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Stakeholder engagement
rationale and approach

According to WHO’s 2021 World Malaria Report, 
there were an estimated 241 million malaria 
cases and 627 000 malaria deaths worldwide 
in 2020. This represents about 14 million more 
cases in 2020 compared to 2019, and 69 000 
more deaths. Approximately two thirds of these  

Target Malaria is a not-for-profit research 
consortium working collaboratively with 
universities and research institutes in Africa, 
Europe and North America. Stakeholder 
Engagement is one of the three pillars of the 
Target Malaria project along with Science and 
Regulatory Affairs. We believe that taking into 
account the interests, knowledge, values, goals 
and perspectives of our stakeholders increases 
the likelihood of them making informed 
decisions about our research, increases 
ownership of a potential malaria vector control 
tool and raises public trust in science. As a 
project, we are also committed to openness 
and accountability in the development of our 
technology, and this includes active and timely 
dissemination of scientific advances and 
project activities.

Target Malaria is focusing on genetic methods 
for malaria vector control, one of them being 
a technology called gene drive. Gene drive 
mosquitoes have the potential to complement 
existing vector control tools, providing long-
lasting, sustainable control of malaria without 
the need for behavioural changes. As such it 
raises ethical considerations regarding which 
stakeholders to engage and the means of 
engagement needed for the project.

Our rationale

additional deaths (47 000) were linked to 
disruptions in the provision of malaria prevention, 
diagnosis and treatment during the pandemic. 

Although current tools have prevented millions 
of deaths over the last two decades, progress 
is stalling. The WHO recognises that new ways 
of controlling malaria need to be explored, 
including the use of genetically modified 
mosquitoes.1   

Target Malaria began its engagement at an 
early stage of the research as the project 
appreciated it is essential that those who could 
be impacted are informed and consulted, not 
simply when the intervention is ready, but 
during the development phase as well. Alongside 
regulatory authorities, they will be the ones to 
decide if this technology can be evaluated in the 
field. Engaging with stakeholders ensures that 
the technology, and our project activities, are 
accurately and honestly communicated to all, and 
most importantly to the potential beneficiaries of 
this research in Africa. 

Target Malaria is listening to concerns and 
responding to questions about the gene drive 
technology. We also believe that it is important 
that the development of this potentially 
life-saving technology is not stifled due to 
misinformation.
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Our approach

From local to global engagement

Development Process for Target Malaria’s Stakeholder Engagement Strategy

We are working to incorporate stakeholder 
engagement in all phases of the research and 
development process for our technology. 

Target Malaria developed its stakeholder 
engagement strategy considering the context 
of the countries where we operate, our ethical 
principles for engagement (including core project 
values), emerging guidance and developing 
best practices in the field.2 Our strategy was 
conceived as an evolving approach, adapting 
to changing contexts, stakeholder feedback, 
potential changes in the project's activities, and 
new guidance documents and relevant scientific 
discoveries as they arise.

Target Malaria began its engagement efforts 
in 2012, when our African collaborating 
partners joined the consortium. It started in 
local communities where we were collecting 
mosquitoes for entomological studies. Since 
then, as our work has advanced and our 
technology has progressed, our engagement has 
expanded to include regional, national and global 
stakeholders.

Target Malaria has dedicated stakeholder 
engagement teams in each of our African partner 
sites made up of stakeholder engagement 
practitioners and social scientists. 

Their role is to open and maintain a dialogue  
with a wide variety of stakeholders at local, 
regional and national levels.  

There are currently no gene drive mosquitoes  
in Africa. Target Malaria’s African scientists, who  
are all working in malaria-endemic countries,  
are studying the mosquitoes that cause malaria 
and have built and equipped insectaries suitable 
for rearing and studying mosquitoes and 
specifically genetically modified mosquitoes.  
Facilities that host genetically modified 
mosquitoes are compliant with the recognised 
Arthropod Containment Level 2 guidelines that 
are used by insectaries around the world. We 
interact with national regulatory authorities 
to make sure that we adhere to the national 
regulatory process. We also interact with 
local communities to inform them about our 
project and to obtain support and agreement 
for our work, before research activities take 
place. Our engagement with local communities 
is co-developed so that we learn from their 
knowledge and respect their cultural practices. 
We are committed to ensuring that traditionally 
marginalised groups are not overlooked. 

Our dialogue extends beyond the local 
communities to other stakeholders at regional 
and national level, to ensure that we understand 
stakeholders’ views, listen to their concerns, and 
feedback those perspectives to integrate them in 
the project development. 
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Our overall stakeholder engagement approach is 
focused on the most relevant groups: Potential 
beneficiaries and those directly impacted by our 
research in Africa. This fundamental principle 
is based on ethical considerations, starting with 
the fact that malaria in Africa mostly impacts 
vulnerable rural populations characterised by a 
low income, limited access to health care facilities, 
and low average literacy level. Our work starts in 
these communities. 

In the villages and around our insectaries, we 
use culturally appropriate communication tools 
that are co-developed by the communities 
and the teams in local languages taking into 
consideration stakeholders’ preferences. The 
tools are adapted to the audience, and thus can 
differ between local communities and other 
stakeholders. For instance, we have developed 
visual aids to support oral explanations, 
partnered with theatre companies to hold 
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Who are our stakeholders?

As well as ensuring we are engaging with 
stakeholders that will directly benefit from the 
development of a new tool for vector control for 
malaria, our engagement specialists ensure that 
there is ongoing coordination and information 
sharing at sub-regional and Pan-African levels 
among the various countries where Target 
Malaria operates. We also participate in various 
international policy forums where public health and 
scientific innovation are discussed. We want to make 
sure that we disseminate the latest developments 
in gene drive research and stakeholder engagement 
research at international meetings.

At the national and regional levels, the 
project is engaging with multiple stakeholders 
such as public health agencies (for instance 
National Malaria Control Programs, Ministries 
of Health), relevant regulatory authorities, and 
other research institutions and civil society 
organizations, to ensure awareness about the 
research and its potential as a new tool for vector 
control for malaria.

At the Pan-African level, Target Malaria 
engages with key actors involved in making 
decisions on public health and research. 
Because the technology would be an area-wide 
environmental intervention across countries, this 
engagement takes place at the sub-regional level 
(West and East African communities) as well as 
at the Pan-African level. It is necessary to inform 
and share knowledge so countries can engage 
in Pan-African policy discussions about the 
framework for this research. 

At a global level, gene drive attracts considerable 
attention because it is an innovative technology 
with great potential for controlling insect vectors. 
Target Malaria recognises that there are still 
questions to be addressed and that responsible 
research is the only process that can generate 
responses to these questions. We work alongside 
other experts in the field of gene drive research 
as well as risk assessment and regulatory science, 
to ensure that international policy makers 
have access to up-to-date information about 
the latest scientific developments in the field. 
International stakeholders not directly affected 
by the project’s activities are engaged to ensure 
that their knowledge and perspectives are 
taken into account in the development of the 
technology and that their concerns are heard. 
This engagement includes meeting with many 
diverse individuals and organisations such 
as scientists, ethicists, regulators and malaria 
advocacy groups.

plays explaining the project phases, used 
radio broadcasts and microprograms to alert 
communities of new activities, used loudspeaker 
announcements, produced animation videos 
to explain the science, and printed posters and 
flyers so people know who to contact. 
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Stakeholder engagement and our 
project values

Our engagement strategy is deeply rooted in the 
project’s values of: 

• Evidence-based approach: Target Malaria is 
a not-for-profit research consortium, and the 
development of our new technology is carried 
out in university and public research facilities. 
Efficacy and safety of the technology is being 
assessed based on empirical evidence, led by 
a dedicated regulatory affairs team. This same 
evidence-based approach is taken through to 
our engagement activities at all levels, from 
local communities to international regulators. 
The project’s social scientists document and 
continually assess their engagement activities. 
Our theoretical and practical stakeholder 
engagement experiences are published in peer-
reviewed scientific journals and disseminated 
at conferences and workshops to contribute to 
a greater body of research in engagement.

• Co-development: The overall approach for 
stakeholder engagement in the countries 
where we work is based on the key principle 
and value of co-development. In practice, 
this means that the engagement approach is 
developed with stakeholders that are directly 
impacted, taking into consideration their 
preferences for engagement, and in particular 
for consultation; while ensuring that the 
project keeps to its values of excellence and 
being evidence-based, open, and accountable. 
In line with these values, the project ensures 
that stakeholders’ perspectives are taken 
into consideration at different steps of the 
research development process. The stakeholder 
engagement activities in country are thus 
closely linked to the rest of the project's 
development, and concerns from stakeholders 
must be shared with the project.  

• Excellence: We strive for excellence in 
all aspects of our project, including our 
engagement activities. This value is associated 
with rigorous research, both in the laboratory 
and in the communities and ecosystems where 
the research is conducted. For stakeholder 
engagement this means not only aligning with 
best practices and guidance currently available 
but contributing to evolving practices and 
literature concerning engagement for gene 
drive research. 

• Openness and accountability: The project is 
committed to openness and accountability 
about its research and activities and making 
sure it is responsive to communities’ concerns 
and complaints. For example, a grievance 
mechanism has been put in place in the 
villages and neighbourhoods where the 
project works. These mechanisms adhere to 
international guidance and best practice and 
are adapted to local contexts and include 
community representatives.

page 4/4

1 WHO 2020 Statement https://www.who.int/news/item/14-10-2020-
who-takes-a-position-on-genetically-modified-mosquitoes

2 WHO. Guidance framework for testing genetically modified 
mosquitoes, Second edition, Geneva, World Health Organization, 
2021. https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240025233 

WHO. Guidance, ethics and vector borne diseases [Internet]. 
2020. Available from: https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/hand
le/10665/336075/9789240012738-eng.pdf  
James S, Collins FH, Welkhoff PA, Emerson C, Godfray HCJ, Gottlieb M, 
et al. Pathway to deployment of gene drive mosquitoes as a potential 
biocontrol tool for elimination of malaria in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
recommendations of a scientific working group†. Am J Trop Med 
Hyg. 2018;98:1–49. Available from: http://www.ajtmh.org/content/
journals/10.4269/ajtmh.18-0083 

Hartley S, Thizy D, Ledingham K, Coulibaly M, Diabaté A, Dicko B, et al. 
Knowledge engagement in gene drive research for malaria control. 
PLoS Negl Trop Dis. 2019;13:e0007233.  
Thizy D, Emerson C, Gibbs J, Hartley S, Kapiriri L, Lavery J, et al. 
Guidance on stakeholder engagement practices to inform the 
development of area-wide vector control methods. PLoS Negl Trop 
Dis. 2019;13 

Thizy D, Pare Toe L, Mbogo C, Matoke-Muhia D, Alibu VP, Barnhill-
Dilling SK, et al. Proceedings of an expert workshop on community 
agreement for gene drive research in Africa - Co-organised by KEMRI, 
PAMCA and Target Malaria. Gates Open Res. 2021;5:19. Available 
from: https://gatesopenresearch.org/articles/5-19/v2

 
 
Pare Toe L, Nourou B, Ky AD, Kekele S, Wilfrid M, Bayala K, et al. Small-
scale release of non - gene drive mosquitoes in Burkina Faso: from 
engagement implementation to assessment, a learning journey. Malar 
J. 2021.

https://www.who.int/news/item/14-10-2020-who-takes-a-position-on-genetically-modified-mosquitoes
https://www.who.int/news/item/14-10-2020-who-takes-a-position-on-genetically-modified-mosquitoes
http://www-naweb.iaea.org/nafa/ipc/index.html 
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240025233
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/336075/9789240012738-eng.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/336075/9789240012738-eng.pdf
http://www.ajtmh.org/content/journals/10.4269/ajtmh.18-0083 
http://www.ajtmh.org/content/journals/10.4269/ajtmh.18-0083 
https://gatesopenresearch.org/articles/5-19/v2

