 Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Background to the Research


Terrorism and radicalisation are significant concerns within the realm of policing and national security in the UK. Prevent is one of the four Home Office appetites for counterterrorism of the UK Government’s CONTEST counter-terrorism strategy; Pursue, Protect and Prepare being the other three. Prevent is unique in that it intervenes at an early stage in order to assist those who are susceptible to recruitment by terrorism to engage in activity which counteracts that radicalisation and ensures that they are safeguarded (Home Office, 2023).

The Prevent Strategy aims to safeguard education and other public services and bodies from potential security threats. In the context of the Strategy as a whole, the purposes of the Strategy as well as that of the Channel program are to intervene early and provide support to individuals where appropriate. The program brings together a variety of agencies that assess a concern and offer support on a voluntary basis (Home Office, 2023).

Radicalisation has been identified as a complex process and no single factor can fully account for the process of an individual’s move towards extremism or terrorism (Horgan, 2008; Borum, 2011). Factors which influence an individual’s radicalisation have been noted by others such as psychological, social and group factors (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2017). This indicates that any attempt to tackle terrorism is likely to need more than the implementation of security measures.

There are a number of ways that previous researchers have perceived the Prevent Strategy and how it has been implemented in order to tackle the early intervention of radicalisation and terrorism. Many researchers have commented on the impact that counter-terrorism policies and procedures have on communities and how there is a fear of discrimination and how security measures can affect how much the public trust the authorities (Kundnani, 2014; Mythen and Walklate, 2016; Qureshi, 2021). This dissertation aims to explore how university students perceive the Prevent Strategy and the reasons behind their perceptions.

1.2 Research Problem and Rationale

The public’s trust, confidence and respect for police is an essential component of effective policing. This in turn is influenced by an individual’s perception of whether or not they believe the police are being fair and adhering to a set of procedures that are respectful. The work of Tyler (2006) in this area describes how procedural justice can be influential in shaping an individual’s legitimacy of the police and in turn how they might behave in respect of cooperation with police. Moreover, a number of studies have explored the relationship between procedural justice, police legitimacy and public confidence (Bradford et al., 2014).

Many public services and community groups are involved with Prevent, therefore the views people hold regarding it can determine their perceptions of the organizations that implement the policy and its goals of safeguarding.

Public perceptions of terrorism and counter-terrorism policies are also influenced by information received by the public from various sources including social media, political debates and discussions, and from personal experiences and contacts. Awan (2012) commented on media representation of terrorism and the stigmatisation of Muslims and accused the media of perpetuating negative stereotypes of Muslims leading to Islamophobia. Jackson (2016) explored terrorism discourse and its influence on public’s perception and understanding of issues related to terrorism.

The focus of this dissertation will be on what university students actually understand of the Prevent Strategy and their views on the organization’s role in regard to Prent’s goals of early intervention and safeguarding of the public, reference to how others have researched this topic is provided in the following chapters.

The population to be studied is university students, who may have varying degrees of knowledge of the Prevent Strategy. Some students are likely to have encountered Prevent within their educational environment, within their place of work, or as part of their training. However, other students may have little or no knowledge of Prevent prior to the study. It is anticipated that the students within this sample will provide a diverse understanding and perception of the Prevent Strategy.

The purpose of this research is not to investigate the efficiency of the Prevent Strategy to tackle terrorism and radicalization, something that would need a much larger data base and types of evidence than that provided by a university-based project. The research here is concerned to discover how university students perceive Prevent in relation to it acting as an early intervention/safeguarding strategy and inculcating trust in the police.

1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
The main research question guiding this dissertation is:
How do university students perceive the UK Prevent Strategy in relation to early intervention, safeguarding and public trust in policing?


The purpose of the study is to examine university students’ knowledge and views of the UK Prevent Strategy and the purpose of the policy in relation to the early intervention of terrorism, safeguarding of individuals from radicalisation and the policing of those who may be considered to be extremist.

The research has four objectives:

1. To examine university students' awareness and understanding of the UK Prevent Strategy.
2. Students’ perceptions regarding the role of Prevent with regards to early intervention and safeguarding.
3. How students perceive the Prevent Strategy can influence public trust and confidence in the policing.
4. To highlight areas of Prevent awareness and/or communication that require improvement and make suggestions for future development.

By having these four objectives, it will be possible to keep track of the focus of the research during the development of the questionnaire, thus to ensure that sufficient attention is given to all the different issues related to the research question.

1.4 Research Approach


The method by which this dissertation is to be collected is an anonymous online questionnaire via university email accounts of students aged 18 and above. Although intended to be completed by 30–50 participants, the researcher realises that there will actually be as many completed questionnaires as there are students willing to complete it.

Participants will be contacted through university email accounts of students aged 18 and above who are currently enrolled as matriculated students at the university where the researcher is based. Ethical clearance will have to be granted by the appropriate university body prior to distribution of the online questionnaire. Participation in the study will be entirely voluntary, and all data collected via the on-line questionnaire will be anonymous.

The closed questions on the questionnaire will be analysed using descriptive statistics to explore the patterns of the findings on the students’ awareness and perceptions of the Prevent Strategy. The open questions will be analysed using themes from the written responses of the students.

To help students with no previous knowledge of Prevent understand the subject of this research, the questionnaire will include a short explanation of Prevent which will be provided in a neutral manner. Subsequent questions on the role and purpose of Prevent will be answered by students with no previous knowledge of Prevent after they have read the explanation provided earlier.

This will enable participants to express their views regarding early intervention and safeguarding without necessarily having to share their experiences of radicalisation, extremism or of being referred to Prevent.

The study will draw upon existing literature and policy documents including academic papers, government publications and home office policy in relation to the Prevent Strategy, radicalisation, and the wider debate surrounding early intervention and policing legitimacy.

1.5 Significance and Limitations of the Study


The study could contribute to greater understanding of how university students perceive Prevent. In addition, it could identify areas for greater information and communication in relation to safeguarding and in respect of public trust of the police in relation to the Prevent Strategy.

The findings from the student participants could be of interest to the police in terms of public confidence, legitimacy and community cooperation which are critical in counter-terrorism work, and in the implementation of Prevent as a policy.

The main limitation of the research, however, is that participants will have been recruited via convenience sampling and therefore the sample size of completed questionnaires is likely to be small. Therefore, the findings from the research cannot be generalised to the whole population of university students or even the wider UK population.

Despite the limitations, the study will provide useful insight to early exploration of students’ perceptions of Prevent awareness and its relationship to safeguarding and trust in policing.

1.6 Structure of the Dissertation


Chapter 2 will present relevant academic literature, in addition to policy and evidence-based research relating to Prevent, radicalisation, safeguarding and public trust. Chapter 3 will outline the methodology adopted in this research, covering the design and distribution of the questionnaire, the means by which participants will be recruited to complete it, issues of an ethical nature and the data analysis that will be undertaken.

Chapter 4 details the results of the data gathered from participants within the questionnaire, highlighting trends within the responses in order to draw together key points. Finally, in Chapter 5, the findings of this study are summarised. Limitations are also addressed within this final chapter as well as suggestions for future studies, and areas where there could be improvements to raise awareness and to improve communication in relation to Prevent.

In summary, the aim of this dissertation is to establish a clearer understanding of the views of university students in relation to Prevent, early intervention and safeguarding and the relationship between these and policing and public trust.
