


Intro

This research proposal will seek to outline the overarching goals, methods and limitations within the proposed study in order to demonstrate a clearly defined approach to the study and key processes which will be undertaken within this research. Undertaking this proposal is particularly critical as academics have argued that the research proposal process is a critical opportunity for researchers to refine research questions and research design whilst laying the theoretical foundations for the intended study (Vichta 2019). Building on this, it has been asserted that constructing a research proposal allows researchers to critically analyse the potential wealth of knowledge which will be generated by studies, allowing a critical analysis of the relevance and justification for research to proceed (Abdulai and Owusu-Ansah 2014). Consequentially,  these academic arguments regarding the importance of utilising a research proposal to lay the foundations for critical and engaging research clearly render this a key stage within the research process. 

Purpose of study &  Literature review

Examining the proposed content of the study itself, this study will specifically seek to answer the overarching research question ‘How did the Islamic State utilise cyberspace to advance its overarching goals?’ utilising a literature-based approach. This topic was specifically chosen as within the last two decades terrorism has become an issue which is not only at the forefront of the public psyche but has also had profound implications for the safety, security, economic stability and development of regions across the globe ranging from North America to East Asia (Tracy 2012). When examining the most critical threats which are present within contemporary terrorism, research has proceeded to argue that within recent years the Islamic State group and its tactics has marked a distinct evolution in Islamist terrorism, developing on existing methods, particularly within the digital sphere, to become uniquely effective and dangerous on the world stage (Martin and Solomon 2017). In addition to the evolution of the Islamic State as a distinctly effective terrorist entity, the Islamic State has also demonstrated a uniquely efficient ability to utilise social media as a tool to recruit a new generation of internet literate sympathisers, to disseminate a plethora of propaganda and to sow the seeds of support at a transnational level, rendering it a rich source of potential academic investigation when seeking to explore the risks of contemporary terrorist entities (Friis 2017). 

When seeking to explore in more depth the complex and nuanced links between the Islamic State and cyberspace which underpin the importance of this study, it is imperative to note that contemporary academic research has suggested that the Islamic State has exploited the inherent transnational, fluid nature of cyberspace utilising the digital sphere as a space to communicate, disseminate propaganda and to recruit ideologically sympathetic individuals (Lee et al 2021). It has been suggested that this shift towards the digital sphere is not isolated to Islamic State but reflective of a wider emphasis amongst violent extremist organisations on the opportunities afforded by the unique characteristics of the internet (Argomaniz 2014), inferring that by analysing the ways in which Islamic State has exploited this space, a more comprehensive understanding of contemporary terrorism more broadly may be ascertained. However, whilst there is clearly a strong foundation of existing research examining contemporary terrorism and the internet, research has argued that many elements of this complex relationship remain nuanced and in need of deeper academic investigation, particularly in regards to the link between online terrorist activity and the tangible impact these activities have within the offline world (O’Callaghan et al 2014). Consequentially, this brief examination of the existing literature within the field of terrorism studies clearly suggests that whilst academics have begun to note the evolving relationship between terrorism and cyberspace, this relationship remains a topic which merits deeper academic investigation. Furthermore, the necessity for more critical examination of this relationship interwoven with the Islamic State’s emergence as a key player within the field of contemporary terrorism both online and offline render this group and their online presence a clear source of academic interest which may offer a critical insight into violent extremism within the digital age. 

Methodology

When seeking to explore in more depth the potential avenues of exploration within this study, it is evident that the inherently broad nature of examining cyberspace reinforce the necessity of clear objectives which are transparent, specific and actionable in order to retain a coherent structure within this research (Van Ekelenburg, 2010). Van Ekelenburg (2010) proceeds to assert that within a study of reasonable size, whilst an overarching research question is critical, smaller objectives are also crucial in order to break this overarching question into smaller, more manageable parts which create precise, tangible objectives. Furthermore, Abdulai and Owusu-Ansah (2014) have reinforced this assertion, suggesting that to successfully answer a broader research question, specific and unambiguous objectives are the key pillars of a coherent research structure, laying the foundations for key elements of discussion. Consequentially, within this study whilst the overarching aim of the study will seek to answer ‘How did the Islamic State utilise cyberspace to advance its overarching goals?’, this will be broken into three key objectives as follows: 

. How did the Islamic State utilise cyberspace as a tool of communication?
. How did the Islamic State utilise cyberspace as a tool of Propaganda Dissemination?
. How did the Islamic State utilise cyberspace as a tool of recruitment?

In order to critically analyse and explore the intricate web of existing knowledge which may offer answers to these objectives, this study will engage in a literature-based investigation which will utilise a range of sources including journal articles, books, speeches and databases. This approach was specifically adopted as research has argued that within the field of terrorism studies a vast breadth of literature remains accessible yet chronically under-researched, offering unique opportunities for those seeking to examine contemporary terrorism and its impact on society (Tracy 2012). Building on this assertion, a literature-based approach was selected within this study rather than empirical as academics have argued that literature-based research offers a plethora of opportunities to explore findings and key debates within a vast body of wider academic work (Winchester and Salji 2016). Looking at the benefits of a literature-based approach specifically within the field of terrorism studies, Cubukcu and Forst (2017) have suggested that open source data such as journal articles and databases offer a bespoke opportunity for researchers examining violent extremism to understand the sources, impacts and natures of terrorist actors, rendering the use of literature a key tool within this field. Consequentially, whilst empirical research was considered within the construction of this study, it is evident that a literature-based analysis offers the scope of this study a rich source of exploration and the opportunity to examine both sources of agreement and contestation in existing literature.

Ethical Considerations & Limitations

In addition to this methodological approach, it is also critical to outline the ways in which ethical considerations will underpin this research, particularly as academics have argued that ethical considerations are imperative to ensure that research processes remain fair, safe and humane particularly in studies which tackle complex societal issues (Borrett et al 2016).  Building on this, research has proceeded to argue that whilst research ethics are a complex and contentious element of academic investigation, they have come to form a key pillar of the research process which broadly seeks to ensure that studies are conducted safely, fairly and accurately rendering them a key element within contemporary research (Connor et al 2017). 

Within this research, a literature-based approach has been specifically adopted, particularly as research has argued that terrorism is an inherently dangerous, contentious and complex topic therefore many scholars have adopted a theoretical research stance (Sandler 2011), particularly as a tool to navigate the plethora of ethical risks associated with empirically researching this phenomenon. Exploring these inherent challenges associated with empirically research socially provocative issues further, it has been asserted that research topics which are legally precarious, highly politicised and revolve around criminal activity are extremely susceptible to ethical errors posing a vast spectrum of challenges and  risks to the researcher and any potential participants (Clark-Kazak 2021). As a result of the clear ethical risks associated with empirically researching a topic as contentious as terrorism, this research will specifically adopt a literature-based as this will minimise the potential risks to both the researcher and any potential participants simultaneously allowing this study to critically analyse the relationship between the Islamic State and cyberspace without directly engaging with terrorists, ideological sympathisers or terrorist material. However, it is important to note that whilst a literature-based approach will be adopted within this research in order to minimise the potential ethical complications which may arise from any empirical research concerning terrorism, it is also critically important to note that some academics may question the strength of solely utilising secondary data, particularly regarding a subject which is so nuanced, complex and contentious (Cubukcu and Forst 2017).

In addition to these ethical considerations, when seeking to construct a solid research structure it is also imperative to outline a clearly defined timescale for completion, this is particularly critical as research is a time-bound process which requires a clear, structured time-frame for completion (Abdulai and Owusu-Ansah 2014). In addition to the inherently time-critical nature of research, it has been argued that the research process is susceptible to a plethora of distractions which can impede productivity, hinder progress of decrease efficiency emphasising the critical role of a clearly defined timescale for completion within the context of academic research (Chase et al 2012). Chase et al (2012) have proceeded to suggest that in order to minimise the impact of potential disruptions, researchers should clearly outline dates for completion in relation to key components of research in order to demonstrate a lay solid foundations before proceeding, therefore this research will seek to adhere to the following structure and dates of submission: 


	Element of Study
	Proposed Date for Submission

	Proposal and ethics form
	1st of March 2022

	Chapter 1
	4th of April 2022

	Chapter 2
	6th of May 2022

	Chapter 3
	3rd of June 2022

	Conclusion introduction and additional elements
	23rd of June 2022

	Final submission
	1st of July 2022



 Significance of the study

Before concluding this analysis of the proposed research project, it is critical to outline the significant contribution this study may offer the fields of criminology and particularly the sub-field of terrorism studies. Firstly, it is clear that within recent decades, the threat of terrorism has become increasingly illuminated within the political, social and academic sphere, however despite this increasingly complex threat and its prominent position with societal discourse any definitive understanding or solutions to this issue remain illusive (Orehek and Vazeou-Nieuwenhuis 2014). Whilst terrorism as a phenomenon encompasses a broad range of movements, ideologies and actors, it has been suggested that within recent years the threat of Jihadist terrorist entities has been particularly acute, culminating in the emergence of a spectrum of Jihadi groups ranging from Al-Qaeda to Islamic State who have inspired, recruited and co-ordinated a plethora of actors to engage in extreme acts of violence (Sunde et al 2020). Narrowing the scope of this threat further, academics have suggested that the Islamic State in particular has been notable for its unique adaptability, lethality and destruction which underpinned a wave of global death, destruction and instability (Shahab and Isakhan 2018), rendering this group a key area of investigation for those seeking to understand contemporary terrorism. This growing global focus on contemporary terrorism interwoven with the emergence of the Islamic State as a key group within sphere of Jihadi terrorism clearly demonstrate that  investigating the ways in which this group cultivated its position as a key terrorist entity, this may consequently offer a more definitive understanding of both modern terrorism and potential policy solutions to tackle this threat. 

Furthermore, it has been suggested that cyberspace may be noted as a key factor which has underpinned this evolving terrorist threat, creating a bespoke space wherein terrorist groups may enhance their messaging, disseminate propaganda, recruit sympathisers and to transcend the traditional constraints of space and time (Meserve and Pemstein 2020). Research has argued that whilst the internet has emerged as a new digital battlefield exploited by terrorist entities to strengthen their position at a transnational level, this evolving relationship has been under-researched and lacks a clear academic understanding of the nuanced relationship between cyberspace and contemporary terrorism (Mahmood and Jetter 2019). Therefore, this assertion clearly infers that more academic investigation regarding the complex links between contemporary terrorist groups such as the Islamic State and cyberspace are required to offer academics, policy makers and counter-terrorism actors a more definitive understanding of this relationship, demonstrating the undoubtable necessity of this research within the field.  
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