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L E T T E R TO TH E ED I TOR

Viral fever of unknown origin during COVID‐19 and dengue
outbreaks in Pakistan: Is media spreading panic during
pandemic?

Dear Editor,

The hospitals in the largest city of Pakistan, “Karachi,” are receiving

several patients with high‐grade fever, headache, musculoskeletal

pain, and reduced platelet count. However, these patients showed

negative results following dengue virus antigen (NS1) detection and

polymerase chain reaction tests.1 This viral fever of unknown origin

has created an immense pandemonium among the population and

healthcare professionals of Pakistan. Though the exact number of

such cases is unknown, health professionals have confirmed a gradual

increase of patients presenting with dengue‐like symptoms along

with negative NS1 test. It must be noted that Pakistan is experiencing

the worst health crisis amid the COVID‐19 pandemic and recent

dengue viral infection (DVI) outbreak.2,3 The emergence of a new

virus will devastatingly impact the fragile healthcare system in the

country. Moreover, health professionals have reported that dengue

patients are presenting to the hospitals with more severe disease and

complications this year.4 The suspected viral illness is closely related

to the clinical manifestations of DVI including reduced levels of pla-

telets, white blood cells, and elevated liver transaminases. In addition,

these patients are also responding to the conventional treatment for

DVI. Alarmingly, the media in Pakistan is portraying this disease as a

“new mysterious virus” and creating panic among the general com-

munity which is already in a state of fear due to the COVID‐19 and

DVI epidemic.1

Fortunately, no mortality has been reported among patients with

this suspected viral infection and patients are portending a favorable

prognosis. The media reports on the emergence of a new virus will

create a state of unrest among the general population as well as

healthcare professionals. The viral fever of unknown origin is not new

in Pakistan and has been previously reported during dengue out-

breaks.5 There is a propensity that suspected viral illness is attributed

to a new variant of the dengue virus. There is also a possibility of

another virus from the family of arboviruses. Moreover, the likelihood

of false‐negative results of antigen testing can not be disregarded.

Nevertheless, there is a dire need for scientific evidence to make a

firm conclusion.

A large volume of evidence has suggested the negative role of

electronic and social media during the ongoing pandemic. The most

of the news has focused on the mortality and grave consequences,

resulting in negativity, panic, fear, and mistrust among general po-

pulation. However, Pakistani media has paid a little attention to

promote the preventive measures and healthy practices.6,7 We be-

lieve that the dissemination of premature information from health

authorities and the amplified exemplification of this suspected viral

infection by the electronic and paper media will boost the mistrust of

the general population towards the healthcare system. Our search of

this news on social media indicated that people are blaming this

suspected infection as a side effect of COVID‐19 vaccines. Pakistan

has gained an international appreciation for mass vaccination cam-

paigns against COVID‐19 and any mis‐ or disinformation will chal-

lenge the success of the ongoing vaccination program. Vaccine

hesitancy is a quite sensitive issue in Pakistan and has already posed

serious challenges for the polio eradication campaigns.7–9 Since the

National Command Operation Center in Pakistan is achieving its

predefined goals against the COVID‐19 pandemic, any resistance

from the general population will compromise its efforts. To the best

of our search, we did not come across any statement from the health

regulatory authorities in Pakistan countering the exemplified media

reports on this suspected infection. In this context, we felt inclined to

urge health authorities in Pakistan to take proactive measures to

mitigate the risks of disease phobia and panic in the general com-

munity. Moreover, with the help of this letter, we intend to draw the

attention of infectious disease researchers towards this suspected

fever so they could provide potential suggestions and remedies on

this issue. Since Pakistan is among the top hotspots for dengue in-

fection, we also suggest specialized training programs for the

healthcare providers on the diagnosis and management of dengue

infection during the COVID‐19 era. It is imperative for healthcare

professionals to have sufficient knowledge for differential diagnosis

so such suspected infections could be ruled out in timely manners.

Moreover, specialized workshops on the detection and management

of dengue and COVID‐19 coinfection are the need of hours.
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