Introduction

Counter-terrorism policing involves protecting the public while maintaining confidence in the institutions responsible for delivering security. In England and Wales, Prevent forms part of the United Kingdom’s wider counter-terrorism strategy, CONTEST, alongside Pursue, Protect and Prepare. Prevent aims to stop people becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism through measures including early intervention and support for those susceptible to radicalisation (Home Office, 2024). However, the relationship between the policy’s intended purpose and how it is understood by the public requires examination. This dissertation explores public understanding of the Prevent Duty and its relationship with trust in counter-terrorism policing, including how participants’ main sources of information relate to their perceptions.

Although closely connected, Prevent and the Prevent Duty are not interchangeable terms. Prevent refers to the wider counter-terrorism strategy, while the statutory duty places responsibilities on specified authorities. Section 26 of the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 requires the authorities to have due regard to preventing people from being drawn into terrorism. Organisations subject to the duty include police forces, local authorities and institutions within education and healthcare. Official guidance places Prevent alongside existing safeguarding responsibilities, while maintaining its counter-terrorism purpose (Home Office, 2026). Consequently, individuals may encounter Prevent through several public services, making it relevant to relationships between communities, public institutions and policing.

Public trust provides an important theoretical foundation for this investigation. In Why People Obey the Law, Tyler (2006) argues that legitimacy and perceptions of procedural fairness help explain voluntary compliance with legal authorities. This suggests that effective policing depends partly on whether people consider the exercise of authority appropriate and justified. Research involving adults in England and Wales similarly found that acceptance of police authority was associated with a perceived shared moral purpose between the police and citizens (Jackson et al., 2012). These perspectives support examining public judgements about fairness alongside knowledge of Prevent, rather than assuming awareness alone explains trust.

The study also sits within wider concerns about confidence in policing. The Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology identifies declining public trust and confidence, discussing police misconduct, organisational culture and relationships with communities (Owen-Evans and Low, 2024). Nevertheless, attitudes towards policing generally cannot automatically be treated as evidence of attitudes towards counter-terrorism policing specifically. Trust and legitimacy are also related but distinct: confidence that officers will act fairly does not necessarily capture every aspect of whether their authority is considered rightful. This dissertation therefore focuses on participants’ reported trust in counter-terrorism policing, while using legitimacy as a broader theoretical context.

Debates about Prevent demonstrate why public perceptions warrant investigation. In Responding to the Threat of Violent Extremism, Thomas (2012, p. 77) criticises earlier Prevent approaches for potentially alienating British Muslim communities and argues for greater emphasis on community cohesion. Similarly, Awan (2012) examines the 2011 Prevent strategy and argues that it risked constructing Muslim communities as suspect, contributing to marginalisation. Both publications predate the statutory duty introduced in 2015 and therefore provide historical context rather than direct evaluations of its current operation. Their relevance lies in identifying longstanding concerns about how preventative counter-terrorism measures may affect relationships with communities.

More recent criticism also raises questions about rights and participation. Amnesty International UK (2024) argues that Prevent can have a chilling effect on freedom of expression and other human rights. A different perspective is offered by the ‘Independent Review of Prevent’, which supported the programme’s broad objectives while recommending operational improvements and a stronger focus on terrorist ideologies (Shawcross, 2023). These contrasting assessments demonstrate that Prevent is contested on substantive grounds. Accordingly, negative perceptions should not automatically be interpreted as evidence that an individual misunderstands the policy; informed disagreement must remain a possibility within the research. 

Existing survey evidence provides a more direct basis for examining understanding. Research conducted by ICM Unlimited, summarised by the Home Office (2020), reported an association between greater knowledge of Prevent and more favourable perceptions of the programme. However, the research involved respondents who were already aware of Prevent, limiting what it establishes about those unfamiliar with it. Furthermore, approval of a programme is not equivalent to trust in the police. This distinction provides a rationale for exploring awareness, understanding and trust together, without assuming that improving knowledge necessarily increases confidence or that the relationship operates in only one direction.

Within this study, awareness concerns whether participants have heard of Prevent, while understanding concerns their knowledge of its stated purpose. Recognising the name does not necessarily demonstrate accurate knowledge, and self-reported understanding may differ from responses to factual questions. Identifying misconceptions therefore requires great care: inaccurate beliefs about formal policy objectives should be distinguished from opinions about fairness or implementation. This distinction directly informs the first two research objectives. It also helps avoid a circular argument in which favourable attitudes are treated as evidence of understanding and critical attitudes are treated as evidence of ignorance.

Participants’ sources of information provide a further dimension. Amsalem and Zoizner (2022) found that the framing of political issues can influence public attitudes and emotional responses, although these effects are smaller when individuals encounter competing frames. Applied to this dissertation, framing offers a theoretical reason to investigate whether perceptions differ according to participants’ main information sources. News reporting, social media, education, government communications and personal conversations may provide different accounts of Prevent. However, recording a source does not establish the content received or its effect. The study will therefore explore associations between reported sources and perceptions, rather than claim to measure media influence directly or presume that particular sources produce misunderstanding.

The overarching research question is: “To what extent does public understanding of the Prevent Duty influence trust in counter-terrorism policing in England and Wales?” The research aim is to examine this relationship through four objectives:

1. To assess the level of public awareness and understanding of the Prevent Duty.
2. To identify common misconceptions surrounding the Prevent Duty and its purpose.
3. To examine the relationship between understanding Prevent and levels of trust in counter-terrorism policing.
4. To explore how participants’ main source of information about Prevent relates to their perceptions of the policy.

A predominantly quantitative online questionnaire will gather responses from adults aged 18 and over living in England and Wales. Approximately 50-100 participants will be recruited through convenience sampling using social media and personal networks. Closed-ended questions will explore knowledge, perceptions and trust, with limited open-ended responses providing additional qualitative context. Although the research question refers to influence, the study will identify associations rather than establish causation. Its findings will describe the participating sample and will not be presented as representative of the wider population.

The dissertation will review relevant literature, explain the research methodology, present and discuss findings, and consider their implications. Its contribution will be an exploratory account of how understanding and information sources relate to perceptions of Prevent and trust in counter-terrorism policing. This may identify questions for further research or areas where clear communication is needed, while recognising that concerns about fairness cannot necessarily be resolved through information alone.
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