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Problem: In early 2024, the Lao People's Democratic Republic experienced a surge in dengue cases approaching levels
of its 2013 epidemic, underscoring the persistent threat of dengue during the monsoon season. Although awareness of
preventive behaviours is high, inconsistent adoption has limited their effectiveness.

Context: In response, the Ministry of Health, in collaboration with the World Health Organization, implemented an
innovative, humour-driven risk communication and community engagement (RCCE) campaign targeting individuals who
perceived dengue as a routine health concern.

Action: To capture attention and increase message retention, the April to September campaign employed an actor dressed
as a giant mosquito who deliberately and humorously interrupted daily activities. The strategy used pre-tested materials,
a strong social media presence, and television and radio to promote mosquito control, symptom recognition and timely
medical care for severe dengue. The impact was assessed through nationwide phone and online surveys and social media
analytics.

Outcome: The campaign reached almost 2.9 million unique users (68.2% of whom were using the country’s most popular
social media platform), generating more than 27 million content views and 86 342 interactions. Post-campaign surveys
indicated a sharp rise in public concern about dengue (from 21% [42/200] to 56% [224/400], indicating they were “very
concerned”) and high awareness of key messages, with 81% (324/400) stating they would seek immediate care for severe
symptoms. The humour-based approach was rated as appealing or very appealing by 76% (304/400) of respondents, with
90% (360/400) reporting increased likelihood of preventive action.

Discussion: These findings demonstrate that culturally relevant, humour-based RCCE, integrated across digital and

traditional media, may be effective in enhancing awareness and shifting perceptions.

PROBLEM

n early 2024, the Lao People's Democratic Republic
experienced a sharp increase in reported dengue virus
cases, reaching levels comparable to the country’s
major 2013 outbreak, which recorded 44 171 cases
and 95 deaths.! This surge highlighted the persistent
and serious threat dengue poses to public health in the
country and its population of 7.78 million, especially
during the tropical monsoon season from June to
September, when environmental conditions, such as
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increased rainfall, create favourable habitats for mosquito
breeding and enhance virus transmission.?3

Although awareness of preventive measures, such
as eliminating mosquito breeding sites and protecting
against mosquito bites, is relatively high and has been a
focus for previous promotions undertaken by the Ministry
of Health and provincial and district authorities, survey
data suggest these practices are not consistently adopted
across communities.* This gap between knowledge and
actual behaviour hampers efforts to reduce mosquito
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populations and control disease spread. Given dengue’s
recurring outbreaks, sustaining preventive actions over
time is crucial to minimizing future surges.®

Effective dengue control requires broad and
consistent adoption of critical behaviours, including
removing standing water, using personal protective
measures and promptly seeking medical care when
severe symptoms appear; delays in seeking treatment
contribute to dengue fatalities in the country. Timely
treatment at designated hospitals is essential to prevent
severe illness and fatalities. Without ongoing behavioural
change supported by community engagement to address
these gaps, the country remains vulnerable to repeated
outbreaks that strain health-care resources and negatively
affect socioeconomic conditions.”

CONTEXT

Dengue fever is a mosquito-borne, viral disease endemic
to the Lao People's Democratic Republic, regularly
causing outbreaks.! The primary vector responsible for
transmission is the Aedes aegypti mosquito, which thrives
in tropical and subtropical environments. The country’s
tropical monsoon climate, marked by distinct wet and
dry seasons, creates optimal conditions for mosquito
breeding, particularly during the rainy season from June
to September.® During this period, increased rainfall
results in the widespread accumulation of stagnant water,
forming abundant mosquito habitats and elevating the
risk of dengue transmission.?3

Dengue infections can range from mild febrile iliness
to severe dengue haemorrhagic fever, which can be fatal
without proper treatment.3 Several ongoing challenges
contribute to the persistent transmission of dengue in
the country, including inconsistent community adoption
of preventive behaviours and difficulties sustaining
effective vector control programmes. Rapid urbanization,
population growth and inadequate sanitation further
facilitate mosquito breeding and disease transmission.>
Climate change is also expected to worsen the situation.!

The country has historically experienced cyclical
dengue outbreaks every few years, with major epidemics
reported in 2013 and 2019.” These recurrent surges place
considerable strain on the country’s public health resources
and underscore the need to strengthen prevention and
response efforts. As a result, the Ministry of Health, in
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collaboration with the World Health Organization (WHO)
and other partners, has prioritized the enhancement of
surveillance systems and case management to reduce
fatalities, expanding public education initiatives and
implementing innovative strategies to reduce dengue
transmission and its overall impact across the nation.*

ACTION

In early 2024, to enhance dengue mitigation efforts
amid a surge of cases, a humour-driven communication
campaign was developed by the Ministry of Health’s
Center for Health Strategic Initiatives (CHSI), with
technical and financial support from WHO. The strategy
particularly targeted the 55% of the population (4.25
million) who use Facebook, the country’s most popular
digital platform, while also engaging traditional media
and implementing village outreach to include other
groups. Central to the campaign was an actor dressed
as a mosquito who was portrayed as deliberately and
humorously bothersome to people trying to go about
their daily activities (Fig. 1 and 2). These striking visuals
were designed to capture attention and engage social
media audiences, and drew on tropes that had been
well received during previous campaigns in the country.
Conducted from April to September 2024, the campaign
specifically targeted individuals who were indifferent to
dengue or saw it as a routine health concern (Fig. 1 and
2).

Humour was chosen as the primary tool because,
although it requires cultural context and alignment,
it effectively draws attention and encourages active
listening and information retention.®. When people
laugh, they become more receptive, enabling important
health messages to be communicated in a positive,
approachable and non-intimidating way.® Additionally,
leveraging humour through social media was identified by
local practitioners as the most cost-effective approach,
offering wide reach at relatively low expense.

Incorporating behavioural insights was central to
shaping the campaign materials to achieve the greatest
possible impact. Public engagement with the humour-
based campaign was assessed using a mixed-methods
approach to capture both reach and audience response.
A nationwide phone survey of 500 respondents was
conducted in October 2024 to gather representative
insights from diverse geographical and demographic
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Fig. 1. Humour-based images used in the dengue awareness campaign, Lao People’s Democratic Republic,
April-September 2024

“Be careful! Dengue is spreading!” The dengue awareness campaign used a human-sized giant mosquito, strategically designed to use humour to engage audiences.

Source: materials created by Chongkham Phonekeo, Information, Education and Communication Materials Artist, WHO Representative Office for the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic/Center for Health Strategic Initiatives, Ministry of Health, Lao People’s Democratic Republic.

Fig. 2. Humour-based videos used in the dengue awareness campaign, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 2024
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The human-sized mosquito in the dengue awareness campaign was designed to capture attention, provoke reflection and engage audiences who often perceived
dengue as a routine health concern.

Source: materials created by Chongkham Phonekeo, Information, Education and Communication Materials Artist, WHO Representative Office for the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic/Center for Health Strategic Initiatives, Ministry of Health, Lao People’s Democratic Republic.
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groups. In addition, three nationwide online surveys,
each with 1000 respondents, were implemented at
key intervals before the campaign launch (July 2023),
immediately after its conclusion (September 2024) and
during a follow-up phase (October 2024), to track changes
in awareness, perceptions and intended behaviours over
time. Complementing these surveys, comprehensive
social media analytics were employed to quantify content
reach, audience interactions and engagement patterns
across Facebook.

Campaign materials were pre-tested to ensure
resonance with the target audience, including with
remote and rural communities. Promotion focused
heavily on social media, emphasizing key messages
such as mosquito control, symptom recognition and
timely referral for severe dengue cases. Complementing
digital outreach, the CHSI engaged with traditional media
channels, including television and radio, to provide regular
advice, warnings, updates on dengue case counts and
other relevant information.

Recognizing that mass media cannot reach every
community in the country, the CHSI and WHO undertook
community focus group discussions and observational
sessions around households in representative communities
to identify factors that were successful in encouraging
effective behavioural change, such as encouraging more
involvement by village authorities and proactive outreach
by health centre staff, and related behavioural insights,
for potential integration into future outreach (Fig. 3).

OUTCOME

The dengue awareness campaign yielded strong results
on social media engagement, public awareness and
behavioural intent. Continually updating campaign
materials throughout the dengue season proved highly
effective in maintaining audience interest. In addition, it
provided a strong foundation for informing communication
strategies and content development for 2025, with
revised and updated materials in use at the time of this
publication.

On social media, the campaign achieved extensive
reach and engagement. Content was viewed approximately
27 million times by almost 2.9 million unique users
(reaching 68.2% of the country’s 4.25 million Facebook
users),® generating more than 86 342 comments, likes
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and shares. Video content was particularly successful,
receiving more than 4.6 million views of at least 15
seconds, including 804 148 long-form views exceeding
60 seconds. These metrics demonstrate the campaign’s
ability to capture and sustain public attention across
multiple platforms.

Survey data further underscore the campaign’s
impact on public perception and awareness. The October
2024 national phone survey revealed that after the
campaign, respondents ranked dengue as the country’s
most urgent health concern. Similarly, online surveys
showed a significant increase in public concern, with
the proportion of individuals who reported being “very
concerned” about dengue rising from 21% (42/200)
before the campaign to 56% (224/400) afterwards.

The campaign also effectively delivered key
public health messages and encouraged preventive
behaviours. Awareness of critical messaging was high,
with 81% (324/400) of respondents indicating they
would immediately visit a hospital or health centre if
they suspected severe dengue symptoms. Additionally,
the humorous giant mosquito theme resonated strongly
with audiences: 76% (304/400) of respondents rated
the campaign as appealing or very appealing, and 90%
(360/400) reported that it increased their likelihood of
taking action to prevent dengue transmission. Together,
these outcomes demonstrate the campaign’s success in
enhancing both people’s awareness of and motivation to
engage in protective behaviours against dengue.

The humour-driven risk communication and
community engagement (RCCE) campaign was one
part of a multicomponent dengue reduction campaign
implemented by authorities that included high-level
political engagement, vector control activities and
enhanced case management. Importantly, epidemiological
data showed a significantly flattened curve of dengue case
numbers in 2024, although attributing this change to any
one or all parts of the government’s dengue response is
not possible with the data currently available.

DISCUSSION

The sharp rise in dengue cases in the Lao People's
Democratic Republic in early 2024, which reached levels
comparable to the major 2013 outbreak, highlights the
ongoing challenge dengue poses as a significant public
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Fig. 3.

WHO teams visiting communities to better understand knowledge, attitudes and behaviours around

vector control, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 2024
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Photo: World Health Organization Representative Office for the Lao People’s Democratic Republic.

health threat. Despite relatively widespread awareness
of preventive measures, their inconsistent practice has
contributed to sustained dengue transmission. This gap
between knowledge and action emphasizes the urgent
need for strategies that effectively motivate behavioural
change. These challenges reflect broader trends in
endemic regions where environmental factors, such as the
tropical monsoon climate and rapid urbanization, create
ideal conditions for mosquito breeding and increased
disease transmission.!™>

The dengue awareness campaign centred on a
humorous giant mosquito and demonstrated the potential
of developing innovative communication strategies
to engage populations who may be indifferent to or
disengaged from dengue prevention. Given the level of
indifference to dengue among the intended audience, the
use of humour, based on tropes that had been effectively
deployed in the country previously, resonated culturally
as the campaign reflected everyday life but in comedic
ways. Thus, it effectively captured public attention,

https://ojs.wpro.who.int/

enhanced message retention and conveyed important
health information in a non-threatening manner. This
approach aligns with behavioural science insights showing
that positive emotional engagement increases receptivity
and encourages protective actions.®19 It highlights that
humour must be both culturally and contextually aligned
to resonate with people, while emphasizing the need
for a considered approach to avoid the risk of audience
backlash and to ensure that official advice does not
undermine the seriousness of the issue.

The campaign’s implementation across multiple
platforms including social media, television and radio
ensured broad reach and accessibility across diverse
demographic groups. Impressive social media metrics,
with more than 27 million views and nearly 3 million
unigue users, combined with strongly positive survey
responses, indicated successful public engagement.
Notably, the marked increase in public concern about
dengue following the campaign signalled an important
shiftin risk perception, a key driver of protective behaviour.
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Furthermore, the campaign successfully translated
increased awareness into intentions to adopt preventive
measures. A high proportion of respondents indicated
that they would promptly seek medical care for severe
dengue symptoms, and that the giant mosquito
character had strongly resonated with them. Most of
the participants rated the campaign as appealing and
reported an increased likelihood that they would engage
in mosquito control activities. These results suggest
enhanced community readiness to address dengue risk
effectively, and were reflected by the continuation and
expansion of the campaign in 2025. However, additional
research is necessary to determine whether there was
long-term behavioural change and to confirm whether
intention translated into action. (There was limited scope
to assess the long-term effects of the 2024 campaign
due to the emergency nature of the outbreak.)

Similarly, sustaining behavioural change in endemic
settings requires ongoing public engagement. While the
survey results were highly positive, with both phone and
online survey data aligning, online data were self-reported
and sourced from social media users, potentially creating
a slight bias towards over-reporting the impact, and
highlighting a broader challenge to RCCE in the country’s
context. While more than 55% of the population uses
Facebook, enabling rapid interaction with compelling
content, modern mass communication tools, including
TV and radio, remain inaccessible for a substantial
proportion of the population, including ethnic minorities
living in remote areas. Thus, costly, dedicated outreach
in local languages and dialects is required, despite
limited resources. The seasonal and recurrent nature
of dengue outbreaks calls for the continual monitoring
and adaptation of communication strategies to maintain
vigilance and prevent message fatigue. Future efforts
could benefit from localized messaging tailored to specific
communities, expanded outreach efforts and enhanced
prioritization of dengue by officials beyond the health
sector.

The resolution of structural challenges is critical
in complementing communication initiatives, such
as through the improvement of health-care access,
clinical management approaches and vector control
infrastructure. Ensuring that these efforts are addressed
in line with the national dengue strategy, under its
comprehensive dengue control framework, will equip the
country to reduce the disease burden sustainably.
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This humour-centred communication campaign
provided valuable insights into effective public health
messaging in a resource-limited setting where dengue is
endemic. By leveraging behavioural insights and combining
digital tools with traditional media, the campaign not only
raised awareness but also positively influenced public
attitudes and behavioural intentions towards dengue
prevention. These findings support ongoing innovation
and investment in culturally relevant, evidence-based
communication strategies as vital elements of successful
dengue control programmes.
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