REWORK: Conduct a literature review on how UK police forces support the Prevent strand of the CONTEST counter-terrorism strategy, and what challenges do they face in implementing it effectively in today's society?

Understanding Prevent Within Modern Counter-Terrorism Policing
To understand the role of Prevent within modern counter-terrorism policing, it is necessary to understand both terrorism and radicalisation. Terrorism refers to the use or threat of violence to promote political, religious or ideological beliefs (Law,2024). Radicalisation is the process through which an individual becomes influenced by extremist views and may become vulnerable to involvement in terrorism (Moghaddam, 2005(a)).
In the UK, terrorism is addressed through the CONTEST strategy, which is the governments national counter-terrorism framework (Walker, 2014). CONTEST consists of four strands: Prevent, Pursue, Protect and Prepare (Home Office, 2018(a)). Together, these strands aim to reduce the threat posed by terrorism and keep the public safe. Each strand has a different purpose, but they work together to prevent attacks, protect communities and strengthen the UK’s overall response to terrorism.
Prevent differs from the other strands because it focuses on stopping people from becoming involved in terrorism before any crime has been committed. Police forces work alongside schools, the NHS, local authorities and social services to identify people who may be vulnerable to radicalisation (Thomas, 2017(a)). One way this is achieved is through the Channel programme, which provides support such as mentoring, education and mental health services for those considered at risk (Marsden and Lee, 2022(a)).
The importance of Prevent has increased in recent years due to growing concerns surrounding online radicalisation and the spread of extremist content through digital platforms (Gill et al., 2017(a)). The increasing use of social media and online communities has created new opportunities for extremist groups got reach vulnerable individuals. This has created additional challenges for police forces and partner agencies who must adapt to changing methods of communication and recruitment used by extremist groups. Despite this, Prevent continues to generate debate amongst academics, policymakers and communities regarding how effective it is and whether it achieves its intended aims (Qurashi, 2018 (a)).

Supporting Vulnerable Individuals Through Prevent and Early Intervention
[bookmark: _Int_66oHZjfq]A key aim of Prevent is to safeguard people who may be vulnerable to radicalisation before they become involved in terrorism or extremism (Home Office, 2023(a)). Unlike other areas of policing that focus on responding to offences after they have occurred, Prevent focuses on identifying risks at an earlier stage and providing support where needed (HMICFRS, n.d. (A)). This reflects a preventative approach that aims to reduce harm before it happens.
Early intervention is a key part of Prevent because radicalisation does not usually happen overnight. It is often a gradual process that develops over time (Home Office, n.d.). By recognising warning signs at an early stage, police and public services can provide support before an individual’s views become more extreme. This helps reduce risks to both the individual and the wider community (Home Office, 2018(b)).
The Channel programme is one of the main tools used to deliver this support. Referrals can be made by professionals such as teachers, healthcare workers and social workers when concerns arise about an individual's vulnerability to radicalisation (Department for Education, 2015 (a)). Support is tailored to the individual and may include mentoring, educational opportunities or mental health services (Home Office, 2024). The aim of this support is to address the factors that may increase vulnerability and encourage more positive outcomes for individuals identified as at risk.
Prevent depends heavily on effective partnership working. Police work closely with schools, healthcare services, local authorities and social services because these organisations are often best placed to identify signs of vulnerability (Thomas, 2017(b)). Sharing information and working together allows agencies to provide support more effectively (Martin, 2017).
Many authors argue that Prevent provides a positive and proactive approach to reducing the risk of radicalisation (Ahmed, Belanger and Samaria, 2018(a)). However, others suggest that it can be difficult to measure whether Prevent has actually stopped someone from becoming radicalised, making its overall effectiveness difficult to assess (National Audit Office, 2023). This has contributed to wider debates about the role and purpose of Prevent within modern policing (Amnesty International UK, 2023 (a)).

The Safeguarding Versus Surveillance Debate
Prevent is one of the most debated parts of the CONTEST strategy (Amnesty International UK, 2023 (b)). The literature generally falls into two different viewpoints. Some authors believe that Prevent is an important safeguarding tool which helps protect vulnerable people from being drawn into terrorism and extremism. However, other authors argue that Prevent is more focused on monitoring individuals than safeguarding them. Because of this, there is ongoing debate surrounding the purpose and effectiveness of the strategy.
Those who support Prevent often focus on its safeguarding purpose. They argue that radicalisation should be treated in a similar way to other forms of vulnerability, with support provided before serious harm occurs (Coppock and McGovern, 2014 (a)). Through early intervention and the Channel programme, individuals can receive help that may reduce their vulnerability to extremist influences (Home Office, 2023(b)). Supporters therefore view Prevent as a positive and proactive approach to reducing the risk of terrorism (Thomas, 2017 (c)).
On the other hand, critics argue that Prevent creates a culture of suspicion by encouraging professionals to identify possible signs of radicalisation (Open Society Justice Initiative, 2016(a)). Authors such as Qurashi (2018(b)) suggests that this can lead to ordinary behaviours being viewed as concerning when there is no genuine risk present. According to this viewpoint, Prevent may damage trust and confidence in public services rather than strengthen them (Amnesty International UK, 2023(c)). 
Many criticisms focus on the impact Prevent has had on Muslim communities. Although Prevent aims to address all forms of extremism, some authors argue that Muslim communities have been disproportionately affected by the strategy (Qurashi, 2018(c)). This had led to concerns about discrimination and unfair targeting (Open Society Justice Initiative, 2016 (b)). Critics suggest that these concerns can reduce trust and confidence in the police and make community engagement more difficult (Thomas, 2017(d)). Some authors further argue that when communities feel unfairly targeted, they may become less willing to engage with Prevent initiatives, potentially reducing opportunities for partnership working, information sharing and early intervention.
Overall, the literature demonstrates that Prevent remains highly controversial. Whilst its aims may be based on safeguarding and protection, concerns about surveillance and trust continue to influence how the strategy is viewed and delivered in practice (Open Society Justice Initiative, 2016(c)). This suggests that the success of Prevent may depend not only on safeguarding vulnerable individuals, but also on improving public confidence and strengthening relationships between communities and the police.

Challenges Affecting the Effectiveness of Prevent in Practice
Although Prevent aims to reduce the risk of radicalisation through safeguarding and early intervention, there are a number of challenges that can impact how successful it is in practice (Ahmed, Belanger and Szmaria, 2018 (b)). The literature highlights several key issues, including public trust and confidence, differences in training across organisations, difficulties measuring success and balancing public safety with individual rights (Thomas, 2017(e)). These challenges can make it difficult for police and partner agencies to deliver Prevent consistently. 
Trust is often viewed as one of the most important factors impacting Prevent. For the strategy to work effectively, communities need to feel confident that referrals will be dealt with fairly and appropriately (Open Society Justice Initiative, 2016(d)). However, concerns surrounding surveillance, discrimination and unfair targeting can reduce public confidence and make people less willing to engage with Prevent (Amnesty International UK, 2023 (d)). This is particularly important because Prevent relies heavily on information sharing and referrals from communities. Without trust and cooperation, opportunities for early intervention and safeguarding may be significantly reduced.
The literature also highlights concerns regarding training and consistency. Prevent is delivered through a range of organisations, including schools, healthcare services and local authorities (Department for Education, 2015 (b)). As a result, there can be differences in how signs in radicalisation are understood and identified. This may lead to some individuals being referred unnecessarily whilst others who may need support are overlooked (Coppock and McGovern, 2014 (b)). 
The literature also highlights how difficult it is to measure whether Prevent has been successful. Unlike arrests or crime figures, Prevent focuses on stopping something from happening before it occurs (Home Office, 2018 (c)). This means it can be difficult to prove whether support provided through Prevent directly prevented radicalisation (Marsden and Lee, 2022(b)). 
Finally, the literature shows concerns about balancing security with individual freedoms. Whilst protecting the public remains important, critics argue that Prevent can sometimes create tensions between safeguarding and respecting individual rights (Amnesty International UK, 2023 (e)). As a result, the effectiveness of Prevent continues to be widely debated.

A Comparison of Prevent Delivery Within the Metropolitan Police and South Wales Police
The Metropolitan Police and South Wales Police both play an important role in delivering Prevent, although they do so within very different policing environments (HMICFRS, 2020 (b)). Comparing these forces helps show how local factors such as population size, community make up and available resources can influence how Prevent is delivered in practice.
The Metropolitan Police plays a significant role in counter-terrorism policing due to the size of London and the higher level of demand faced by the force (Home Office, 2023 (c)). The force has access to specialist resources and counter-terrorism teams which support the delivery of Prevent. However, policing such a large and diverse population can create challenges when trying to identify vulnerability and build trust with communities (Greater London Authority, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Int_3OzjRMOs]South Wales Police works within a smaller policing area and places a strong focus on local partnership working and community engagement (South Wales Police, 2026). This can help build relationships with communities and support early intervention where concerns arise. However, the force does not have the same level of specialist resources as the Metropolitan Police and may rely more heavily on winder partnership working.
Although there are clear differences between the two forces, there are also similarities. Both forces aim to safeguard vulnerable individuals and prevent radicalisation through early intervention. Both must also manage issues relating to trust, confidence and identifying risk within their communities (Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Constabulary, 2021).
Overall, both forces work towards the same aim of preventing radicalisation through safeguarding and early intervention. However, the way Prevent is delivered is influenced by the communities, resources and demands faced by each force (HMICFRS, 2020). This demonstrates that whilst Prevent is a national strategy, police forces often need to adapt their approach to meet the needs of their local communities. This may result in different priorities and methods of engagement, whilst still working towards the same overall objectives of Prevent.

Online Radicalisation and Emerging Challenges for Prevent
The rise of technology has changed the way radicalisation can take place and has created new challenges for Prevent (Gill et al., 2017(b)). Previously, radicalisation was often associated with direct contact, local groups and face-to-face recruitment. Today, social media platforms, websites and online communities allow extremist content to reach a much wider audience. This means vulnerable individuals can be exposed to extremist ideologies without ever meeting someone involved in an extremist organisation.
For police forces and partner agencies, this creates difficulties because online radicalisation is often hidden from public view. Unlike behaviour that may be noticed by teachers, family members or police officers, online activity can take place privately through social media platforms, online forums and encrypted messaging applications.  This can make it harder to identify individuals who may be vulnerable and provide support at an early stage.
Another challenge is that extremist groups continue to change the way they target people online. Extremist messages can now be found on social media, online forums and gaming platforms that are commonly used by younger people. These spaces can offer individuals a sense of belonging and purpose, which may make them more vulnerable to extremist influences (Moghaddam, 2005 (b)). Younger people who spend significant amounts of time online may be more likely to encounter extremist content, particularly where algorithms recommend similar content based on previous searchers, interests or online activity. As a result, recognising signs of radicalisation is becoming increasingly difficult.
Overall, online radicalisation presents as a significant challenge for Prevent. Although safeguarding and early intervention remain important, identifying vulnerability within online environments is becoming increasingly difficult. Therefore, Prevent must continue to adapt if it is to remain effective in tackling modern extremist threats (Gill et al., 2017(c)).

Overall Evaluation and Conclusion
Overall, this literature review has shown that UK police forces plan an important role in supporting the Prevent strand of the CONTEST strategy (Home Office, 2018 (d)). Through safeguarding, early intervention and partnership working, police forces aim to identify individuals who may be vulnerable to radicalisation before they become involved in terrorism or extremism. Programmes such as Channel allow police and partner agencies to provide support and reduce the risk of future harm (Home Office, 2024).
Despite these aims, the literature identifies a number of challenges that can reduce the effectiveness of Prevent. Trust and confidence in the police remains a significant issue, particularly where concerns surrounding surveillance and discrimination exist (Qurashi, 2018 (e)). Difficulties surrounding training, consistency and measuring success also continue to impact how Prevent is viewed and delivered in practice (Open Society Justice Initiative, 2016 (e)). Furthermore, the increasing use of online platforms by extremist groups has created new challenges for police forces attempting to identify and support vulnerable individuals (Gill et al., 2017 (d)). These challenges demonstrate that delivering Prevent is not always straightforward and requires police forces and partner agencies to balance safeguarding responsibilities with maintaining positive relationships with the communities they serve.
The literature remains divided on whether Prevent should be viewed primarily as a safeguarding strategy or a form of surveillance. Whilst there is evidence to suggest that Prevent can provide valuable support through early intervention, concerns regarding trust, discrimination and legitimacy continue to influence public perceptions of the strategy (Amnesty International UK, 2023 (f)). Therefore, Prevent remains an important part of the UK counter-terrorism policing, but its future success will depend on maintaining public confidence, improving consistency and adapting to changing extremist threats (Thomas, 2017 (f)).
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