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This dissertation explores public perceptions of what constitutes terrorism in the United Kingdom and examines how these perceptions may influence views on counter-terrorism policing. It also considers the wider issue of why no universally accepted definition of terrorism exists. A mixed-methods approach was used, with data collected through an online survey via Microsoft Forms, combining both quantitative and qualitative analysis.
The findings show that most participants associate terrorism with violence, fear, and ideological, political, or religious motivations, suggesting a general awareness of commonly recognised characteristics. However, responses were more divided on more specific elements, such as whether terrorism must target civilians or require political motivation. Participants generally viewed UK counter-terrorism policing as somewhat effective, although some uncertainty was evident.
Overall, the study highlights that while public understanding exists, it is not always consistent, and clearer definitions could improve public trust and policing effectiveness.
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[bookmark: _Toc228818070]1.1 Background
“One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter” (Ganor, 2013). This popular expression highlights the real difficulty in agreement with a universally recognised definition of terrorism. The notion that terrorism is highly politicised worldwide is one of the major causes of this challenge (Scremin, 2017). When taken at face value, the word has a lot of weight and is frequently used to distinguish between right and wrong in society (Gascon, 2023). Determining an internationally recognised definition of terrorism requires an understanding of how politics, power, and different beliefs influence how acts of terrorism are seen. 

The principal aim of this dissertation is to explore public awareness of what constitutes an act of terrorism and the implications this has for counter-terrorism response in the UK. This research into how the public defines terrorism and how those definitions influence the way that counterterror responses are shaped is critical. How the public categorises and feels about terrorism, how laws and policing powers are implemented in practice, and how much people trust and cooperate with counterterrorism measures (Summers, 2020). This is important in the UK since police are required to police by the notion that they have the public’s consent. Therefore, if they do not have the public's trust that they can effectively deal with terrorism, then any counter terrorism responses will not be successful (Ballestrini, 2021). This study infers that the public's perceptions of the police and CT responses influence what they think of their effectiveness. Furthermore, the general public’s likelihood to follow any official guidance can also be affected, like the "Run, Hide and Tell" directive, which is crucial for responding to terrorism. This is alarming as any unwillingness to comply with official directives could lead to risky behaviour that could worsen the situation (Pearce et al, 2019). 

This dissertation will demonstrate that finding a universal definition of terrorism is a complex subject. A widely accepted definition would, on the one hand, make it easier to differentiate terrorism from other types of political violence and guarantee that laws, prosecutions, and counterterrorism tactics are applied successfully (Saul, 2019). On the other hand, however, politics and individual beliefs greatly impact the definition of terrorism, making it difficult to come up with a universally accepted definition (Schmid, 2023). It can be inferred from this that what one nation or group may view as a fight for freedom another country or group may refer to it as terrorism.
[bookmark: _Toc228818071]1.2 Research Focus 
Following terror attacks in the UK such as the London Bridge attack and the tragic Manchester arena bombing, scrutiny from media outlets has increased discussion on what defines "terrorism" and the steps taken that are needed to be labelled as a "terrorist”. (Powell, 2018), infers that the media has significant influence on the general public's perception of terrorism. This has consequences as in some cases the public's perception of the definition of terrorism can differ from the governments causing confusion (Norman, 2022). This misalignment between populations and governments support the vast importance of examining definitions and its effect on the response in the UK. 
Differing definitions of “terrorism and “terrorist’ can also heavily influence how people respond to terrorism. This is due to the word carrying a lot of weight and can influence how the public can perceive an incident. This being either an isolated incident or a terrorist attack (Nacos, 2016). What also adds confusion to the subject matter is that different countries have differing legal definitions for terrorism that are at the centre for their counter terrorism responses or strategies (Simeon, 2019). This paper suggests that although terrorism poses a serious threat to all three countries, their legal structures and definitions differ in certain aspects. This is troublesome as different definitions can in some cases affect any international, joint responses to terrorism. (NYU School of Law, 2021), asserts the notion that different definitions can make it hard for governments to display an effective joint and coordinated response to terrorism internationally. This is because the United Kingdom's intelligence allies, like the United States and Australia, might label and rank threats differently, this could have a direct impact on the UK's counterterrorism response. As a result, there's a chance that any intelligence on a potential attack may not be shared efficiently (Duroy, 2021). An example of one instance in which counter-terror intelligence was not effectively shared was the 2019 Christchurch attack on a mosque in New Zealand. At the time, not all members of the Five Eyes alliance recognised far-right extremism as a global terrorist threat (Meserole and Byman, 2019). Even though these countries regularly share intelligence on international security issues, differences in how they viewed this type of extremism meant important information was not always shared effectively. As a result, important information was not shared as quickly as it should have been, illustrating how different definitions and a nations perceived relevancy of the different forms of extremism can hinder any coordinated efforts to combat terrorism internationally (Council on Foreign Relations, 2021).  

[bookmark: _Toc228818072]1.3 Aims and Objectives 
 
Aim: To explore public awareness on what constitutes an act of terrorism and the implication this has for the counter terrorism response in the UK. 

OBJECTIVE 1: To explore the different definitions of terrorism and the issues of not having a universal definition. 

OBJECTIVE 2: To gather public perception on what constitutes an act of terrorism 
 
OBJECTIVE 3: Propose recommendations on the benefits of establishing a globally accepted definition of terrorism for the purpose of policing.  

[bookmark: _Toc228818073]1.4 Methods and Timescales 

As part of this studies research, firstly, there will be a literature review carried out to examine how various scholars, decision-makers, and international organisations have defined terrorism. This specific section of the project will concentrate on the ongoing discussions about why there isn't yet a single, widely recognised definition of terrorism and how this affects the UK's counterterrorism response.  
To be able to successfully complete all of the proposed aims and objectives, this research will employ a mixed-methods approach. This study will also be using both primary and secondary research. The primary research will be conducted through a survey available for 2 weeks on Microsoft Forms. The purpose of this will be to gauge the public's perception on what they think constitutes an act of terrorism and the steps taken to be considered as a terrorist. A combination of closed-ended and open-ended survey questions will enable the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data (Stockemer, 2019). Also, to mitigate any risks to the participants in the survey, the survey will have effective signposting to warn of any potential sensitivity of the topic (Ellis, Hickle and Warrington, 2023). Furthermore, any images used will also be used extremely sensitively. 
  
The study, in total, will be undertaken from September 2025 and ending in May 2026. Parts of the study will also have specific deadlines that will guarantee a successful and suitable submission (Marfehka, 2021). 


[bookmark: _Toc228818074]1.5 Value of Research 

Terrorism is one of the most frequently discussed but poorly defined subjects in the modern world, which makes this research crucial. There is still no universally accepted definition of what terrorism is or who is considered a terrorist, despite the term still being a frequently debated topic (Moncrieff, 2024). This dissertation seeks to explain these differences by examining how the general population perceives and defines terrorism and the effect that this can then have on the UK's counter terrorism response. 


[bookmark: _Toc228818075]Chapter 2 – Literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc228818076]2.1 Introduction

Terrorism is one of the most divisive and complicated issues that society faces. It is not only an issue that causes much debate but an issue that can have devastating consequences if not treated with urgency (Arce, 2019). Despite this, there is no universally agreed definition of terrorism. This is problematic as it can affect how society reacts to terrorism and joint international counterterror efforts (Bruce, 2013) and (Weigend, 2006). Furthermore, developing successful counterterrorism strategies requires an understanding of the definition of terrorism, as uncertainty can challenge police responding to incidents (Lowe, 2015).
This literature review will follow a thematic structure exploring legal, academic and political definitions, and highlight issues such as confusion in classification, failures in international cooperation, and challenges in police decision-making.

[bookmark: _Toc228818077]2.2 Objective 1 

[bookmark: _Toc228818078]2.2.1 International Approaches to Defining Terrorism
The subject of terrorism is a frequently debated topic, and therefore, differing definitions are frequent. (Terrorism Act 2000), infers that the United Kingdoms legal definition of “terrorism” covers a wide scope so that all types of terrorist acts can be deemed terrorism. This act has some positives, in relation to its terrorism definition, mainly how flexible it's definition of terrorism is. This can aid the counter terrorism response in the UK greatly as the police and security services can respond to more modern threats, such as cyber terrorism more efficiently. (Morrison, 2023), supports this and argues that a flexible definition is necessary. However, although this paper explains the benefits to the police in regard to a flexible terrorism definition, it only briefly mentions some of the clear risks of this flexible definition. In contrast (Coady, 2021), asserts that a flexible definition becomes unclear and may inadvertently include acts that aren't actually terrorism. These two sources both support and argue against the flexibility of the UK’s legal definition of terrorism. Despite this, a clear synthesis is that flexible definitions can aid a counter terrorism response but too much flexibility can threaten legaliity and human rights. (Greene, 2017), supports this notion and affirms that a “Multi-definitional” approach would be best suited as it would avoid an overuse of the definition. 

One of the best examples of this in practice can be seen in the United States of America. (Perry, 2003), attests that the USA has multiple terrorism definitions ranging from domestic to international terrorism. This research also concludes that this is an issue in the United States as multiple definitions can overlap. One major critique of this study, however is that it is dated. A more recent source such as, (Johnson, 2020), talks about more recent issues in regard to this critique. Additionally, this research suggests that different definitions of terrorism can lead to operational uncertainty for counterterrorism agencies in the USA. This infers that if the UK were to adopt a multi definitional approach then the counter terrorism response could also be affected in this way. A common theme around the literature surrounding this topic is that it is clear that the USA’s approach is unique to say the least. (Dumitriu, 2004), details that compared to the US, the European Union at the time, defined terrorism in a far more consistent manner. This is in contrast to the USA’s approach to defining terrorism and is much more similar to the UK’s. This piece of research provides a great legal analysis in regards to the unified terrorism definition for all EU member states, but it was immediately conducted after the framework was introduced. Therefore, this study is unable to evaluate the definition's long-term application, effectiveness, or how some EU countries have used it. 

The most recent terrorism directive by the EU (European Parliament And Council, 2017), similarly infers that a unified, coordinated framework is used, that is applicable to all member states instead of a multi-definitional approach. An assessment of this updated directive is detailed in (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2021). shows that even though this unified approach was meant to make the EU's counter-terrorism framework more unified and effective, its definition of terrorism is still very broad. It doesn't just include violent attacks but also shares guidance for defining acts that prepare for an act of terrorism. This research ultimately infers that this unified definition approach to terrorism can really hurt basic rights, especially the right to freedom and privacy. This research is of great quality as it includes empirical research. This research was also carried out through interviews with 107 people, such as police officers and judges, who have experience with dealing with terrorism offences. This means that the research actually reflects the opinions of those who deal directly with terrorism. However, one limitation of this study is that the research was carried out in only a small selection of EU Member States and focuses mostly on specific offences instead of terrorism on the whole. Therefore, even though the findings of this research are helpful, they may not accurately represent how the unified, single definition of terrorism is implemented throughout the whole European Union. Furthermore, this research also provides great insight into how a universally accepted definition of terrorism may be hard to implement in the current political climate. For example, it is unlikely that a single, universal definition could be agreed upon or put into practice. This is because if the EU Member States, who share a legal framework for defining terrorism, continue to interpret and apply the definition differently, then it is unlikely that a universal definition could be successfully implemented. This synthesis is reinforced by (Weigend, 2006). This scholars research demonstrates that nations are unable to reach a consensus on a potential universal definition of terrorism. This study infers this is because it is nearly impossible to establish a common definition because different countries have different perceptions of terrorism and who qualifies as a terrorist. Moreover, this study is incredibly relevant to this research as it informs that a universal definition of terrorism is nearly impossible, because countries have different views on the fundamentals of terrorist activity. This can include, mentioning civilians or innocents in their legal definition or different motives. This study further emphasises the notion that conflicting agendas and political interests continue to hinder any attempts at the creation of a universal definition for terrorism. While this studies conclusion provides a great insight in to the challenges that come with attempting a universal definition, the study does not provide any empirical evidence and only draws its conclusions from legal arguments instead of any relevant data. 

In contrast, a similar study that does include a vast amount of empirical data is (Weinberg, Pedahzur and Hirsch-Hoefler, 2004). This study reaches a similar conclusion to (Weigend, 2006), as the research found, also details that countries regularly disagree on core elements of terrorism itself. However, this piece of research is far more reliable than Weigend’s as it does not rely on theoretical arguments and includes empirical evidence collected from a review of hundreds of academic definitions. One clear gap that can be identified in both studies is that they don't actually compare the definitions of terrorism in various geographical areas. They primarily concentrate on Western or global debates, so it is hard to determine whether similar disagreements over definitions occur between countries in other regions of the world. Another gap is that both studies were written before major changes in counter-terrorism policy, like the rise of online radicalisation, expanded surveillance powers and the previously mentioned European Unions Terrorism policy reforms in 2015. Because of this, they don’t show how these newer developments might have influenced or even worsened current definitional problems. These gaps infer that this topic of research would benefit greatly from further empirical studies that look into how these changes have affected the potential of having a universal definition of terrorism.

[bookmark: _Toc228818079]2.2.2 Differing Perspectives on What Qualifies as Terrorism and Who Qualifies as a Terrorist
Another major issue in creating a universal definition is that there is clear disagreement in society as to who counts as a victim or a terrorist. A lot of definitions talk about violence against “civilians” or “innocent people,” but these labels aren’t as simple as they sound. Different countries and scholars interpret them in completely different ways, so an act that one group calls terrorism might be seen as resistance or even legitimate violence somewhere else. One study that looks closely at this issue is (Richards ,2015). This study infers that who is seen as a terrorist or a victim can change depending on certain situations political interests, and legal definitions. This is prevalent as this confusion can only add to the already difficult subject of creating a universal definition for terrorism. Furthermore, this study details the widely held belief that terrorism always targets civilians. This provides an extremely useful point of view for any debate around a universal definition of terrorism. In spite of this, the study fails to provide any research into how different countries or conflicts around the world understand and use the terms “civilians” and “innocents”. For instance, one country would possibly view a group as innocent, but a different state may view said group as hostile, if they were a group in its own country. 

These global variations further highlight the complexity of fairly and accurately defining terrorism. (Kamm, 2006), provides a more in depth analysis of these global variations. This scholars research studies a selecetion of terms that are related to terrorism, for example, “combatants” and “non-combatants”. Ultimately, her research infers that for an act to qualify as terrorism, and be independent of warfare or other types of political violence, the context behind the terrorist act is vital. This links closely to the thesis in (Richards, 2015), as both studies demonstrate that labels like “victim,” combatant,” and “innocents” aren’t fixed at all. This infers, that these labels and how they are used depend greatly on certain factors such as political decisions and a countries beliefs. The current research surrounding terrorism definitions highlights that a large percentage of the research is conducted based on western countries and their vastly similar views. 
One study that has made great use of this research opportunity can be found in (Boyle, 2019). This research states that Western nations, such as the UK and USA that often have similar political and legal perspectives on what constitutes terrorism, have influenced the majority of studies surrounding the topic. This scholars study maintains that different sections of the world define and use the word "terrorism" in very different ways due to their unique histories and conflicts. Also, this research makes use of a variety of case studies from various countries. This means that the study successfully demonstrates how definitions of terrorism vary depending on the local context. As a result of this, the study seems less theoretical and more grounded. However, not all of the case studies are analysed in the same manner. While some are addressed in great detail, others lack detail. Because of this, the comparisons aren't always fair, which calls in to questtion the study's main argument about how definitions of terrorism vary globally. 
[bookmark: _Toc228818080]2.3 Objective 3
[bookmark: _Toc228818081]2.3.1 Benefits of Establishing a Globally Accepted Definition of Terrorism for The Purpose of Policing.
So far, this research implies that having a universal definition for terrorism would have both advantages and disadvantages for the purpose of policing. One of the clearest advantages is that it would strengthen international cooperation. As both (Weigend, 2006) and (Boyle, 2019), attest that countries currently work with different legal and political understandings of terrorism, which makes joint investigations and intelligence sharing far more complicated than they need to be. This is heavily reinforced by (Sorel, 2003). This paper argues that the lack of a universally accepted definition of terrorism is a key issue for international counterterrorism efforts. This paper further infers that due to this, international law becomes disjointed and international cooperation becomes considerably more difficult than it should be. Therefore, this can have a negative impact when it comes to policing purposes and intelligence sharing, highlighting the need for a universal definition for terrorism. Although this paper provides great analysis in to the effect a lack of a universal definition has on international law. This scholars thesis is mostly theoretical and isn’t backed up by real-world data or insights from terrroism and policing experts. This makes it harder to see how these definitional disagreements actually play out in international policing or counter-terrorism efforts. Studies such as (Richards, 2015) and (Kamm (2006) both attest that terms related to terrorism such as “civilian” and “innocents” are not used in every countries legal definition. This makes it much harder for the police, especially in any joint international efforts, to apply terrorism definitions fairly and consistently. This infers that if a universal definition for terrorism were to exist, officers would have clearer guidance on how to classify both victims and perpetrators. Overall, this would lead to a policing response that would be more transparent and much more trustworthy to the general public. 

[bookmark: _Toc228818082]2.4 Conclusion
The literature shows that the lack of a universal definition creates confusion and challenges for policing and international cooperation. While flexible definitions may aid responses, they also risk misuse and human rights issues. Differences in how key terms are interpreted further complicate agreement. Although a universal definition could improve cooperation, political differences make this unlikely. Research gaps remain, particularly the lack of empirical evidence and non-Western perspectives.
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[bookmark: _Toc228818084]3.1 Introduction

This study examines public perceptions of terrorism in the UK, with particular attention to how individuals understand what constitutes an act of terrorism and the processes through which a person comes to be labelled a terrorist. Terrorism remains a significant concern for policing and government policy, especially as threats evolve and counter-terrorism legislation continues to develop (Home Office, 2026). The primary objective of this research is to explore public attitudes towards terrorism and to assess the extent to which these perceptions align with the wide range of existing definitions. This study responds to gaps identified in the literature review, which indicated that research in this field has largely prioritised institutional, legal, and policing perspectives, while comparatively little research has been conducted in regard to public perception. This imbalance is highlighted in (Kantorowicz, Kantorowicz-Reznichenko and de Vries, 2025).

Understanding public perceptions is particularly important in the context of recent counter-terrorism legislation, including the Terrorism Act 2000 and the Prevent Duty under the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015. These frameworks rely, in part, on public awareness, interpretation, and cooperation. By examining public views, this study aims to contribute empirical insight into an under-researched area and address a clear research gap.

[bookmark: _Toc228818085]3.2 Research Strategy

This research uses a mainly quantitative approach, supported by some qualitative data, through an online questionnaire created using Microsoft Forms. This approach is suitable because the study aims to identify patterns in how the public understands terrorism, including how people define terrorism and the behaviours they associate with being labelled a terrorist. Quantitative research will be used to do this as reserch suggests that it is useful for identifying common trends across a group of participants (Bryman, 2016).

An online questionnaire was chosen because it is practical, low-cost, and easy to distribute. (Salmons, 2023), infers that online surveys allow researchers to collect data from a wide range of participants within a short time. This will be extremely beneficial to this research as it will be conducted at an undergraduate level. Google Forms also allows responses to be collected anonymously, which is important when researching sensitive topics such as terrorism. This anonymity will further aid this research as anonymous responses can help participants feel more comfortable and provide more honest responses (Hwang, 2023). The questionnaire includes both closed-ended questions, such as multiple-choice questions, and open-ended questions. Closed-ended questions allow responses to be measured and compared easily, while open-ended questions give participants the opportunity to explain their views in more detail. (Maxwell, 2022) argues that using both types of questions improves research by allowing numerical data to be supported by participants’ own explanations.

This study uses a convenience sampling method, with a target sample of around 100 participants. A target sample size of around 100 participants was chosen as it is realistic within the time and resource limits of undergraduate research. Research regarding survey design suggests that there is no fixed sample size for exploratory studies, and that the sample size should be guided by research aims (Memon et al., 2020). Participants in the study were recruited through the researchers existing social media contacts. This method was chosen due to time and access limitations. Although convenience sampling can limit how far the findings can be generalised, it is commonly used in undergraduate research, particularly in studies that focus on attitudes and perceptions (Bryman, 2016). 

[bookmark: _Toc228818086]3.3 Data Collection

The data for this study will be collected from members of the public living in the United Kingdom. The primary data was gathered directly from participants in order to explore current public views on terrorism, rather than relying on existing secondary sources. Collecting primary data is appropriate for research that aims to understand attitudes and opinions, as it allows participants to express their own views directly (Fowler, 2009).

The data will be collected using an online questionnaire distributed through Google Forms. The survey link will be shared through social media platforms and personal networks. This will allow participants to complete the questionnaire remotely and at their convenience. Online questionnaires are widely used in social research as they enable efficient data collection from a broad range of participants while ensuring that all respondents receive the same questions in the same format (Callegaro, Lozar Manfreda and Vehovar, 2015). This is extremely beneficial to this research as consistency will help improve the reliability of the data collected.

The questionnaire will have both closed-ended and open-ended questions. Closed-ended questions were used to collect clear and structured responses that could be easily compared across participants, for example when asking about what individuals consider to be an act of terrorism. Open-ended questions were included to allow participants to explain their views in their own words, which will provide a deeper understanding of how people interpret and understand terrorism. Using online surveys in this way allows structured data to be collected while still giving participants the opportunity to express their views more freely, (Wright, 2005).
All responses were automatically recorded through Google Forms, which reduced the risk of errors that can occur during manual data entry and helped ensure that data were stored securely. (Fowler, 2009), asserts that online surveys are widely used for this purpose and are considered a practical and effective way of collecting data on attitudes and perception.

[bookmark: _Toc228818087]3.4 Data Analysis

The data collected through the online questionnaire will be analysed using both quantitative and qualitative methods. This approach is appropriate as the questionnaire includes a mixture of closed-ended and open-ended questions. (Cresswell and Cresswell, 2018), details that by using both forms of analysis will allow the research to identify general patterns in public perceptions of terrorism while also exploring how participants explain and understand these views in more detail.

Quantitative data from the closed-ended questions will be analysed using descriptive statistics with the help of Microsoft Excel. Responses will be sorted into simple tables and displayed using basic charts, such as bar charts, with frequencies and percentages calculated for each response option. This will allow common trends across participants to be identified more easily, including shared views on what counts as terrorism and which actions are most often associated with being labelled a terrorist. 

The qualitative data collected from the open-ended questions will be analysed using a thematic approach. (Reyngaard, 2025), infers that this process involves reading through all written responses several times in order to become familiar with the data. Repeated ideas and similarities across responses will then be identified and grouped into themes. This process will help highlight shared understandings and differences in how participants interpret terrorism. Thematic analysis is commonly used in qualitative research as it provides a flexible and accessible way to identify patterns within written data, (Braun and Clarke, 2022). 
Once both forms of analysis have been completed, the findings from the quantitative and qualitative data will be considered together. This will allow numerical trends to be supported by participants’ explanations, (Lund, 2012). This helps to provide a more detailed understanding of public perceptions of terrorism. Furthermore, this approach also ensures that the analysis remains closely aligned with the aims of the research.

[bookmark: _Toc228818088]3.5 Limitations and Potential Hurdles

There are several limitations and potential challenges within this research that should be acknowledged. Firstly, this study uses convenience sampling, as the participants will be existing social media contacts. This means the sample will likely not fully represent the wider UK population, as certain groups such as younger individuals or those who frequently use social media may be overrepresented (SurveyMonkey, 2024).  However, to reduce this limitation, the questionnaire was shared across multiple platforms and with a range of individuals to try and reach a more diverse group of participants. Additionally, the aim of this research is to explore patterns in public perceptions rather than produce findings that represent the entire population.

Another limitation is the use of an online questionnaire. While this method is practical and cost-effective (Andrade, 2020), infers that it may exclude individuals who have limited access to the internet or who are less confident using technology. As a consequence, this will likely reduce the diversity of responses. To address this issue, the questionnaire was designed to be simple and accessible on mobile devices, allowing more people to complete it easily.

The sensitive nature of terrorism as a topic may also present a limitation. Participants may feel uncomfortable discussing terrorism or may provide socially desirable answers rather than their genuine opinions (Couper, 2013). To reduce this risk, responses were collected anonymously, and participants were informed that they could skip questions or withdraw at any time. This helps encourage honest responses and voluntary participation. Furthermore, to ensure that respondents were not negatively affected by the nature of the topic or questions asked, links to organisations that support individuals affected by terrorism were included at the top of the survey. This approach follows ethical research guidance, which suggests that when research involves sensitive topics, researchers should minimise potential harm and consider providing information about relevant support services (British Society of Criminology, 2015).

Despite these limitations, the research remains reliable. All participants answered the same set of questions, which improves consistency. Data was also recorded automatically through Microsoft Forms, reducing the risk of human error. Additionally, using both quantitative and qualitative data strengthens the reliability of the findings, as numerical patterns can be supported by the participants explanations (Turner, Cardinal and Burton, 2017). This helps ensure the research provides a balanced and credible insight into public perceptions of terrorism.

[bookmark: _Toc228818089]Chapter 4 - Findings

[bookmark: _Toc228818090]4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings from the primary research which was to explore public perceptions of terrorism in the United Kingdom, particularly how individuals define terrorism and how someone comes to be labelled a terrorist. This was carried out through an online survey through Microsoft Forms as it was time effective and allowed data to be collected easily (Ball, 2019). This analysis aims to address the research gap identified in the literature review, which highlighted limited research focusing on public perceptions compared to institutional and legal perspectives.

OBJECTIVE 1: To explore the different definitions of terrorisms and the issues of not having one universal definition. 

OBJECTIVE 2: To gather public perception on what constitutes an act of terrorism 

OBJECTIVE 3: Propose recommendations on the benefits of establishing of a globally accepted definition of terrorism for the purpose of policing.  

The questionnaire included both closed-ended questions, which were used to identify trends in public perceptions, and open-ended questions, which allowed participants to explain their views in more detail (Kuckartz and Rädiker, 2019). This approach allowed both quantitative and qualitative data to be collected.

This chapter is structured into three main sections. The first will present the findings from the questionnaire, beginning with a description of the results followed by analysis of what the data suggests. In turn, the next section will then compare and contrast the findings with the literature review. This is so that similarities and differences can be identified between public perceptions and existing research. The final section will provide a summary of the key findings.

The data was collected from members of the public living in the United Kingdom through the researchers existing social media contacts. Participants completed the survey anonymously and at their convenience. The findings therefore reflect public perceptions at the time of data collection and may also be influenced by current events and media coverage. 

[bookmark: _Toc228818091]4.2 Research Data Analysis

4.2.1 I Confirm that I am over 18 years old and consent to participating in this study.

A total of 97 participants confirmed that they were aged 18 years or over and gave informed consent before completing the questionnaire, while 3 participants did not. The 3 respondents who answered “No” will not be included in the final analysis. This shows that most respondents met the ethical requirements for taking part, meaning the data was collected appropriately and ethically. Gaining informed consent is important in research because it ensures that participants are aware of the purpose of the study and choose to take part voluntarily (Mondal, Mondal, and Soni, 2023).

[image: ]
4.2.2 What Age Group Do You Belong To?

This data displays that the questionnaire achieved a broad age range between 18 to 55 years plus. This is extremely beneficial for this research as including participants from different age groups allows the findings to be more representative towards the wider population. Failure to include diverse demographic groups may lead to biased results and inaccurate conclusions (Rudolph et al., 2023). However, this data has a limitation. The distribution across age groups is unequal, with the 55+ category being the largest and the 45–54 group the smallest. This is despite the fact that a broad age range was achieved. This is therefore a limitation, which could impact the results, as some age groups are more highly represented than others. 
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4.2.3 How Would You Describe Your Gender?

In the questionnaire, 51 individuals identified as female, 41 as male, and 3 as other. This demonstrates that a variety of genders were represented in the sample, with women making up the largest group. This is considered normal in regards to research as women are more likely to participate in online surveys than men are (Smith, 2008).
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4.2.4 How confident are you in your understanding of what constitutes an act of terrorism?

The results show that the majority of respondents felt “somewhat confident” in their understanding of the definition of terrorism, with 58 participants selecting this option. This was followed by 17 participants who reported feeling “neutral”, 14 who felt “extremely confident”, and 6 who reported being “somewhat not confident”. This suggests that most respondents believed they had at least some level of understanding of the definition of terrorism. These findings suggest that most participants felt confident in their understanding of terrorism, indicating an awareness of the topic. This is extremely useful to this research as this awareness can support the reliability of later responses (Tourangeau, 2021). This is due to participants likely being able to provide informed answers. However, many respondents were only somewhat confident or neutral, suggesting different levels of understanding. This presents a limitation, as self-reported confidence does not always reflect actual knowledge. Recent research supports this, showing that confidence and knowledge do not always align (Lakhlifi et al., 2023)
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4.2.5 Definition of Terrorism – In your own words please can you describe what you think consitutes an act of terrorism?

The participants definitions of terrorism revealed a number of important themes, according to the thematic analysis. Violence and harm emerged as the most prevalent topic, with many respondents associating terrorism with acts involving physical injury, destruction of property, or violence. Fear and intimidation was also prevalent, with responses since many participants described terrorism as something meant to incite Fear or panic in society. Political, religious, or ideological motivations were also noted in many responses. This infers that individuals understand that terrorism is usually driven by certain causes or beliefs. Some responses mentioned targeting civilians, extremism, and stereotypes, while a small number of participants gave non-serious answers irrelevant to the topic. Overall, the findings suggest that most participants had a general understanding of terrorism, although some inconsistencies were present, which may affect reliability. Responses were coded into multiple themes, meaning individual responses could be categorised under more than one theme (Braun and Clarke, 2022).
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4.2.6 Which of the following do you believe are key characteristics of terrorism?

The results show that 92 participants referred to the use of violence and 91 alluded to an intent to cause fear. This therefore makes the two the most commonly identified themes, suggesting that most participants associate terrorism with violence and creating fear. Political or ideological motivation and religious motivation were also frequently mentioned, indicating that respondents recognised that terrorism is often driven by beliefs or causes. Targeting civilians was another common theme, showing some awareness of how terrorism often impacts the public. However, organised group involvement was referred to by around only half of the responses. It can be inferred from thiss that fewer participants associated terrorism with organised groups. Overall, this suggests participants had a general understanding of terrorism, although some aspects of terrorism were recognised more than others.
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4.2.7 What behaviours or actions do you think could lead an individual to be considered a terrorist?

The thematic analysis displays that the use of violence was the most common theme, suggesting that participants mainly associate indicators of terrorism with violent behaviour. This is very similar to question 5 of the survey, which displayed similar results. Political or ideological motivation and religious or extremist beliefs were also commonly mentioned, indicating that many respondents recognised that terrorism is often influenced by underlying beliefs. Planning or preparation and organised group involvement were identified less frequently, suggesting that fewer participants recognised early warning signs of terrorism. Additionally, radicalisation and grooming appeared in some responses, showing some awareness of preventative indicators. However, the presence of stereotypes and non-serious responses suggests that understanding varied across participants. This variation is expected, as participants often interpret concepts differently and highlight different themes based on their understanding (Polat, 2025).
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4.2.8 How effective do you believe UK policing is at identifying and preventing terrorism?

The results show that most participants believed the UK policing counter-terrorism response was somewhat effective, with over half selecting this option. A number of respondents also selected neither effective nor ineffective, which suggests that some participants were unsure about how effective the response actually is. Fewer participants viewed the UK policing counter-terrorism response as very effective, while only a small number considered it somewhat ineffective or very ineffective. 
Overall, this suggests that participants generally had a positive view of the UK policing counter-terrorism response. However, the number of neutral responses may indicate that some participants were unsure or lacked knowledge about the topic, which could have influenced their answers. This is supported by research showing that self-reported survey responses do not always reflect actual knowledge or understanding, meaning participants may choose neutral options when they are uncertain (Shelton et al., 2024).
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4.2.9 In relation to the last question, could you explain your answer?

Regarding participants opinions on their beliefs of the effectiveness of the UK Police's Counter Terrorism Response, the thematic analysis revealed a number of important themes. While some participants cited the absence of recent attacks as evidence that policing is effective, many others thought that attacks are stopped before they happen. Some respondents did, however accept that terrorism is not always preventable. A number of people also cited monitoring and intelligence gathering, demonstrating knowledge of policing strategies. Uncertainty or negative views were voiced by a few respondents, indicating differing opinions about effectiveness. A few biased or non-serious comments were also found. Overall, the results point to conflicting but overall positive opinions of the counter terrorism response in the UK.
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4.2.10 To what extent do you agree with the following statement? "A definition of terrorism that is too broad risks unfairly labelling individuals or groups as terrorists."

The results show that most participants disagreed with the statement, suggesting that many respondents did not believe that a broad definition of terrorism would unfairly label individuals or groups. A fairly large number of participants selected more neutral responses, which may indicate some uncertainty or mixed opinions on the issue. Only a small number of participants agreed with the statement, showing that few respondents were concerned about the risks of broad definitions. Overall, this suggests that many participants may be more supportive of a broader definition of terrorism in the UK.
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4.2.11 To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 
“An act of violence should only be considered terrorism if it targets civilians.”

The results show that most responses were centred around the middle of the scale, particularly scores of 4 and 5. This suggests that many participants were unsure whether an act of violence should only be considered terrorism if it targets civilians. Overall, more participants disagreed with the statement than agreed, while a large number selected mid-range responses. This infers that opinions were mixed and that many respondents were uncertain. This further shows how defining terrorism can be complex, as participants held different views on whether targeting civilians should be considered an essential part of the definition.

[image: ]

4.2.12 To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 
“Political motivation is a necessary element for an act to be classified as terrorism.”

The results show a spread of responses across the scale, although most were grouped around the middle. This is extremely similar to the previous question which is not unusual in survey research. When questions explore similar ideas, responses often follow similar patterns, as participants tend to apply the same reasoning across related questions (McLeod, 2023). Also, some respondents agreed that political motivation is an important part of terrorism. In contrast, others disagreed, which may suggest that participants believe terrorism can also be driven by other factors such as religious or ideological beliefs. Overall, the range of responses suggests that participants had different views, highlighting that there is no clear agreement on whether political motivation should be a required element of terrorism.
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4.2.13 To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 
“Clearer definitions of terrorism would increase public trust in counter-terrorism policing.”
The results show that many responses were towards the higher end of the scale, with a large number of participants selecting scores between 6 and 8. This suggests that most respondents generally agreed that clearer definitions of terrorism would help increase public trust in counter-terrorism policing. Although a small number of participants disagreed, these responses were limited. Overall, this suggests that many participants felt that clearer definitions could improve understanding and transparency, which may help build trust in counter-terrorism policing. However, the spread of responses also shows that opinions still varied, with not all participants fully agreeing.
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[bookmark: _Toc228818092]4.3 Synthesis of Findings with Literature Review

The first question explored how confident participants were in their understanding of what constitutes terrorism. The findings showed that most respondents reported feeling somewhat confident, while fewer participants described themselves as extremely confident or not confident. This reflects the wider literature as it illustrates that there isn’t an agreed definition of terrorism. (Weigend, 2006), displays that disagreements over definitions make it difficult to create a shared understanding of terrorism. (Weinberg, Pedahzur and Hirsch-Hoefler, 2004), also infers this, suggesting that participants may have felt confident whilst still interpreting terrorism in different ways.
Question 5 asked participants what they thought terrorism was in their own words. The findings showed that participants commonly associated terrorism with violence and fear. Many respondents also referred to civilians as potential victims, although this was not consistent across responses. This suggests that while participants had a general understanding of terrorism, there were still differences in interpretation. These findings reflect the literature, particularly (Richards, 2015), who argues there is disagreement over who counts as a victim and whether terrorism must involve civilians. This helps explain inconsistencies in responses. This is reinforced by (Kamm, 2006), who highlights that distinctions between civilians and combatants are not always clear. Moreover, (Boyle, 2019), details that definitions vary depending on context and perspective.
The findings from question 6 showed that most participants identified violence and the intention to cause fear as key characteristics of terrorism, while fewer associated it with organised group involvement. These findings are supported by (Primoratz, 2024), which identifies violence and intimidation as key features. The lower association with organised groups may reflect the rise of “lone-actor” terrorism (Kenyon, Baker-Beall and Binder, 2023), where individuals act alone rather than in groups.
The next question mirrored these findings and further supported the idea of “lone-actor” terrorism. (Richards, 2015), also identifies violence and intimidation as central elements of terrorism.
The findings from question 8 suggest that although participants generally viewed UK counter-terrorism policing positively, not all felt confident judging its effectiveness. Research such as (Morrison, 2023), suggests perceptions vary depending on understanding. Disagreement over definitions may also affect how participants judge effectiveness (Skiple et al., 2024).
Question 9 responses reflected academic research. (Lowe, 2015), shows perceptions are influenced by the visibility of policing, with much work occurring behind the scenes.
Question 10’s findings both support and contrast the literature. (Schmid, 2023) argues broad definitions risk unfair labelling, while participants were less concerned, suggesting a gap between academic debate and public opinion. Neutral responses may reflect uncertainty (Richards, 2015).
The findings from question 11 reflect debates on whether terrorism must involve civilians. (Sasson-Gordis and Yakter, 2024), highlight ongoing disagreement, explaining the mixed responses.
Question 12 shows disagreement over whether political motivation is necessary. (Schmid, 2023) and (Weinberg, Pedahzur and Hirsch-Hoefler, 2004), highlight lack of consensus, which is reflected in participant responses.
The final findings reflect literature showing that unclear definitions create challenges for policing and public understanding. (Saul, 2019), argues this can undermine legitimacy, while (Richards, 2015), highlights difficulties in applying legislation. This supports findings that clearer definitions could improve trust in counter-terrorism policing.

[bookmark: _Toc228818093]4.4 Conclusion 

This chapter explored public perceptions of terrorism in the UK and highlighted that participants generally associated terrorism with violence, fear, and ideological motivation, although definitions varied. The findings also showed mixed views on key elements such as targeting civilians and political motivation, reflecting wider academic debates. Participants viewed UK counter-terrorism policing as somewhat effective, but many expressed uncertainty, suggesting limited public knowledge. Additionally, many respondents believed clearer definitions could improve public trust. Overall, the research identified ongoing definitional challenges and varying public understanding, which informs the following chapter that presents the study’s conclusions and recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc228818094]Chapter 5 – Conclusion

[bookmark: _Toc228818095]5.1 Introduction

The overall aim of this research was to explore public awareness of what constitutes an act of terrorism and the implications this may have for the counter-terrorism response in the United Kingdom. The study also examined the wider issue of why no universally accepted definition of terrorism currently exists. To achieve this, the research used a mixed-methods survey throug Microsoft Forms to gather public perceptions to then synthesise with the literature discovered in the literature review.

The research objectives of this dissertation were to firstly explore the different definitions of terrorism, gather public perceptions on what constitutes terrorism and then propose recommendations on the benefits of establishing a globally accepted definition of terrorism for the purpose of policing. This chapter will summarise the main findings linked to each objective before presenting recommendations and conclusions.

[bookmark: _Toc228818096]5.2 Research Objectives: Summary of Findings and Conclusions

Research Objective 1: To explore the different definitions of terrorism and the issues of not having one universal definition.
The findings of this study showed that terrorism remains a heavily contested concept. Although many participants felt confident in their understanding of terrorism, responses across the questionnaire showed clear differences in opinion. Participants generally agreed that violence and fear were central to a definition, but there was less agreement on whether terrorism must involve political motivation, organised groups or the targeting of civilians.

This is mirrored in the academic literature, with sources such as (Weigend, 2006) and (Schmid, 2023), highlighting long-standing disagreement over how terrorism should be defined, especially over the last two decades. The conclusion that can be drawn is that the lack of a universal definition is not only an academic problem, but also one that affects public understanding. Even when people believe they understand terrorism, they may still define it differently. 

Research Objective 2: To gather public perception on what constitutes an act of terrorism.

The findings showed that most participants linked terrorism with violence, fear, intimidation, and political, ideological, or religious motives. This suggests that many people have a reasonable understanding of the features commonly associated with terrorism. However, opinions became less clear when the questions focused on more specific issues, particularly whether attacks must target civilians or whether political motivation should always be considered necessary. This is in line with literature such as (Richards, 2015).

The research also found that most respondents viewed UK counter-terrorism policing as somewhat effective. However, a notable number selected neutral responses, suggesting some uncertainty about how effective counter terror policing actually is. This may reflect the fact that much counter-terrorism work happens out of public view, making it difficult for some respondents to effectively answer (Lowe ,2015).

The conclusion from this objective is that public perceptions are somewhat informed, but not always consistent. Participants recognised the main themes of terrorism, but there was less certainty around the more complex areas of the perceived definitions and subsequent policing effectiveness.

Research Objective 3: To propose recommendations on the benefits of establishing a globally accepted definition of terrorism for the purpose of policing.

The findings showed that many participants felt that clearer definitions of terrorism would increase trust in counter-terrorism policing. This suggests that if people have a clearer understanding of what actually constitutes terrorism, it could improve transparency and make policing decisions easier to understand. Furthermore, if individuals know why certain incidents are labelled as terrorism and how the law is applied, they may be more likely to trust the police. This notion is also displayed in (Saul, 2019), who argues that unclear definitions can cause confusion and weaken trust. 

The literature and findings also suggest that a clearer and more consistent definition could help counter terrorism policing in practice, as it would allow decision-making to be more consistent and improve communication with the public. On a wider level, it could also make it easier for different countries and agencies to work together when responding to terrorism (Duroy, 2021).
However, both the findings and the literature suggest that reaching one globally accepted definition is still very difficult. Literature such as, (Schmid, 2023) and (Ganor, 2013) infer that political differences and personal beliefs mean that people often disagree on what should be included within the term of terrorism.

Overall, this suggests that even if a universal definition is unlikely, moving towards clearer and more consistent definitions could still make a real difference for policing and public trust. 

[bookmark: _Toc228818097]5.3 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, a number of recommendations can be made.
Firstly, police forces and government agencies should aim to improve how they communicate with the public about what legally counts as terrorism and how threats are assessed. Doing this could help reduce some of the uncertainty seen in the findings and make people feel more confident in how these decisions are made.

Secondly, policymakers should continue working towards clearer and more consistent definitions of terrorism, particularly within legislation and policing. While a single global definition may not be realistic, improving consistency would still be a positive step.

Thirdly, future research should look to use larger and more representative samples. This would help explore whether factors such as age, education, background, or media use have an impact on how people understand terrorism.

Finally, this study shows that public perception should not be overlooked in counter-terrorism policy. Public understanding and trust play an important role in maintaining legitimacy and encouraging cooperation.

Overall, this dissertation has shown that while most people recognise the main features of terrorism, there is still a lot of disagreement when it comes to defining it more clearly. This reflects what is seen in the wider literature and highlights that ongoing uncertainty around definitions can have real implications for both policing and public confidence.
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