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The United Kingdom’s Strategy for Countering Terrorism - also known as CONTEST - which was published by HM’s Government (2018) four years ago in 2018, highlights Terrorism as one of the greatest threats regarding the national security of the United Kingdom. The publication of this strategy came at a time where terrorism was very much in the public eye due to the perpetual volume of incidents, particularly in 2017, with the publication of the strategy being in the wake of significant incidents such as Westminster, London Bridge, and of course, the Manchester Arena bombing.

At the time, the CONTEST strategy (HM Government, 2018) stated that between June 2013 and 2018, both MI5 and Counter-Terrorism Police were responsible for preventing 25 extremist attacks, with 12 of these attacks foiled in 2017 alone. Despite the period of 2013-2018 spanning five years, a Home Office publication in late 2021 revealed that between 2017-2021 – in a smaller period of four years - 32 late-stage terror attacks had been countered and foiled, with 7 of these planned attacks having been prevented since March 2020, a date which marked the beginning of the United Kingdom’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2021). This figure - which surpasses the previous statistic established over a five-year period, and instead is overtaken in a period of four years - demonstrates a worrying potential rise in incidents, with not even mandatory and long periods of national lockdowns hindering the progress of would-be terrorists (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2021).

The organisational response to the COVID-19 pandemic by extremist and terrorist groups have been typical and not out of character, with Comerford (2020) observing that extremists often thrive off of crisis narratives. This is illustrated by Comerford (2020) when they note that extremists from every spectrum have attempted to opportunistically utilise the pandemic in a variety of ways, with far-right groups promoting conspiracy theories regarding the virus itself as well as any solution to it, as well as Islamic and Jihadist extremists attempting to legitimise their cause by pointing to the pandemic as proof of societal collapse in an effort to embolden groups, with an “accelerationist” mindsight often adopted by extremists to capitalise on disaster scenarios like the pandemic to further promote violence and social division (Comerford, 2020).

The capability of extremists to be able to plan and organise detailed terror attacks within the UK, despite living in a period where the country as a whole was at one point limited to “one walk out of the house a day”, represents a glimpse of contemporary terrorist strategy and its effectiveness of organisation, communication, and digital prowess, all of which will be analysed and expanded upon within this research project.
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The aim of this research project is: To explore and investigate the various avenues of terrorism to ultimately have an insight into the mindset and core strategic principles of a contemporary terrorist organisation. As well as: To look towards the future to ascertain the possible future directions of terrorist strategy, and potentially provide recommendations on how to minimise the implicated risks of such evolution.

These aims will be achieved by completing the following objectives:

1. Critically analyse the meaning and definition behind the term “terrorism”, the misuse of the term, the need for the term, as well as the conflicting principle of “one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter”.
2. Thoroughly research and understand the digital, technological, financial, psychological, criminological, and strategic sides of terrorism to establish how terrorist organisation’s function and behave.
3. Gather and conduct primary research as well as analyse data that will be obtained through interviews of counter terrorism experts on the topic of terrorism and its evolution.
4. Look at existing counter terrorism strategies and legislation, alongside the primary research provided by existing academic sources, as well as the data personally collected from qualitative interviews, to identify any pitfalls that may be utilised by terrorists in the future.
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Literature Review - Small Preview (Draft was over 3,000 words for this one section alone)
[bookmark: _Toc107592320]The Definitory Side of Terrorism
Terrorism as an aggressive act of violence, an agenda to instil fear, or as a cause for freedom has been seen throughout history (Jenkins, 2020). Due to its varied appearances, scale and motivation, its inherent identity may seemingly shift from cause to cause, but fundamentally at its core and origin, it is ultimately and consistently the same in what it strives for, and that is religious, ideological, or political change. 

The Terrorism Act (2000) provides the United Kingdom’s definition of terrorism as:

“The use or threat of action designed to influence the government or an international governmental organisation or to intimidate the public, or a section of the public; made for the purposes of advancing a political, religious, racial or ideological cause.”

Figure 1 - Definition of Terrorism (Source: Terrorism Act, 2000)

Although the UK operates on the same legal definition, conflicting definitions are more common internationally and the further you get from Europe. Baker (2019) and Chris (2014) demonstrates this, by observing the US’s attitude to defining terrorism, with the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency), DHS (Department of Homeland Security), FBI (Federal Bureau of Investigation), NCTC (National Counter-terrorism Centre), DoD (Department of Defence), and DoS (Department of State) all have differing definitions of the same word despite being in the same country and operating on the same legal system (Baker, 2019 and Chris, 2014). 

Additional complications and misuse of the word according to Ganor (2013) can be found when looking at the World Muslim League’s definition of terrorism, with the organisation claiming; “if you insult someone’s intelligence you are committing an act of terrorism” (Ganor, 2013).

Ganor (2010) further addresses the importance of clear and internationally agreed upon definitions, as with the untangling of the term’s “terrorism” and “freedom fighters”, it enables authorities to label extremists who target civilians as “terrorists” so that they can no longer use the title of “freedom fighter” as a shield against being labelled in a manner that may deter support or sympathy.
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Although there are various research techniques utilised in academic writing, this research project will follow “The Research Onion” created by Saunders (et al., 2016).
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Figure 2 - The Research Onion (Source: Saunders et al., 2016)

The diagram shown in Figure 2 shows the research process, with each layer on the research onion demonstrating a specific research technique, with Figure 2 demonstrating the techniques that will be used for this research project.

The outer layer or “Research Philosophies” refers to the style or type of research angle a researcher might take when conducting a project, as well as what assumptions the research author may have about a specific field of study (Saunders et al., 2019). Interpretivism is the philosophical approach that will be taken for this research project as Saunders (et al., 2016) explains that this approach is used when either creating a new or enhancing an existing academic understanding, with this research project aiming to cover areas of social science as opposed to hard and fast concrete statistics or new definitive universal “laws” that may be seen in positivism approaches (Saunders et al., 2016).

Furthermore, an “Inductive” approach will be used for this research project, with Figure 3 by Bryman (2016) demonstrating the differences between Deductive and Inductive approaches.
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Figure 3 - Deductive and Inductive Approaches to the Relationship Between Theory and Research (Source: Bryman, 2016)

Qualitative research in the form of a series of interviews will be utilised for this project, with an inductive and interpretivist approach observed for the majority of the research project (Bryman, 2016).

The “Research Strategy” will be a “Mixed Method” approach as the research strategy that will be used will be a combination of both interviews with counter terrorism experts that have previously been contacted, as well both archival research and case study research informing the backbone of the project as a whole (Bryman, 2016). 

Bryman (2016) states that self-administered interviews and questionnaires are useful data collection methods as they enable a researcher to collect data freely and quickly, and it enables participants to have the ability to respond whenever it is convenient to them. However, the main difficulty with a non-live interview is the possibility of a lack of participants responding, however, recorded, and live interviews will be attempted to reduce this possibility.

To make data analysis easier, a transcript of any interview conducted will be made, along with a spreadsheet compiled with responses to help find repeated terms.

The final aspect of the research onion that is important to note is “Time Horizons” (Saunders et al., 2016). For this particular project “Cross-sectional” research design will be employed as Bryman (2016) explains that cross-sectional research is more short form and appropriate as this design enables data to be collected on a small sample of cases at a specific single moment in time, as opposed to a “Longitudinal” project which takes many years to complete.
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Research Rationale

Throughout the informative years of my life, terrorism has dominated the news, with many memories from 2017 revolving around such incidents that occurred. This led to the decision to further study in depth the topic of terrorism at every academic opportunity throughout my undergraduate and master’s degree. Following on from my undergraduate dissertation, there were many topics within terrorism that were not fully able to be explored, which is why there was a desire and need to return to this topic area and finally bring the four years of academic research to a close, in the form of deep analysis on contemporary terrorism, and bringing together the varying threads that are often discussed in isolation of each other. 

A comprehensive analysis of the definitory, digital, technological, financial, psychological, criminological, and strategic aspects of terrorist behaviours is something that has not been seen as a single entity, with the desire to compile this research into a large volume leading towards the eventual possibility, of predicting the future direction of terrorism and the way in which extremists may one day attempt to operate.
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The following Gantt Chart seen in Figure 4 demonstrates the targeted timeline for the entirety of the research project.
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Figure 4 - Dissertation Timeline Gantt Chart
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