decreased by 32.06 %. Based on disaster statistics from recent years, the consequences of disasters 

Fig. 3. Basic information of interviewees.  
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exhibit significant features such as loss of life and property, deprivation of individual viable capabilities, and a decline in welfare levels. 
Additionally, statistics from 232 households engaged in grape cultivation show that the average grape drop rate has reached 43.49 % in 
the past two years. Interview data (as shown in Table 1) and the history of Wangping village corroborate the prevalence of these 
phenomena. 

In the face of the sensitivity characteristics of natural vulnerability groups with weak accumulated capital and high ecological risks, 
fiscal support measures are generally adopted to intervene and reduce sensitivity. Therefore, implementing various agricultural 
subsidies and support protection policies, establishing a sound agricultural support protection system, and timely and fully disbursing 
funds to farmers through effective agricultural subsidy policies can increase the transfer income of such groups. This approach is 
helpful in significantly enhancing their livelihood resilience. 

The village government contributes 80% to the agricultural insurance for farmers. In the event of a natural disaster, the compensation 
amount is determined based on the extent of the losses. At the same time, the government provides villagers with temporary shelters and 
material assistance services (Village Director, interview data: HC2022051320). 

From the perspective of building resilience against vulnerability, farmers have adopted responsive actions such as seasonal fruit 
processing and seeking off-farm employment to mitigate natural risks. The government tends to enhance governance capabilities or 
explore alternative development paths, such as tourism development, land consolidation, and agricultural industries. With formal 
social support provided by the government as the mainstay, various entities, including local governments, village committees, business 
enterprises, and impoverished households, form a diverse social support network with multiple forms of assistance. 

The government encourages impoverished households to vigorously develop grape and apple industries. We have a grape industry demon-
stration park invested by the government. The village committee recruited me, allocated a piece of land for me to manage, and provides subsidies 
every year. The money from selling grapes belongs to us. It is through this initiative that our lives have gradually improved over the past two 
years. Without the help of the government and village committee before, life at home was very difficult (Villager W, Interview Data: 
HC2022051334). 

The government specifically encourages poor groups to develop other agriculture industries with strong soil adaptability. This 
ensures that they can earn additional income from the industry, allowing them to have a sustainable source of income and building 
long-term resilience. 

3.2.2. Risk characteristics and causes of physically vulnerable groups 
In the past five years, among the interviewed groups in the research area, major medical expenses due to illness have been the 

second leading cause of financial strain for families (as shown in Table 1). Physiologically vulnerable groups, despite the potential for 
improved labor productivity and the promotion of educational human capital accumulation contributing to economic growth, 
generally exhibit poor physical health and low educational levels. 

During the survey, it was observed that among the respondents who found it difficult to address most of their living issues through 
the minimum living allowance, the majority belonged to the group with primary school education or below, with a decreasing per-
centage as the educational level increased (as shown in Fig. 4). However, in Lantian County, the population with a cultural level above 
college accounts for 8.5 % of the total permanent population. Despite the higher education, this group faces poverty issues, with low 
cultural levels, weak family labor capacity, and a tendency to rely on livelihood maintenance through receiving minimum living al-
lowances and relief funds. They lack competitiveness in the job market and struggle to secure high-income employment positions. 

People from small and humble backgrounds, like us, have limited exposure and skills. My dad used to take care of my sick mom while 
working at the same time. However, as my mom’s condition worsened over time, he had to prioritize taking care of her, leaving no extra 
time to learn any specific skills. It has been seven or eight years since I graduated. At that time, due to concerns about the family situation, 
I didn’t think about going too far from home to find a job. I asked people in the village to help me find a job in a nearby factory (Villager Z, 
Interview Data: HC2022051324). 

Physiologically vulnerable groups exhibit relative disadvantages in terms of economic capacity, developmental abilities, and social 
rights. Lacking robust human capital, they may have either no capacity for labor or only partial labor capacity. Consequently, they 
often find themselves in situations of relative deprivation in terms of both capability and rights. 

Table 1 
The financial difficulties experienced in past 5 years. 

We have experienced many hail, frost, and flood disasters here. If there is a disaster in a year, the overall crop production will decrease by 
40 %–80 %. It generally takes 2 years from seedling to the fruiting stage, which means farmers will probably have no income for two 
years. It should be noted that 70 % of the villages’ annual income comes from fruit cultivation (village director, interview data: 
HC20220513).  

Environmental Factors NOH Subject Factors NOH Policy Factors NOH 

Natural Disaster 226 Children’s Education 127 Policy Changes 35 
Sudden Disaster 103 Illness 225 Household Registration System 97 
Crop Failure 205 Labor Shortage 214 Social Security System 62 

*NOH: Number of households. 
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In response to the low livelihood resilience and social marginalization sensitivity factors in the research area, the local government 
allocates 35 % of collective income to social security for physiologically vulnerable populations. For example, a certain proportion of 
collective enterprise income is set aside as the village collective public welfare fund, which is used to support the physiologically 
vulnerable groups in areas such as healthcare, education, and elderly care. This helps alleviate the issues arising from sensitivity 
factors. 

The local government focuses on the inherent strengths of poor individuals, establishing targeted vocational training centres and 
implementing diverse vocational training courses for new farmers. This approach promotes school-enterprise cooperation and en-
courages farmers to seek employment locally, stabilizing job positions. Through this process, poor farmers not only acquire practical 
professional skills, breaking away from traditional mindsets, but also broaden their social support networks and accumulate social 
capital. 

In non-vocational education, efforts are made to elevate the education level of the next generation in poor families, improving the 
intergenerational mobility of rural education and income. The options for vocational school education are expanded, increasing op-
portunities for children from poor families to pursue higher education. By enhancing the capabilities and intrinsic motivation of poor 
groups, their resilience to vulnerability risks is strengthened. In the face of future risk impacts, relatively poor and vulnerable groups 
can achieve self-support. 

3.2.3. Risk characteristics and causes of socially vulnerable groups 
In the face of risk shocks, according to a survey of 750 interviewed households, the number of families with an annual income 

below 50,000 yuan accounted for 35.52 % of the total. This group exhibits a relatively poor capacity for sustained income growth, 
making them susceptible to the impact of recurrent poverty risks. Moreover, they may face difficulties in promptly and effectively 
responding to the emergence and mitigation of such risks. Village government officials mentioned, that in the past two years, the 
number of identified impoverished households has not decreased, with no members exiting the poverty list. Such vulnerable groups 
need corresponding systems to protect their social rights, and lacking government support will increase the possibility of risk exposure 
and lead to the risk of poverty for vulnerable groups. At the same time, the path dependence on the social assistance system is the 
internal cause of the “waiting, relying, and needing” thinking, and it is also the key factor for the generation of risks. 

As shown in Fig. 5, rural household registration has far greater demand for policy concessions, medical subsidies, and education 
benefits than those with urban household registration. Due to the unbalanced distribution of policy-based social support forces, the 
viability of socially vulnerable groups such as rural migrants, low-income households, and non-registered marginal households has 
been deprived. Among the permanent population in the study area, the floating population is 74,002. Compared with the sixth national 
census in 2010, the floating population increased by 104.37 %. Due to the slow process of the stripping of registered permanent 

Fig. 4. Relationship between educational attainment and the ability of subsistence allowance to address most life issues.  
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residence welfare and the slow process of urbanization of the transferred peasant population, the rural floating population is in a 
vacuum of urban welfare resource sharing. The feasibility of the rural floating population in terms of political freedom, economic 
conditions, social opportunities, and protective guarantees is weakened, and then it is difficult to realize the instrumental freedom of 
the family, which is manifested in the easy occurrence of anomie such as ambiguity, conflict in the adjustment process of the rural 
minimum-security system. In addition, there are also groups of marginal households receiving minimum living allowances. Due to the 
rigid requirements of the policy, the government did not include them in the scope of assistance during the precise identification 
process. Facing issues such as children’s education, medical treatment, and elderly care, it is difficult for them to solve with their own 
abilities and resources. 

4. Result 

The key to consolidating the achievements of poverty alleviation in China and effectively connecting them with rural revitalization 
lies in the post-poverty stability. However, during the investigation, it was observed that while social support actions drive the 
evolution of sensitivity and resilience among the relatively poor groups, there are still practical difficulties in the specific assistance 
process. This leads to exposure of vulnerable groups to risks before receiving aid, making the poverty alleviation process more 
challenging and prone to falling into poverty traps (as shown in Fig. 6). After interviewing other poor families in Wangping Village, 
several problems regarding poverty alleviation are revealed. 

4.1. Fragmented social support and slow response cannot effectively reduce the vulnerability of the relatively poor people 

Fragmentation of functions at the grassroots level, amplifying the sensitivity of naturally vulnerable groups. The sensitive evolution 
of poverty vulnerability is closely related to the governance capacity of grassroots functionaries. High governance villages can 
effectively perform service functions and meet the needs of the relatively poor rural population for social support. While weak villages, 
on the other hand, are often constrained by conditions such as management models and are slow to respond to risk shocks. The types of 
management models of local governments today include two main types, one is a strip management model differentiated based on 
industry areas, and the other is a block management divided according to different administrative functions. For most local govern-
ments within the poverty alleviation sequence, the first model is often adopted. In practice, the development of poverty alleviation 
work in some areas lacks the sense of overall layout, replacing the whole with parts; some focus on strategic deployment and pay little 
attention to the effectiveness of implementation; some areas are difficult to supervise due to the vertical management of personnel 
authority, administrative authority, and financial authority, all of which are separated, as a result, poverty alleviation work is looser. In 
view of this, this management system with clear management boundaries and compartmentalization has blocked the two-way 
collaboration between the local government and the external environment, resulting in the dissipation of poverty alleviation re-
sources and duplication of construction, narrowing the benefits of poverty alleviation policies, and causing the scattering and in-
efficiency of government support. The impact of this problem will be magnified on the naturally vulnerable groups, directly leading to 
the survival dilemma of the damaged capital stock of farmers’ households in the affected areas. 

Most of the managers of social organizations in the village are part-time administrative staff in the Sub-district Office , who originally 
belong to the street office management, and the bulk of their salary is also issued by the Sub-district Office , therefore, their work in the 

Fig. 5. Influence of household registration system on the demand for social support.  
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social organizations are affected , because they still have jobs in the Sub-district Office , they must follow the leadership there (the 
secretary of village party branch , interview data: HC2022051322) 

The dispersal vertical relationships among social support subjects making it difficult to effectively pool and exert the effect of 
resources. With government implementation as an important subject of poverty governance, the relationship among the government, 
enterprises and social organizations is not coordinated. As a supplement to the government’s poverty alleviation governance, the social 
resources controlled by the market and social organizations are in a state of decentralized support, which cannot form a community 
scale effect. From the perspective of poverty vulnerability group sensitivity, this response cannot effectively concentrate social capital. 
In terms of the division of the relationship among the government and social organizations, the unequal affiliation makes social or-
ganizations suffer from the problem of role ambiguity and malfunction. Rural social organizations are manipulated by the township 
government and are marginal subjects of poverty governance, making it unable for them to realize the power of supervision and 
decision-making. In addition, the unclear division of labor, as well as the unclear powers and responsibilities of social organizations 
make it impossible for all subject resources to gather and concentrate on serving poor groups, reducing the utilization rate of resources, 
and inhibiting the vitality of social organizations to participate in poverty governance. 

We say that we are developing a new type of farmers’ cooperative here, but in fact many decisions are made internally. We have reported 
that the decisions are unreasonable and want to communicate with the top (government), but no one is listening (villager H, interview 
data: HC2022051315). 

As far as the government and enterprises are concerned, some enterprises participate in poverty governance based on the logic of 
profit maximization, attempting to obtain policy support for poverty alleviation in an “exchange of benefits for poverty alleviation” to 
create a branded business image. As a result of this utilitarian mentality, enterprises are not very dynamic in poverty governance, lack 
proactive responses, are dependent on government departments and have limited resource mobilization capacity. 

Deviation of the social support niche and multiple disturbances increase multiple vulnerabilities. The poor are exposed to multiple 
perturbations and are often unable to withstand risky shocks because of their own sensitive attributes and weak capacity for adaptation 

Fig. 6. Path diagram illustrating the evolution of sensitivity and resilience under the influence of social support challenges.  
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and transformation. Currently, the hollowing out of the population and the consequent dilution of the vernacular culture has led to a 
dilution of the vernacular cultural consensus at the household level, which has become a source of perturbation to the robustness of 
livelihoods. There is a massive exodus from the countryside. Aging and empty nesting have become common phenomena, and the 
traditional rural family support network has been broken. According to Parsons’ research theory, China is a family-oriented society, a 
social support system formed based on a differential order pattern. And Mr. Liang Shuming even believed that, compared with the 
individual and social orientation of Western societies, the relationship-oriented of Chinese society plays an important role in the social 
system, in which formal organizational relationships and kinship family relationships are often mutually reinforcing. Poor rural 
families, due to their scarce social capital and relationship networks, mainly seek help from family members when they encounter risky 
shocks. However, the rapid development of the urban economy, especially the rise of the platform economy, has led to a massive influx 
of young adults from rural areas into the cities, as the cities offer many low-threshold employment opportunities. The geographical 
distance between family members has increased and the frequency of their meetings has decreased, so that when the rural poor need to 
seek assistance from their relatives, their family members who are far away from home are left in a state of vacancy as the main body of 
family support, which increases the degree of vulnerability of the rural poor. 

4.2. Ineffectiveness: lack of formal institutional constraints and motivational support to create stable and sustained support for the resilience 
of the relatively poor 

Social support systems influence the extent to which people in relative poverty are harmed by short or long-term response actions 
that alter the reflection rate of the state of exposure to adverse disturbances. The more resilient a social support system is, the better it 
can respond to risk perturbations. In practice, coping actions in response to disturbances need to be optimized. 

Resilience risks in the context of disturbed horizontal relations. Horizontal relationships within the social support body include 
relationships within the government, between the Primary-level government in the township and the higher-level governments. In 
response to action, this paper attributes it to a long-term response to building resilience. In the actual development of poverty alle-
viation in concentrated poverty areas, collaborative governance between local governments and grassroots governments is essential. 
However, due to the imperfect communication mechanisms among various local governments and functional departments, and the 
interests and action logic of different government subjects, the undesirable phenomenon of mutual shirking and conflict among 
responsible subjects in poverty alleviation governance inevitably occur: 

For example, in the case of poverty alleviation in the village industry, our poverty alleviation department is responsible for the initial 
investment of funds, but the technical support and platform security of the industry at a later stage are services that other dedicated 
departments are responsible for docking. This often leads to each department being responsible for its own, not wanting to be responsible 
for a little more. The front-end department is only responsible for investment and the back-end department is only responsible for 
technology, leaving the middle part (the interface between the two) empty. (Village chief, interview data: HC2022051312). 

There is also a malfunction between the township government and the higher-level governments. On the one hand, there is 
insufficient integration of governance between the two, and many grassroots governments indulge in the rigidity of vertical directives, 
inspection and acceptance when implementing poverty alleviation policies, and adopt high-pressure methods tired of coping with 
tasks from higher levels, which can easily lead to a dysfunctional phenomenon of role falsification. On the other, the township gov-
ernment has created the problem of misplaced responsibility subjects in poverty alleviation work, i.e. a mismatch between the subject 
of responsibility and the assumption of responsibility. The failure of poverty alleviation to achieve the desired governance effect is 
influenced by multiple underlying causes, but in the case of current poverty alleviation responsibilities, this undoubtedly limits the 
flexibility of the main body of poverty governance at the grassroots level, an action that deepens vulnerability in other areas and 
undermines long-term resilience, increasing the risk of vulnerability of the rural poor. 

Lack of top-level design of social support systems and failure to build long-term resilience. Respondents have a strong perception of 
the plight of public service provision, such as incomplete social security programs and uneven distribution of social resources in rural 
areas. In terms of vulnerability resilience, there is a lack of broad and effective policy response at the government level. When rela-
tively poor groups are exposed to risk shocks, the existing social security system for the rural people is unable to cope with the adverse 
disturbances, leading to the vulnerable groups falling back into the poverty trap. In China’s rural areas, there are very few systems that 
can really play a role in social security, including rural endowment insurance, rural cooperative medical care, social assistance systems 
such as rural households enjoying five guarantees, low-income insurance, and some social welfare systems developed by local 
governments. 

However, the occupational security in the rural social security system is in a blank state, in which unemployment insurance, work- 
related injury insurance and other items are missing. With the industrialization of agriculture, the proportion of non-agricultural 
industries is gradually increasing, the employment structure of the rural labour force is being actively adjusted, and the number of 
rural people going to work outside the country, especially across provinces, is on the rise, thus increasing the demand for occupational 
security among the rural population. 

City life is so convenient! Take children’s schooling and the elderly’s retirement for example, urban children can go to good public schools 
even if their parents don’t work, but our rural children’s household registration is not in the city, even if we can find jobs here, our 
children have no chance to go to good schools in the city. In the years I worked as a nanny in the city, I saw that the urban elderly people 
have sufficient pension, living in the city could not spend all their monthly pensions, while the elderly people in our village had too little to 
spend (villager F, interview data: HC2022051309) 
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In contrast, in terms of building livelihood resilience, the coverage of free health services for the elderly is incomplete. When faced 
with the shock of disease risk, weak villages are limited by the level of rural medical technology and the number of mobile health 
service stations in township health centres, and are slow to respond to unexpected disasters, therefore relying on urban resources for 
relief. The difficulty of access to health care and treatment for rural residents poses a serious challenge. Such groups are unable to 
manage adaptively in the face of adversity. 

Lack of motivational support for poor groups to build livelihood resilience. In the face of current vulnerability, the government has 
adopted policy interventions and social assistance for the poor, but most of the rural vulnerable groups are less educated and find it 
more difficult to understand the spirit of policy documents, and the publicity of social security policies lacks specific relevance and a 
long-term response to build livelihood resilience. “poverty alleviation should increase people’s confidence first and help them acquire 
knowledge and skills ". To alleviate poverty, we must first support aspirations, and we must help people improve their knowledge and 
skills” has long been the focus of Secretary General Xi’s emphasis on poverty alleviation, and in local poverty governance, the poverty 
of vulnerable groups in terms of their conceptual understanding should be regarded as a priority element that needs to be addressed 
first. 

In the process of poverty eradication, formal social support functions cannot be achieved without the awakening of the self- 
subjective consciousness of the rural poor. Overall, the social support lacks the assistance and cultivation of poverty alleviation as-
pirations and the tenacious spirit among vulnerable groups in rural areas. An excessive amount of material and financial support in the 
form of handouts can only cultivate a sense of entitlement and dependence among certain individuals. Only by changing the structure 
of social support and helping them to establish poverty alleviation aspirations and a tenacious spirit can fundamentally solve poverty 
issues and mitigate the vulnerability and risks faced by relatively poor rural populations. 

5. Discussion 

While the current poverty alleviation efforts have made effective progress, the task of consolidating and expanding the achieve-
ments remains arduous, and the degree of vulnerability among the relatively poor groups remains high [48]. The fundamental reason 
for this vulnerability is that, under internal and external risk disturbances, the adaptability of various actors and policy interventions is 
challenging to restore the welfare losses caused by the impact of risks, leading to changes in the vulnerability status of the relatively 
poor groups [49]. Meanwhile, as the system is exposed to multiple disturbances, such as social networks, household livelihood de-
cisions, and environmental changes [50]. The differences in its inherent sensitivity, adaptability, and transformative capacity create a 
clear connection between state vulnerability and resilience. Factors in vulnerability outcomes may further deepen the degree of risk 
[58]. To address the fragmentation and inefficiency in the evolution of the “sensitivity-resilience” process, it is necessary to reshape the 
resilience of social support from the perspective of reducing sensitivity and rebuilding resilience. This involves restructuring social 
support mechanisms (see Fig. 7), to prevent and mitigate the vulnerability risks of rural relative poverty, and avoid large-scale relapse, 
and promote effective linkage between consolidating and expanding poverty alleviation achievements and rural revitalization [51]. 

5.1. Fragmented social support and slow response cannot effectively reduce the vulnerability of the relatively poor population 

Shift the logic of governance, mitigate the impact of multiple sensitivities with multiple subjects and forms. The effectiveness of the 

Fig. 7. Social support mechanism for resilience.  
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risk-resistance mechanism for preventing and resolving vulnerability relies on strong foundational power. The prevention of the risk of 
large-scale poverty return in the rural revitalization stage cannot be separated from a pluralistic approach to governance, and 
embedding foundational power in various forms will help form a permanent monitoring of the risk as well as establish a rapid detection 
and response mechanism to reduce the vulnerability sensitivity of the poor [52]. A social support network with multiple subjects and 
forms of support should be built, which is led by formal social support provided by the government, and complemented by the 
participation of social organizations, individual subjects, enterprises and businesses, and rural grassroots organizations. Social or-
ganizations are encouraged to combine their own strengths and, according to the actual situation of different vulnerable groups, to 
formulate practical measures to help the poor according to the principle of “what is lacking is what is needed”, to improve the ability of 
the poor to escape from poverty and increase their income [53]. On this basis, the public is encouraged to enrich their support through 
mainstream media. In the era of “We Media”, also known as self-media which refers to a form of media where individuals or small 
groups create, control, and distribute content, encouraging the rural poor to express their personal demands through mainstream 
information channels such as live internet platforms and new media can not only increase their chances of obtaining instrumental 
social support, but also give them emotional social support [54]. 

Restructuring the distribution of interests in social integration mechanisms and reducing the sensitivity of resource allocation 
structures. The 14th Five-Year Plan proposes to “establish a sound policy system for the equal exchange and two-way flow of urban and 
rural elements and promote the flow of more elements to the countryside” [55]. At present, there is a relative imbalance between urban 
and rural development, regional development, and industrial development in China’s rural development. Resources such as education, 
health and elderly care in rural areas are relatively lagging [56,57]. In the long run, this will lead to vulnerable groups falling back into 
the poverty trap [58,59]. Based on this, the existing resources of the social support system should be organised in the following three 
ways: Firstly, the state should adjust the structure of fiscal expenditure, with fiscal expenditure appropriately tilted towards rural 
areas. It should balance the distribution of social security resources, narrow the gap between rural and urban areas in terms of health 
care, school conditions and educational level, employment opportunities, and pensions, and strive for equal social opportunities for the 
rural poor. At the same time, it should insist on supplementing agriculture with industry and developing rural areas with urban areas to 
improve the efficiency of factor allocation as well as the integrated development of rural primary, secondary and tertiary industries. 
Secondly, the scope of social assistance recipients should also be expanded [60]. By ensuring efficient financial support, increasing 
financial investment, strengthening the construction of rural industries and infrastructure, and improving the reform of the market 
allocation of factors, a smooth and healthy development environment for the relatively poor rural population can be provided and the 
occurrence of risks can be reduced. Thirdly, the role of the third distribution should be emphasised to expand the sources of funding 
[61]. 

Expanding and raising the standard of social security, weaving a solid network of protection against vulnerability risks. The rural 
social security system is a social security system in which the state and society guarantee the basic livelihood of the rural population in 
accordance with the law [62]. On the one hand, with the rapid development of the platform economy, more and more villages are 
experiencing hollowed out and the social support base is gradually. The poor, especially the physiologically vulnerable, will not be able 
to withstand risky shocks due to their social capital and network of relationships [63]. On the other hand, China’s rural social security 
system is mainly based on ensuring basic protection for the most vulnerable [64]. For those who suffer from natural disasters, 
disability, or other low-income citizens, the main support comes in the form of material assistance and social aid. However, with the 
restructuring of the agricultural industry, more and more rural people are becoming new agricultural operators or flexible employment 
groups, but the rural social security system lacks effective Occupation guarantee for such groups, making them a group with a higher 
risk of vulnerability. In the post-poverty alleviation era, it is necessary to coordinate the active actions of finance, agriculture and rural 
areas, social security, civil affairs, and other departments to strengthen the basic protection for low-income groups and implement 
mechanisms to help needy groups, to prevent them from returning to poverty due to illness and old age [65]. At the same time, 
vulnerable risk groups without job security are in urgent need of support from relevant national social security policies, which can be 
improved by perfecting top-level design, steadily increasing the reasonable guidance for flexibly employed migrant worker groups to 
participate in basic medical insurance for employees and basic pension insurance for urban workers in accordance with regulations, 
promoting employment and entrepreneurship assistance, and gradually realizing the equalization of social security policy services in 
urban and rural areas. 

5.2. Break through inefficiencies and recreate long-term mechanisms for the resilience of the vulnerability of the relatively poor 

Establishing and improving mechanisms to help low-income rural people and less developed areas and improving the overall 
development of areas that have escaped poverty are important parts of the consolidation and expansion of rural revitalization and 
effective linkage [66]. At this stage, the main position of people who have escaped from poverty should be respected. It should be 
insisted that rural revitalization is developed for farmers and rural construction is built for farmers. Meanwhile, reshaping the 
subjectivity of relatively poor people in modern development, and promoting the formation of an effective endogenous risk-resistance 
mechanism are also necessary. 

Stimulate the consciousness of rural vulnerable groups and encourage them. Giving full play to the main role of the relatively poor 
population and stimulating the endogenous motivation for rural revitalization are the keys to success in the fight against poverty. As 
the labour quality of the rural poor is generally low, local governments need to specifically develop a new vocational training operation 
mechanism for farmers that is suitable for the economic and industrial environment of that local area. With a specific focus on the poor 
individuals’ own strengths, they should rely on targeted vocational training bases, develop diversified forms of vocational training 
courses for new farmers, and promote school-enterprise cooperation to promote employment for farmers in their local areas and 
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stabilize their jobs. At the same time, improving the quality of employment services such as career counselling and guidance for 
vulnerable groups in rural areas. In this process, poor farmers not only learn professional skills and weaken their traditional ideology, 
but also broaden their social support network and accumulate social capital [67]. In terms of non-vocational education, the imple-
mentation of 12 years of free and compulsory education will effectively raise the level of education for the children of poor families 
[68] and improve intergenerational mobility [69] in rural education and income. As teachers in rural areas are less qualified than that 
of national average level [70], rural youths often do not have the advantage of being admitted to general high schools because of their 
performance in secondary school examinations. Therefore, the “general-vocational stream” education models such as Business, En-
gineering, IT and Health and Social Care should be improved, broadening the options of vocational education, and increasing the 
opportunities for children from poor families to receive higher education [71]. In this way, the resilience of poor people to vulner-
ability risks is enhanced by improving their own capacity and endogenous motivation. As a result, when faced with risk shocks in the 
future, the relatively poor and vulnerable groups can support themselves. 

Give full play to the function of intra-family support networks to effectively enhance the resilience of families of vulnerable risk 
groups. Blood relations are still the main source of social support, so seeking support from blood or kinship relations such as parents 
and siblings is an important strategy for relatively poor groups [72]. Specifically, people tend to seek social support based on their 
environment and social status, with urban residents preferring working relations and rural residents preferring blood ties. Family ties 
are therefore particularly important for poor families in rural areas. When families face crises and difficulties, the power of family 
members to help each other is often the strongest. The quality of family relationships and the degree of estrangement directly affect the 
attitude of the entire family towards poverty and the way they jointly cope with difficulties. Under the trend of population exodus [73], 
the government needs to guide enterprises, social organizations, and other social forces to collaboratively build a social network of 
relationships for the poor and guide rural community social organizations to carry forward the tradition of mutual assistance among 
neighbors and develop a social support system centred on mutual assistance in production, old age and relief, so as to enhance the 
resilience of vulnerable and at-risk populations. At the same time, community social work service organizations are encouraged to 
provide the necessary support and assistance to families at risk of physical and natural vulnerability in the community [74], including 
information and advice, resource provision, volunteer matchmaking assistance, problem assessment and other related services, and to 
guide party members to participate in support services for families at risk of vulnerability, and assist them in building social support 
networks and enriching the types of support resources to effectively reduce such families’ vulnerability sensitivity. 

Promote income growth to help build the livelihood resilience of vulnerable risk groups. In the face of the sensitivity characteristics 
of naturally vulnerable groups with weak cumulative capital and high ecological risk, financial support is generally used to intervene 
accordingly to reduce the sensitivity level [75]. Therefore, by implementing various policies to support and benefit farmers, for 
example improving the agricultural support and protection system, distributing agricultural funds to farmers in full and on time, and 
increasing the transfer income of such groups, can significantly improve their livelihood resilience. For the risk of mismatch of social 
resources faced by socially vulnerable groups and the risk of marginalization of social rights faced by physically vulnerable groups, 
measures can be taken to enhance their technological and cultural literacy through improving the vocational education and skills 
training system, building a platform for matching information on supply and demand of rural labour, and improving employment 
support policies to promote income for the socially vulnerable groups to achieve stable employment. At the same time, exploring the 
reform of property rights of rural collective assets, developing and strengthening the rural collective economy, and increasing the 
property income of farmers are also important means to enhance the sustainable livelihood resilience of the socially vulnerable groups. 

Give play to the function of legal protection and provide the base for the guarantee of long-term resilience building. In social 
support for the rural poor, legal support is not only a compulsory guarantee to bind the various support subjects to complete their social 
support work in accordance with the law, but also a weapon used by the rural disadvantaged to defend their legitimate rights and 
interests [76]. The construction of regulations should be improved so that precise poverty alleviation can “really help the poor” and 
“help the real poor”. First, in the process of precise poverty alleviation, cases of misappropriation of poverty alleviation funds, inaction 
of cadres, or superficial work still exist, and these phenomena require us to speed up the improvement of existing laws and regulations. 
Only by establishing a sound construction of binding systems and regulations can poverty alleviation work be put into practice, so that 
poverty alleviation funds can be used for the poor areas, the poor and weak that really need help. Secondly, it is not enough to have a 
binding system. The law, as the minimum guarantee of social order and morality, is the bottom line of morality and, it is necessary to 
tighten this red line. For example, the punishment system should also be included into the regulations, so that those who are corrupt 
and seek personal benefits in poverty alleviation work can be punished accordingly [77]. Furthermore, the construction of an 
assessment system for poverty alleviation work should be improved, with clear rewards and punishments, to give cadres both the 
motivation to help the poor and the fence that they dare not slacken off. In addition, the vulnerable groups in rural areas should use 
their legal weapons to defend their rights and interests. This requires that social support should be given to the vulnerable groups in 
rural areas so that they can have the law to follow. 

6. Conclusion 

The paper employs the “sensitivity-resilience” framework to identify vulnerability factors and explore social support challenges. 
The study reveals that rural vulnerable groups are influenced by both external adverse disturbances and internal structural de-
ficiencies. In terms of sensitivity, the main manifestations include ecological risks and weak cumulative capital, lack of livelihood 
resilience and social marginalization, inadequate public service provision, and weak policy support. Resilience is primarily exhibited 
through policy responsiveness, heterogeneity in subject characteristics, and the status of the social support system. In the evolution of 
the “sensitivity-resilience” dynamics, the social support actions arising from vulnerability challenges can, in turn, feedback to generate 
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sources of disturbance or intervene in large-scale relapse processes. Based on this, the exploration of new paths for social support needs 
to integrate social support theories. Through mechanisms that resist relapse risks and promote subjective reshaping, a comprehensive 
approach is required to construct a preventive mechanism for large-scale relapse risks. This approach aims to consolidate and expand 
the achievements of poverty alleviation and effectively connect them with rural revitalization. 

Poverty remains widespread to date, with a significant number of impoverished populations in Sub-Saharan Africa, Central Asia, 
Latin America, and some island nations in the Pacific and Atlantic regions. Developed countries in Europe and North America also 
experience a certain proportion of their populations falling below the poverty line. Moreover, with the risks of climate crises, resource 
shortages, and the dismantling of traditional global industries, there is a potential significant increase in the impoverished population 
globally. Therefore, through an empirical study of 750 rural households in China, this paper integrates vulnerability, resilience, social 
support, and poverty governance, contributing theoretical innovations and governance practices. It brings Chinese wisdom to global 
poverty governance, advancing the construction of a “human destiny community for poverty eradication.” Of course, the study still has 
some shortcomings and areas for further exploration. While it identifies characteristics and causes of vulnerability and resilience, 
breaks down short-term/long-term responses and dilemmas to alleviate vulnerability and build resilience from the perspective of social 
support, it still lacks exploration of the connection between vulnerability and resilience. In future research, besides adaptability, 
“disturbance-action” may serve as one of the connecting bridges. 
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