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Background and current 
landscape
From January 1st, 2022 to October 6th, 2024, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC) reported 6,169 confirmed Mpox cases, 31,350 suspected 
cases, and 992 deaths (WHO, 2024a). Although the cases began in DRC, 
they have since begun to spread even to countries where it is not endemic, 
such as Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda (Africa CDC, 2024; WHO, 
2024b). In response to this surge, the African CDC declared Mpox a Public 
Health Emergency of Continental Security on August 13, 2024. A day later, 
the World Health Organization followed suit, declaring Mpox a public health 
emergency of international concern.

Mpox represents a dire threat to public health. We believe that behavioral 
science can play a crucial role in understanding and managing the Mpox 
threat as effective management of public health requires understanding and 
managing human behavior. However, behavioral science alone may not be 
enough: pandemics spread through complex networks of human behavior 
that we call behavioral systems (Diaz del Valle, Wendel, & Jang, 2023); 
responding effectively to Mpox may therefore require an interdisciplinary 
toolkit that integrates qualitative and quantitative methods from across 
psychology, behavioral economics, anthropology, political science, systems 
analysis, and computational methods to understand how individual behaviors 
fit within larger systems, and how these systems can, in turn, be changed 
through effective targeting of behavioral interventions within them. In the 
remainder of this Groundwork, we review what is known about Mpox and the 
response of multilateral organizations to Mpox. We conclude that the effective 
integration of behavioral science and systems analysis through the behavioral 
systems approach may aid Mpox response through enhancing community 
engagement and coordinating research and learning activities.
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Mpox consists of two strains, referred to as Clade I and Clade II. The 2022 
Mpox outbreak, which to date has totaled over 106,000 cases across 123 
countries, was caused by an outbreak of Clade II Mpox (WHO, 2024a). In 
contrast, the latest Mpox emergency has been driven by Clade I (Ia and Ib) 
Mpox, which is associated with a higher rate of severe infections and a higher 
mortality rate (WHO, 2024a). Mpox transmission can occur through human-
to-human close physical contact (sexual or non-sexual) and through human-
to-animal contact. The Clade Ib outbreak in the DRC’s non-endemic provinces 
has predominantly spread through female sex workers and their clients. In 
recent weeks, countries outside of Africa, including Sweden and Thailand, 
have begun reporting their first Clade Ib cases (WHO, 2024a). Outside Africa, 
transmission has predominantly affected men who have sex with men through 
sexual contact (Ndembi et al., 2024; WHO, 2024a). 

Several populations, including children, immunocompromised individuals, 
such as HIV patients, and pregnant women, are at increased risk for severe 
Mpox infection (WHO, 2024a). In the DRC’s endemic provinces, primarily 
involving Clade Ia Mpox, the majority of cases and deaths are among children 
under age 15; estimated mortality rates in children under 15 years old in these 
areas reach up to 8% (WHO, 2024a). In Nigeria, children under the age of 10 
are currently leading in the confirmed cases of Mpox as of September 1, 2024 
(NCDC, 2024). Vulnerable populations, such as internally displaced people 
(IDP) and sex workers, are also at higher risk of contracting Mpox (WHO, 
2024b). 

The Mpox response is hindered by systemic challenges, such as cross-border 
movement. Other behavioral factors, such as perceptions that Mpox is low 
risk, stigma, and low awareness or knowledge of its transmission, further 
hinder proper Mpox management. These challenges are further compounded 
by limited access to diagnostics, therapeutics, and vaccines in Africa, high 
rates of HIV co-infection, and inadequate surveillance and diagnostic capacity 
in the hardest-hit countries (Adamu et al., 2024; Ndembi et al., 2024; WHO, 
2024a).
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So far, multilateral organizations dealing with health have mainly responded 
in three primary ways: 

a. ensuring equitable access to vaccines and other medical supplies,
b. engaging communities to promote disease surveillance and prevention, 

and
c. coordinating stakeholders to promote learning and research.

Below we outline the specifics of the responses by some of the multilateral 
organizations.

World Health Organization (WHO)

On August 26, 2024, the WHO launched its ‘Mpox global strategic 
preparedness and response plan,’ which detailed its response to the Mpox 
emergency over the six months from September 2024 to February 2025. In 
its response plan, the WHO emphasizes “surveillance, research, equitable 
access to medical countermeasures, and community empowerment” (WHO, 
2024a). Its strategy comprises five components, namely (a) strengthened 
surveillance and detection, (b) enhanced community protection, (c) safe 
and scalable care, (d) equitable access to medical countermeasures, and (e) 
emergency coordination (WHO, 2024a). According to a statement released by 
the WHO, the WHO and its partners (including UNICEF, Africa CDC, Gavi, the 
Pan Health American Health Organization, and others) are prioritizing vaccine 
access and production, in addition to ‘infection prevention and control, and 
risk communication and community engagement’ (WHO, 2024c).

Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance

Gavi declared an emergency for the Mpox outbreak and outlined three 
measures, which were approved in June 2024: (a) establishing a global 
stockpile of Mpox vaccines from 2026-2031, (b) supporting the outbreak 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=LwXPdP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=LwXPdP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=LwXPdP
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response in the DRC and its surrounding countries in the immediate term, and 
(c.) Investing in a learning agenda so that current responses can inform future 
efforts to combat Mpox.

In the short term, Gavi is focusing on vaccine response by repurposing funds 
for the direct procurement and donation of Mpox vaccines, as well as working 
with countries and other partners to design rapid-response vaccination 
campaigns (Gavi, 2024b). To date, Gavi has allocated USD $2.9 million to the 
vaccine response in the DRC (Gavi, 2024a).

USAID

USAID has allocated an additional $35 million in urgent health assistance to 
enhance response efforts for the Clade I Mpox in Central and Eastern Africa 
(USAID, 2024a). USAID’s assistance covers surveillance support, diagnostic 
services, risk communication and community involvement, infection prevention 
and control measures, as well as vaccination and coordination efforts. As 
part of these initiatives, USAID has donated more than 50,000 doses of the 
Jynneos vaccine to countries such as DRC and Nigeria as of August 21, 2024, 
and is coordinating with other  international stakeholders, and countries with 
Mpox vaccine stockpiles to deliver additional vaccines to the countries in need 
(USAID, 2024b).
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How systemic behavioral 
science can enhance Mpox 
response
Following a period of rapid epidemic growth from May to August 2022, 
Mpox diagnosis decreased in Europe and the Americas, though low-level 
transmission persisted. To investigate the factors behind this decline, a 
retrospective survey was conducted among LGBTQ+ respondents across 23 
countries in Europe and the Americas. The findings revealed that 50.9% of 
participants modified their sexual behavior in response to the global MPXV 
clade IIb outbreak, with 93.2% reducing the number of sexual partners and 
significant proportions avoiding group sex (88.4%), sex-on-premises venues 
(84.6%), and chemsex (53.6%). Additionally, 79.8% expressed a willingness 
to adapt their behavior again if necessary (Prochazka et al., 2024). These 
findings align with previous studies, indicating that behavioral changes, rather 
than vaccination alone, played a crucial role in the reduction of transmission 
by the end of 2022 (Delaney et al., 2022; Shamier & Jonas, 2024; Wang et al., 
2024).

Behavioral science plays a crucial role in promoting equitable access to 
vaccines and supplies, enhancing surveillance and prevention through 
community engagement, and coordinating research and learning activities, 
which are the key response areas being implemented worldwide. Achieving 
access, fostering community engagement, and effectively coordinating 
stakeholders requires an understanding of the behavioral barriers that hinder 
access, the community’s responses to engagement efforts, and the most 
effective strategies for aligning diverse stakeholder goals and objectives 
(Ashworth et al., 2021). These are all fundamentally behavioral problems and 
therefore necessitate a behaviorally informed approach. Yet vaccine access, 
community engagement, and stakeholder coordination are not just behavioral 
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problems, as a variety of cultural, political, and systemic factors affect the 
success of these and other pandemic surveillance and prevention efforts 
(Adamu et al., 2024, Ndembi et al., 2024). Thus, approaches that consider 
systemic and behavioral factors in combination, such as systemic behavioral 
science (Diaz del Valle, Wendel, & Jang, 2023), may be necessary to effectively 
combat Mpox. In the sections below, we consider some potential interventions 
that unite systemic and behavioral factors that could be usefully deployed in 
Mpox response.

Community engagement for surveillance, prevention, and control

Community engagement is crucial for effective disease surveillance, risk 
communication, and building trust in health programs and authorities at the 
grassroots level, which ultimately strengthens the resilience of health systems. 
However, key challenges observed during the COVID-19 response included 
inadequate and ineffective ‘bottom-up’ community engagement approaches 
(Gilmore et al., 2020). This gap diminished the effectiveness of the response, 
particularly by undermining trust in the strategies employed. For example, 
a study investigating trust levels in health authorities, governments, news 
media, and experts across eight countries during the COVID-19 pandemic 
revealed that trust in health experts was significantly higher than trust in 
politicians (Schluter et al., 2023). Meanwhile, trust in governments was a 
significant predictor of adherence to public health guidelines and vaccine 
uptake (Williams et al., 2021). Therefore, a lack of trust in political leaders 
can lead to decreased compliance with health recommendations and lower 
vaccination rates. The findings underscore the necessity of strengthening 
local health systems and institutions to enhance their credibility and foster 
greater trust within communities.

Considering the critical role of behavioral factors in the emergence, spread and 
control of disease, the WHO supports using behavioral science for community 
engagement to improve action by collecting evidence with and about 
communities (WHO 2023). This strategy emphasizes the development of 
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responsive and equitable policies, such as ensuring fair access to vaccinations 
and health information. It prioritizes the involvement of community members 
in the planning and implementation of interventions, including the co-creation 
of health messages and campaigns that resonate with local populations. 
Additionally, the strategy aims to promote the adoption and dissemination 
of healthy behaviors, which include adhering to public health guidelines, 
practicing safe sex, maintaining fewer and exclusive sexual partners, avoiding 
risky sexual activities, and upholding personal hygiene standards. By fostering 
community engagement in these areas, the strategy seeks to enhance public 
health outcomes and build resilience during health crises (WHO 2023). At a 
systems level, transparent, clear, and consistent communications to maintain 
trust in local institutions, combat misinformation, and deter conspiracy 
theories are paramount through local stakeholders (Lewandowsky et al., 
2023; Williams et al., 2021). Studies have also underscored the importance of 
making communication and adherence to guidelines accessible and culturally 
relevant for marginalized or vulnerable groups, who face additional barriers 
to accessing information and complying with guidelines (Lewandowsky et 
al., 2023; Williams et al., 2021). To achieve this, it is important that scientific 
findings be translated into clear messages that the public can understand and 
act upon (Perrault, Hildenbrand, Nyaga, 2019).   

Frameworks for guiding community engagement, such as the Four R’s—
Reciprocity, Relatability, Relationships, and Respect—are valuable during 
disease preparedness and response efforts (Dada et al., 2019). The Four R’s 
emphasize reciprocity by addressing community concerns and encouraging 
open, two-way feedback, relatability by connecting through shared cultural 
norms, language, and local institutions, relationships by valuing familial and 
social bonds, and respect by honoring the community’s practices of mutual 
respect and peaceful coexistence. Before, during, and after any community 
engagement, the Four R’s should be continuously assessed using a simple 
checklist to ensure all key aspects are thoroughly addressed. This framework 
aided the set up and delivery of the EBOVAC-Salone and PREVAC Ebola 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=f4Cuj7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=f4Cuj7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=f4Cuj7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=PX0WiI
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=PX0WiI
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=f4Cuj7
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vaccine trials in Sierra Leone during and following the 2014–2016 West 
African Ebola epidemic (Dada et al., 2019).  

Coordination, research and learning 

Effective coordination during the COVID-19 response presented significant 
challenges at various levels. In a media briefing in May 2023, the WHO 
Director-General declared an end to COVID-19 as a global health emergency 
and acknowledged that “many mistakes were made, including a lack of 
coordination, equity, and solidarity, which hindered the optimal use of 
available tools and technologies to combat the virus” (United Nations, 2023). 
This sentiment was reiterated in his opening remarks at the launch of the 
Global Preparedness Monitoring Board at the 2024 World Health Summit, 
emphasizing the need for improved coordination and collaboration in future 
health emergencies (WHO, 2024d). Effective coordination and partnerships 
at all levels are therefore essential for disease outbreak control, facilitating the 
sharing of information, data, insights, and medical resources. 

Regardless of the level, successful coordination relies on four key attributes: 
inclusivity (engaging diverse government sectors, stakeholders, and ensuring 
equitable representation), well-structured processes (clear roles, established 
mechanisms, and regular meetings), sufficient capacity (adequate staffing, 
funding, and communication infrastructure), and strong political support 
(incentivized collaboration) (Gooding et al., 2022). We recommend that key 
actors such as policy makers and health practitioners at the international, 
national, and subnational levels utilize and verify the four key attributes 
identified above whenever discussing, agreeing upon, and implementing 
response activities. By fostering social solidarity and collective responsibility, 
governments can cultivate an environment that encourages vaccination as 
a communal effort, ultimately leading to improved public health outcomes. 
Insights from systemic behavioral science can enhance coordination, promote 
equity, and strengthen solidarity in community-driven initiatives.
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Conclusion
As the Mpox public health emergency continues to evolve, alongside other 
crises like the Marburg virus outbreak, it is crucial for key stakeholders to 
collaborate and exchange insights on effective strategies and how they can 
be adapted to different contexts. However, there are no universal lessons in 
behavioral science. Effective Mpox response will require contextualizing the 
lessons from other settings to the places where Mpox unfolds. Moreover, 
thoughtlessly applying behavioral interventions without considering the 
systemic factors at play could result in wasted resources, as the resulting 
interventions may be ill-targeted and their impacts erased by the complex 
interplay of social and political forces.

COVID-19 taught us that there are no one-size-fits-all approaches to public 
health emergencies. The most effective responses to these emergencies – 
including Mpox – will borrow the best tools across disciplines to address both 
the systemic and the behavioral factors that contribute to effective pandemic 
response.
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