How UK Police Forces Support the Prevent Strand of the CONTEST Counter-Terrorism Strategy and the Challenges They Face in Implementing It Effectively in Today’s Society.

[bookmark: _Int_sGQhSwy9]Prevent is the early-intervention strand of the United Kingdom’s CONTEST counter-terrorism strategy, designed to reduce the risk of individuals becoming involved in terrorism or supporting extremist activity. Its focus is on addressing radical ideologies, identifying those at risk and providing support through multi-agency safeguarding processes (Home Office, 2023a). Within this framework, UK police forces play a central role by coordinating local partnerships, assessing referrals and contributing to safeguarding interventions such as the Channel programme.
Since its inception in 2006, Prevent has attracted sustained academic and political debate. Supporters describe it as a vital safeguarding mechanism; critics, however, argue that it risks stigmatising Muslim communities and blurring the boundary between policing and social work (Chambers, Cantrell and Booth, 2021). The purpose of this review is to synthesise scholarly, policy and inspectorate literature to examine how UK police forces implement Prevent and to evaluate the challenges they face in delivering it effectively within a diverse and digitally connected society.
Methods and Scope
This review draws upon UK Government policy documents (Home Office, 2024), inspection reports (HMICFRS, 2022), the Independent Review of Prevent (Shawcross, 2023), and academic analyses published in Policing & Society, British Journal of Criminology and Critical Studies on Terrorism. Grey literature from organisations such as (Amnesty International, 2023) is also included to reflect civil-society perspectives.
The review adopts a thematic approach focusing on police roles and organisational arrangements, capability and training, governance and data issues, community trust and legitimacy and the available evidence on effectiveness. Sources span 2015–2024, a period that includes the statutory Prevent Duty introduced by the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 and the 2023 update of CONTEST.
Police Roles and Organisational Arrangements
Under the Prevent Duty, the police act as both operational and strategic partners in multi-agency safeguarding networks. Their functions include identifying individuals of concern, facilitating referrals, chairing or advising Channel panels and supporting local authorities in developing counter-extremism action plans (Home Office, 2023b). Counter-Terrorism Policing (CTP) oversees this activity through ten regional Counter-Terrorism Units (CTUs) and associated Regional Organised Crime Units (ROCUs), while local neighbourhood policing teams deliver engagement and awareness at community level (College of Policing, 2013).
According to (HMICFRS, 2022), forces demonstrate a strong commitment to Prevent’s objectives, but implementation varies widely. Larger metropolitan forces such as the Metropolitan Police Service and Greater Manchester Police have dedicated Prevent teams, whereas smaller or rural forces often rely on a few trained officers, limiting consistency. Academic analysis supports this view: (Cleary et al., 2021) argues that the “multi-layered” design of Prevent creates gaps between strategic leadership and local practice, leading to uneven quality of intervention.
[bookmark: _Int_K2edURSC]The organisational structure therefore enables flexibility but also contributes to disparity. The literature calls for a more standardised national framework and clear performance metrics to ensure equitable delivery across regions (Smith, Gilmer and Stockdale, 2019).
Capability, Resources and Training
Variation in capability is one of the most persistent issues. Specialist counter-terrorism officers typically receive comprehensive training and have access to analytical resources, while local police may have limited understanding of radicalisation processes or the Prevent referral pathway (HMICFRS, 2022). (College of Policing, 2023) provides online learning modules, but uptake depends on local leadership and budgets.
[bookmark: _Int_K1iAtieA]Financial constraints have also affected delivery. After years of austerity, police forces have prioritised reactive crime control over preventative work. The COVID-19 pandemic compounded these pressures, diverting resources and limiting community engagement (Home Office, 2023). As a result, Prevent delivery often depends on the dedication of a small cadre of officers with overlapping safeguarding and counter-terrorism duties.
Concerns about training quality appear repeatedly in the literature. (Heath-Kelly and Strausz, 2018)) argue that existing training can encourage box-ticking and over-reliance on behavioural indicators, increasing the risk of misidentification. (Amnesty International, 2024) likewise reports instances of over-referral based on vague concerns, highlighting the need for greater cultural literacy and critical reflection in training. Enhanced investment in specialist education, particularly in understanding online radicalisation, social media use and digital intelligence is recommended to enable police to address contemporary extremist narratives effectively.
Governance, Data and Human-Rights Challenges
Robust governance and oversight are essential for maintaining legitimacy and ensuring Prevent operates within human-rights standards. The Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 created a statutory duty but offered limited mechanisms for independent scrutiny. The Independent Review of Prevent (HM Government, 2015) therefore recommended clearer accountability lines between local authorities, police and central government, alongside improved data transparency.
[bookmark: _Int_YPsCaH4n]Data quality has long been problematic. (Syal, 2024) reported that police failed to record ethnicity in nearly half of Prevent referrals during 2022, impeding analysis of potential disproportionality. (HMICFRS, 2022) also found that data systems varied by force, with some lacking capacity for detailed trend analysis. In response, the (Home Office, 2023b) pledged to enhance data recording, though implementation remains uneven.
Human-rights organisations contend that Prevent’s broad criteria can infringe civil liberties. (Amnesty International, 2023) argues that the duty encourages “over-reporting” of non-violent behaviour, chilling free expression. Empirical research by (O’Toole et al., 2016) supports this, demonstrating that Muslim communities perceive Prevent as scrutinising everyday religious and political practice. Balancing early identification of risk with proportionality and due process thus remains a fundamental challenge. 
Community Trust, Legitimacy and Discrimination
Community confidence profoundly shapes Prevent’s success. Trust in policing legitimacy influences public cooperation, particularly in intelligence-led initiatives (Tyler, 2006). Yet numerous studies show that Prevent has generated suspicion within Muslim and minority communities (Kundnani, 2014). Examples of children referred for expressing curiosity about religious issues or foreign conflicts have reinforced perceptions of bias (Amnesty International, 2023).
From a procedural-justice perspective, legitimacy depends on fairness, transparency and voice. Where communities perceive Prevent as discriminatory, engagement declines (Cherney and Murphy, 2017). (HMICFRS, 2022) therefore advises that forces separate safeguarding communication from intelligence gathering to protect trust.
Some positive models exist. In Birmingham and Leicester, for instance, co-production with community partners has enhanced cultural competence and reduced tensions (Blakemore, 2016). These cases illustrate that participatory design, where local leaders help shape Prevent delivery, can rebuild legitimacy. Nevertheless, such initiatives remain uneven and dependent on local leadership rather than national strategy. Overall, the literature suggests that improving Prevent’s social legitimacy requires transparency about aims, consistent community dialogue and recognition of structural inequalities that shape perceptions of policing.
Effectiveness and Evaluation
[bookmark: _Int_UtJVi7ZX]Assessing the effectiveness of Prevent remains one of the most complex and contentious issues in the counter-terrorism field. The programme’s aims, to deter individuals from supporting or engaging in terrorism, are inherently difficult to measure, as they involve assessing non-events or the prevention of potential future harms (Mastroe, 2016). This makes empirical evaluation problematic and most available data focuses on operational outputs rather than clear outcomes. Official Home Office statistics record the number of referrals and Channel interventions, but these figures reveal little about whether Prevent reduces radicalisation or strengthens community resilience (Home Office, 2023a).
Between April 2022 and March 2023, 6,817 individuals were referred to Prevent in England and Wales, but only a small fraction, around 13%, were deemed suitable for further Channel support (Home Office, 2023b). Critics argue that this high attrition rate suggests over-referral and weak risk-assessment mechanisms (Amnesty International, 2023). It also reflects the difficulty of distinguishing between genuine vulnerability and ordinary social or political dissent. Without transparent evaluation criteria, it is unclear whether Prevent’s interventions produce sustainable behavioural change or simply deflect individuals temporarily from risk.
Academic research has consistently questioned the programme’s ability to demonstrate long-term impact. (Thomas, 2016) argues that Prevent’s focus on numerical reporting, such as counting referrals or training sessions, amounts to a “quantitative illusion” of success. In contrast, qualitative evidence, including case studies from local Channel panels, shows that outcomes vary widely depending on local coordination and community trust (Blakemore, 2016). For example, in some areas where strong multi-agency partnerships exist, police and social services have successfully diverted vulnerable individuals from extremist influences. However, where mistrust of Prevent is high, community members may avoid reporting concerns altogether, limiting early intervention.
(Thomas, 2016) further argues that evaluating Prevent requires a “social harm” framework that examines both benefits and unintended negative consequences. While some individuals may receive valuable safeguarding support, others may experience alienation, stigma, or reduced trust in public services. Empirical studies by (O’Toole et al, 2016) and (Kundnani, 2014) reveal that communities perceive Prevent as targeting Muslims disproportionately, which undermines its legitimacy and thereby reduces its effectiveness. From a policing standpoint, this erosion of trust hampers intelligence-gathering and cooperation, creating a paradox where the very communities whose engagement is essential to Prevent’s success may feel marginalised by it.
Government reviews have acknowledged these limitations. The Independent Review of Prevent (Shawcross, 2023) concluded that while the strategy has prevented some individuals from entering extremist pathways, it lacks a robust evaluation framework and clear national metrics for success. The report criticised the absence of systematic follow-up on Channel participants to determine long-term outcomes and recommended the creation of a centralised monitoring system to record interventions and assess whether behavioural change endures over time. HMICFRS (2022) similarly highlighted the need for better data consistency and evaluation across police forces to ensure that lessons from successful interventions can be replicated elsewhere.
[bookmark: _Int_hPoAq1iL]Some scholars, such as (Heath-Kelly, 2017), suggest that measuring Prevent’s effectiveness should extend beyond individual outcomes to encompass broader societal indicators, such as levels of trust in public institutions, perceptions of fairness, and reductions in community tensions. This holistic perspective aligns with contemporary understandings of counter-terrorism as a public-safety and safeguarding enterprise rather than a purely security-driven operation. However, translating these broader social indicators into measurable performance metrics remains a significant methodological challenge.
Recent policy literature has also begun to consider the role of digital radicalisation in assessing Prevent’s impact. Online spaces have become key environments where extremist narratives circulate, yet the current Prevent evaluation framework pays limited attention to how police interventions disrupt digital recruitment or misinformation campaigns (Home Office, 2023a). Digital engagement and counter-messaging efforts should form a core component of Prevent evaluation, since much radicalisation now occurs through online networks rather than physical community spaces.
Discussion
Across the reviewed literature, several interrelated challenges emerge. Organisationally, police forces operate within a complex multi-agency landscape that demands consistent capability, adequate resources and effective coordination. Governance deficits, particularly around data quality and oversight, undermine transparency and public confidence. Socially, mistrust among Muslim communities continues to hinder engagement.
To address these issues, scholars and inspectorates propose a range of reforms. Establishing a national training and capability standard for all officers involved in Prevent would promote consistency and professionalism (HMICFRS, 2022). Improving data governance and demographic monitoring would help detect bias and ensure accountability (Syal, 2024). Introducing independent oversight mechanisms, potentially through a statutory Prevent Commissioner, would further enhance transparency (Shawcross, 2023). Strengthening community co-design and feedback processes could embed legitimacy and rebuild trust (Awan, 2019). Finally, commissioning independent longitudinal evaluations of Channel outcomes would provide a robust evidence base to guide future policy.
Implementing these reforms would align policing practice with both safeguarding and rights-based principles, ensuring Prevent operates transparently and proportionately within modern democratic policing.
Conclusion
UK police forces are indispensable to the operation of Prevent, providing coordination, expertise and safeguarding capacity within local partnerships. Yet the literature reveals persistent challenges: inconsistent training, limited resources, weak data governance and legitimacy deficits within affected communities. Addressing these issues requires a strategic shift from reactive security management toward evidence-based, community-centred prevention.
A reformed Prevent strategy, grounded in transparent data, independent oversight and participatory governance, would enable the police to contribute effectively to counter-terrorism goals while protecting human rights and social cohesion.
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