











Terrorism in the United Kingdom is defined in legislation by the Terrorism ACT 2020 as the use or threat of serious violence that endangers the life or seriously risks public health and safety. The action must be intended to influence a government or intimidate the public for the purpose of advancing a political, religious, racial or. Ideological cause. (Tudor, 2025)
The threat of terrorism remains a significant concern in the United Kingdom due to the ever-evolving methods used. Attacks on the public in recent times have relied on readily available everyday items, easy to obtain, such as knives and vehicles used to cause fear and endanger life. 
A recent case in the United Kingdom was in 2024 when a teenager armed themselves with a kitchen knife that they had obtained online and killed three young girls and attempted to kill others at a dance class in Southport. (CPS, 2025) 
This adds challenges in police forces being able to successfully prevent an attack as the individual involved has no need for a significant amount of time when planning an attack and having easy to obtain weapons means the attack can take place in a matter of minutes even hours.
Due to the threat of terrorism in the United Kingdom the CONTEST strategy was developed for counter-terrorism. Within the CONTEST strategy the Prevent strand focuses on stopping individuals from becoming terrorists or supporting terrorists. (Home Office, 2023b)
The Prevent strand of the CONTEST strategy is the most scrutinised as it deals with pre-criminal intervention while other strands of the strategy deal with concrete evidence such as threats or incidents, making it challenging for police forces within the United Kingdom. Police forces are also scrutinised that the strategy has led to the targeting and surveillance of Muslims and their communities within the United Kingdom.
This literature review will examine how the police forces in the United Kingdom implement and support the Prevent strand of CONTEST. Reviewing the challenges that are faced in implementing the strategy in today’s society.







In the United Kingdom the counter-terrorism strategy known as CONTEST was first developed in 2002, becoming an active strategy in 2003. After the devastating 2005 London bombings where four men set off body-worn explosives, resulting in seven hundred people injured and fifty-two people died, CONTEST was published to demonstrate to the public what was being done to combat terrorist activities. (Wood et al., 2025, pp.295–312)
There have been many terrorist attacks in the United Kingdom. The most recent terrorist attack was the 2017 Manchester Arena, which was the deadliest attack seen in the United Kingdom since the London bombings in 2005. 
A suicide bomber detonated an improvised device in the foyer of an Ariana Grande concert resulting in the bomb killing twenty-two people which included many children. Hundreds of other individuals were injured physically while many more suffered from emotional and psychological trauma. (Kerslake, 2018)
The Kerslake review has argued that the response by the emergency services to the terrorist attack in Manchester highlighted the benefits of investing in collaborative partnership and emergency planning. 
However, a literature review states that important lessons can be drawn from the failures in the emergency response in the Manchester arena bombing and the lost chances to halt the attack in the minutes prior to the explosion. These lessons have consequences for CONTEST as well as the larger emergency service management sector within the United Kingdom. (Baker-Beall et al., 2024)

The most recent update of CONTEST after these events was in 2023 when the government provided an update to the threat landscape in the United Kingdom and globally putting new focus on the Prevent strand as a result of the findings and recommendations in the Shawcross Review (Shawcross, 2023) 
The CONTEST strategy which is a comprehensive framework for countering terrorism is organised around the four strands, also known as the four P’s, consisting of Prevent, Pursue, Protect and Prepare. 
In summary Prevent which ‘aims to stop people becoming and supporting terrorists/terrorism Pursue, ‘aiming to stop terrorist attacks happening in the country’. Protect, ‘aiming to strengthen our protection against a terrorist attack’ and Prepare, ‘minimise the impact of an attack and reduce further attacks’ (Wood et al., 2025, pp.307–312)
Among these, the Prevent strand is arguably the most debated and scrutinised for many reasons, but of particular concern has been a perception the strategy has led to the targeting and surveillance of Muslim communities in the United Kingdom.
Prevent which seeks to stop individuals from becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism by addressing risk factors of radicalisation and promoting safeguarding interventions. 
Police forces contribute to Prevent in various ways such as identifying individuals or communities at risk, sharing intelligence with multi-agency partners such as schools, local authorities, social welfare. Prevent focuses on pre-emptive intervention distinguishing itself from the enforcement led Pursue strand. (Wood et al., 2025, pp.307–312)
Police Prevent officers help people not only by moving away from extremism but helping them find a new direction in life by putting in support. The support they offer can come from a range of services/people such as the local community, groups such as youth and women’s groups, doctor, school, mentors, faith leaders (Metropolitan Police, 2023)
When an individual is being radicalised, they can be referred to Prevent ensuring they are able to get the help they need to keep them safe while also keeping others safe. Local police forces play a pivotal role in this procedure as they will look at each referral list and determine if there is an immediate security threat while also checking the genuine risk of radicalisation. (HMICFRS, 2020)
If, however, there is a risk the individual will be invited to a support programmed known as Channel. This programme is voluntary so an individual can choose not to take part. Other support will be offered, and any risk will be managed by the police. 
While the individual has done nothing criminal they cannot be coerced to take part in the Channel programme which can make it more challenging to be able to address the concerns relating to the individual while also without receiving the support provided by the programme, chances are higher that the radicalisation will continue and the individual will possible head towards some form of criminality. (Wood et al., 2025, pp.308)
This proves that working within the Prevent strand is not only challenging but also vital in order to actually prevent radicalisation and helping vulnerable individuals in order to be able to prevent terrorism related offences. 
HMICFRS in their report also acknowledged examples of effective partnership working and positive outcomes through Channel interventions but they also identified inconsistencies in data recording, referral quality, and follow-up evaluation. (HMICFRS, 2020) 

Due to the high number of residents from the United Kingdom travelling to and joining the Islamic State in Syria, the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 (also known as The CTSA 2015) was implemented. The two main challenges to focus on was preventing individuals from travelling freely overseas to commit acts of terrorism and improving security services capacity to keep an eye on those individuals who could endanger the United Kingdom.
The second was focusing on addressing the underlying ideology that increased the risk of radicalisation and extremism, this was significant as it resulted in the implementation of the Prevent strand and coincided with the publication of the Counter-Extremism Strategy. (Wood et al., 2025, pp.301)
In the independent review of CONTEST Prevent the report by William Shawcross says that with improving the training given to frontline staff and strengthening it so they acquire a deeper and more consistent understanding of extremists’ worldviews and have stronger confidence in the decisions they make will help aid bettering the Prevent strand. 
Programs like Prevent exist in other democracies. However, these are rarely attacked as critically as Prevent in the United Kingdom. He states that one of the most persistent charges is that Prevent discriminates against the local Muslim population. Which he further states is not true at all. 
According to the MI5 the most significant terrorist threat to the United Kingdom is Islamist terrorism. ‘Islamist terrorists are usually driven by an extreme interpretation of Islam or perceived grievances against ‘the West’, particularly those propagated by terrorist groups such as Daesh (also referred to as ISIL, ISIS or the Islamic State) or al-Qaeda.’
Majority of the threat is from individuals who have self-radicalised, seeking to carry out these attacks. Generally, bladed items such as knives or vehicles being easy to obtain in order to use these items in order to endanger lives where there are large crowds. These individuals will decide themselves to conduct an attack, rather than the attack being directed or controlled by a terrorist group. This can make it harder for the authorities to be able to identify terrorist activity. (Security Service MI5, 2024)
In the Shawcross review it explains that Islamism as an ideology differs from Islam as a religion. In numerous regions worldwide, Muslims themselves are the main victims of Islamist extremism, whether it is expressed through non-violent or violent means. Millions have lost their lives or had their futures destroyed due to attacks by terrorist organizations such as al-Qaida, Islamic State, Boko Haram, and others. Efforts to prevent the spread of this harsh ideology in Britain, or to protect Muslim children in our country from being drawn online into the horrors of Islamist conflicts in Syria and other places, are not acts of anti-Muslim sentiment. (Shawcross, 2023)





Overall, police forces in the United Kingdom have a huge responsibility and occupy a pivotal and central position within Prevents multi-agency framework. 

Not only are they responsible for identifying vulnerable individuals and coordinating interventions but they also have a duty to safeguard these individuals while countering terrorism. Furthermore, more funding in order to aid the police with better training and more staff to tackle the issue is essential in bettering the Prevent strategy within CONTEST.

With police cuts throughout the years and with funding challenges which could see inevitably more cuts throughout police forces in the United Kingdom this will provide even more of a challenge as police forces are already strained with normal day to day duties being understaffed. 
In conclusion with the recent reports and reviews of the CONTEST Prevent framework, there is room for improvement with the literature stating that improvement could be obtained by encouraging public trust, improving transparency and establishing better oversight of how Prevent is implemented. 
It is important that when members of the public, officials, or practitioners have grounds for believing Prevent may have fallen short of its own standards, they know where they can take any formal complaints.
By doing so demonstrates that Prevent has nothing to hide by upholding complaints when they are justified, while also putting on public record when allegations are unfounded, will bolster public trust in the programme.
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