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Introduction
The Prevent strand of CONTEST, the United Kingdom’s counter-terrorism strategy seeks to stop people becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism by addressing ideological drivers, intervening early and offering support to those vulnerable to radicalisation (HM Government, 2023). Police forces occupy a central place in that endeavour: they identify and refer individuals at risk, contribute to multi-agency Channel panels, deliver specialist training to a range of partners, and engage with communities to build resilience and reduce vulnerability (HMICFRS, 2023). Importantly, Prevent is framed as both a public protection and safeguarding initiative, emphasising early intervention to avert harm rather than relying solely on reactive enforcement measures. This literature review draws on recent academic, policy and professional sources to examine how UK police forces support Prevent and to identify the principal challenges that constrain effective implementation in contemporary society. It focuses on statutory and guidance frameworks, operational mechanisms including Channel, the empirical evidence on scale and outcomes, and the major critiques concerning data, legitimacy, inter-agency working, ethics and organisational capacity. By critically synthesising these perspectives, the review aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of both the practical and conceptual dimensions of police involvement in Prevent, concluding with an assessment of implications for future policy and professional practice. Critical thinking in officer decision-making is central to Prevent referrals, highlighting the relevance of analytical skills promoted in policing education (Bottomley et al, 2020).

Policy and legislative framework for policing Prevent
Prevents’ statutory foundation is section 26 of the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015, which requires specified authorities, including police forces, to “have due regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism” (Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015). The 2023 Prevent Duty Guidance and the CONTEST 2023 refresh further articulate expectations that interventions should be proportionate, safeguarding-led and tailored to local risk (Tudor, 2025). This architecture places Prevent firmly within mainstream policing practice and public protection, embedding it alongside other statutory duties rather than isolating it as a purely specialist security function.
Authors such as Jarvis et al (2024) suggest that integrating Prevent into everyday policing offers advantages for early identification and safeguarding, but they also warn that it risks conflating vulnerability with criminal suspicion. The College of Policing (2025) accepts that local discretion enables necessary tailoring but cautions that too much variation produces inconsistent practice and undermines the comparability of outcomes across forces. Gearson and Rosemont (2015) are more sceptical, arguing that CONTEST as strategy remains adaptive but struggles to square operational necessity with democratic accountability a tension that is particularly acute for Prevent given its preventative, welfare-facing claims. Blackstone’s Handbook identifies the importance of understanding legal frameworks and statutory duties to ensure that officers operate within both legal and professional standards (Wood et al, 2022).

How police support Prevent in practice: referrals, Channel, partnership and training
Operationally, police contribute to Prevent through identification, referral, participation in Channel panels, partnership with other agencies, and training delivery. Home Office data identify police as a major source of Prevent referrals, alongside education and health professionals (Home Office, 2025). Regional Counter Terrorism Units work with local forces to assess referral quality and risk, and multi-agency Channel panels design and oversee bespoke support packages where cases meet the threshold for specialist intervention (HMICFRS, 2023). Police also provide training to partner agencies and within forces to improve recognition of radicalisation indicators and appropriate information-sharing practices (College of Policing, 2021).
Community engagement forms another essential dimension of policing Prevent. Neighbourhood officers and dedicated Prevent leads liaise with faith and community groups to promote resilience against extremist narratives and to reassure communities that Prevent is intended as a safeguarding measure. Jarvis et al (2024) emphasise that such relationship-based work is vital to shifting perceptions away from securitisation. Williams and Blockley (2023) note that embedding Prevent within broader vulnerability responsibilities, including mental health and domestic abuse, helps officers manage competing demands while maintaining consistent safeguarding practice. Nevertheless, the scale of activity is substantial: Home Office statistics record thousands of referrals annually, and in 2024–25 over 6,000 individuals were referred to Prevent, with police making up a significant proportion of those referrals (Home Office, 2025). That only a minority of referrals progress to Channel indicates that many referrals reflect broader vulnerability rather than imminent ideological threat, raising questions about thresholds, training consistency and resource efficiency.

Evidence on scale, outcomes and patterns
Quantitative and inspection evidence provide a mixed picture of Prevents’ reach and effectiveness. Home Office releases show that referral rates fluctuate with contextual events most notably following the Israel–Hamas conflict of late 2023, illustrating the sensitivity of Prevent to geopolitical developments and media-driven public concern (Home Office, 2025). Brady (2021) warns that spikes in referrals may reflect increased vigilance or anxiety rather than real changes in radicalisation prevalence, and that numerical measures alone cannot capture the complex processes that produce vulnerability.
Inspection work by HMICFRS (2023) identifies pockets of good practice where forces have embedded Prevent within local safeguarding boards and maintained clear referral pathways, but also reports inconsistent quality in case management and evidence of uneven implementation. The College of Policing (2025) notes persistent variation in recording practices, outcome monitoring and professional understanding of radicalisation indicators, undermining efforts to evaluate the programme’s impact across different contexts. The Manchester Arena Inquiry (Saunders, 2023) amplified these concerns by demonstrating how failures in information-sharing and joint decision-making can have catastrophic consequences; its findings underline that statutory frameworks must be matched by operational clarity and effective multi-agency governance.

Challenges and critiques in the literature
A robust strand of scholarship and reporting highlights several cross-cutting challenges that constrain police delivery of Prevent. Foremost among these is data quality and transparency. Investigative reporting by Syal (2024) revealed that police failed to record ethnicity for nearly two-thirds of people referred to Prevent, hindering evaluation of potential disproportionality and weakening accountability. Awan (2017) and others argue that incomplete demographic recording enables patterns of bias to remain invisible, thereby perpetuating community mistrust.
Trust and legitimacy constitute a second major theme. Multiple studies indicate that Prevent has, in some communities, particularly Muslim communities been experienced as stigmatising or intrusive, with the result that voluntary cooperation may be undermined (Sheldon and Williams, 2022). The perception that Prevent blurs safeguarding with surveillance generates reluctance to engage and carries the risk that key intelligence never reaches the police, directly undercutting early-intervention aims.
Thirdly, inter-agency coordination remains problematic. Saunders (2023) and HMICFRS (2023) document persistent failures in communication and shared responsibility between police, education, health and social services. These operational silos are often produced by unclear protocols, mismatched information systems and diffident leadership on joint working. Where information is not shared promptly or relevant expertise is not accessible, opportunities for timely intervention are lost.
Resource pressures and workforce wellbeing form a fourth obstacle. The Oscar Kilo (2025) national wellbeing survey highlights rising stress among officers balancing Prevent obligations with competing vulnerability responsibilities, such as mental health and domestic abuse. NCVPP (2025) similarly notes that Prevent sits within a crowded landscape of vulnerability-related priorities, challenging forces to allocate specialist capacity and sustained training to meet the duty effectively.
Finally, ethical and legal tensions endure. Scholars including Gearson and Rosemont (2015) and Jarvis et al (2024) interrogate the proportionality of recording and retaining data about people who have committed no offence, noting risks to privacy and freedom of expression. Brady (2021) cautions that securitising social problems can alienate the very communities whose trust is essential and that misapplied thresholds risk chilling legitimate political or religious discourse. Wood et al (2022) emphasise that clear knowledge of legal duties is essential for officers navigating these tensions, reinforcing the need for comprehensive training and professional understanding. These ethical concerns sit at the heart of debates over whether Prevent can be both effective and rights-respecting.

Synthesis: trends and debates
Across policy, inspection and academic literatures, three broad conclusions emerge. First, there is consensus that police are indispensable to Prevents’ multi-agency architecture; their frontline presence enables early detection and referral and ties national strategy to local practice (College of Policing, 2025). Second, the statutory framework provides a clear basis for action but leaves considerable scope for local interpretation, producing marked variation in training, recording and governance arrangements between forces (Tudor, 2025). Third, the long-running debate about whether Prevent amounts to welfare-focused safeguarding or to securitisation persists. While the 2023 CONTEST revision and subsequent guidance emphasise safeguarding and partnership, critics maintain that procedural reforms have not fully repaired community mistrust or eliminated the programmatic legacy of counter-terror policing (HM Government, 2023).
Methodologically, the literature also reveals a divergence between quantitative and qualitative approaches. Official statistics and inspections document breadth and procedural compliance, but they do not capture subjective community experience or the subtleties of trust-building. Qualitative research and investigative reporting frequently produce more critical accounts, pointing to lived experience of stigma, under-recording and uneven partnership dynamics. Bottomley et al (2020) highlight that critical thinking and reflective practice are vital for officers assessing potential risk and navigating complex operational judgement calls. This discrepancy suggests that measuring Prevents’ success requires both robust data and nuanced, community-centred evaluation methods.

Recent developments and implications for police practice
Recent trends highlight the dynamic pressures on Prevent and the need for adaptive policing responses. Increased referrals following high-profile international incidents underline the fragility of referral thresholds and the risk of disproportionate local reactions driven by heightened public concern (Home Office, 2025). At the same time, post-Manchester Arena reforms have focused attention on data-sharing protocols, escalation pathways and training, with HMICFRS and the College of Policing recommending clearer governance and improved professional learning (HMICFRS, 2023). The government has also emphasised the importance of local intelligence networks and early-warning systems, reflecting a growing recognition that Prevent cannot succeed without robust community relationships and trust, which must be cultivated over time and continuously maintained.
The rise of online radicalisation complicates this picture, requiring police to broaden their skills into digital literacy and to work more closely with technology partners. Awan (2017) highlights how social media accelerates dissemination and normalisation of extremist narratives, making early detection harder and necessitating specialist analytical capacity. Yet resource constraints and workforce wellbeing pressures may limit forces’ ability to develop the requisite expertise at scale (Oscar Kilo, 2025). Furthermore, evolving terrorist tactics, including covert recruitment and encrypted communications, demand that officers constantly update operational knowledge and risk assessment strategies, which in turn places additional strain on training programmes and multi-agency collaboration.
To reconcile these pressures, commentators advocate a dual approach: strengthen procedural systems for data integrity, joint governance and training while simultaneously investing in community dialogue and independent oversight. Jarvis et al (2024) and NCVPP (2025) argue that aligning Prevent more explicitly with broader vulnerability strategies and embedding community co-design in policy development could restore some of the lost legitimacy. Oscar Kilo (2025) stresses that supporting officer wellbeing and reflective practice is essential if complex, ethically demanding Prevent work is to be sustained. This combination of procedural rigour and relational engagement is increasingly seen as central to ensuring that Prevent remains both effective and socially legitimate in a complex and rapidly changing threat environment.

Conclusion
The contemporary literature portrays Prevent as both necessary and contested. Police forces are central to its delivery, performing critical roles in identification, referral, partnership and community engagement. The statutory foundations provided by the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 as well as Prevent Duty Guidance (2023) offer clarity, but practice remains uneven. Key problems include incomplete and inconsistent data recording, fragile community trust, inter-agency communication failures, resource constraints and persistent ethical tensions over privacy and proportionality. Major inquiries and inspections, especially the Manchester Arena Inquiry and HMICFRS reporting underscore that statutory compliance is insufficient without improved operational governance, data integrity and community legitimacy.
If Prevent is to fulfil its safeguarding ambition, policing must pursue both procedural reform and relational repair. Improving demographic recording and transparency, standardising referral and information-sharing protocols, embedding Prevent within wider vulnerability frameworks such as the National Vulnerability and Public Protection Strategy, and investing in training and officer wellbeing are mutually reinforcing priorities. Equally important is sustained, honest engagement with communities and the creation of independent oversight mechanisms that can rebuild confidence. Only through these combined measures can Prevent evolve into a credible, inclusive and rights-respecting approach that genuinely prevents harm while maintaining public trust in UK policing.
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