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The UK government's counter-terrorism plan, CONTEST, includes four interdependent strands: Prevent, Pursue, Protect, and Prepare (HM Government, 2023). The Prevent strand is aimed at preventing the development of the individual into a terrorist or terrorist-sponsoring person. The police are in the middle of the centre but have a contested role within this framework. Not only are they enforcers of the law, but also early signs of vulnerability, risk evaluators, and stakeholders in the multi-agency protection of work.
The review examines the role of the UK police forces in supporting the Prevent strand of CONTEST and the challenges they experience in ensuring successful implementation. The discussion uses the CONTEST 2023 strategy, the guide of the Home Office, and the newest peer-reviewed and inspection literature (2018-2025). The discussion takes into account the balance between counter-terrorism goals and the following goals within the police participation: community engagement, protection, and the respect of civil liberties.
The relevance of this research can be put into context through the great Islamist-related terrorist cases that influenced the counter-terrorism policy in the UK. As an example, the failure of the early detection of radicalisation and the resultant Fishmongers' Hall attack in 2017 and the 2019 Manchester bombing of the arena each showed that the Prevent strand received renewed attention (HM Government, 2023). These incidents strengthened the need to have community engagement with the police and early intervention to recognise those people who are susceptible to extremist doctrines, before they go on to perpetrate violence. Therefore, this paper pays specific attention to the Prevent policing in the form of Islamist extremism and its practical challenges.
The review is divided into six sections:
· Policy and theoretical context
· Police roles and responsibilities
· Evidence of effectiveness
· Challenges and critiques
· Conclusion and implications
The review is methodologically based on secondary analysis of government reports and academic studies, and reliable NGO evidence, where the preference is placed on open-access and recent sources. 
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2.1 The CONTEST and Prevent Framework
The revised CONTEST 2023 plan re-establishes the priorities of counter-terrorism in the UK to take into consideration the new threats, such as radicalisation on the internet or hybrid ideological movements. According to the definitions by the HM Government (2023), the Prevent strand is a protective measure that tries to make people less vulnerable to extremist ideologies, and helps individuals prior to their harmful behaviour.
The legal obligation of the Prevent Duty, established under the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act of 2015, is to ensure that the specified authorities, such as police, health, and education, prevent individuals who are drawn into terrorism (Lang, 2022). The police are a critical gateway agency since they receive, assess, and triage Prevent referrals. The collaborative ethos of Prevent can be reflected in the Channel Programme that serves as the multi-agency system of handling individual cases.
The National Referral Form (NRF) is a standard form for collecting information and vulnerability evaluation among agencies. The NRF is used by police Prevent teams to identify whether the individuals referred to them have reached the threshold of the Channel intervention or can be handled by other support programs. This formality is to be used to bring uniformity and responsibility throughout England and Wales.
2.2 Theoretical Perspectives and Critical Debates
The philosophy of Prevent may be discussed in several theoretical ways.
· Securitisation theory: Floyd et al. (2022) describe the process of governments assembling some issues as threats to security to warrant extraordinary actions. The concept of radicalisation being a security threat, not a social problem, enables the realm of policing to infiltrate the civic sphere and become a part of education and health care.
· Procedural justice and the legitimacy theory Nagin and Telep (2020) state that people obey the law when they believe that authority is just and credible. This theory explains why trust and transparency are valuable in Prevent policing in order to win voluntary cooperation.
· Liberal paradox theory: Patrick et al. (2021) indicate the conflict between safeguarding civil liberties and collective security. Prevent will have to strike a balance between the freedom of expression and religion and counter-extremism.
Collectively, these views demonstrate the two-sidedness of Prevent policing, which is protective and intrusive and define the current legitimacy situation surrounding it.
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Referrals and risk assessment, multi-agency coordination, officer training, and community engagement are some of the roles played by police forces to prevent (Quigg et al., 2023). They are not only involved in front-line identification, but also in strategic decision-making at the local and national levels.
3.1 Referral and Assessment
Police may be the first to assess Prevent referrals, which may be provided by schools, health professionals or citizens. Approximately 7,000 referrals are made annually (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2025). Upon evaluating the information, specialist officers separately with the aid of the NRF, identify the presence of a threat of radicalisation in the case.
Most of the referrals result in no follow-up after triage. In areas where risk is recognised, the police would work with Channel panels and local authorities to organise the right interventions. This systematic nature would also make sure that Prevent would be a protective and not a punitive step.
According to the HMICFRS (2020), the police forces were generally performing their Prevent responsibilities well, but noted a lack of consistency in record keeping, training and referral. Not all forces were clear about their Prevent roles, particularly in harmonising the intelligence functions and community partnership work.
3.2 Multi-Agency Collaboration
The success of Prevent is based on the collaboration between police, education, health, and social services. Channel panels are usually chaired or co-chaired by the police, who also provide risk expertise and coordination. Other agencies provide specialised services such as mentoring, mental health or community engagement programs.
Dresser (2019), however, observes that a lack of clear lines of accountability may arise as a result of overlapping roles of the police and the welfare agencies. Adebayo (2021) observed the same in the sphere of education, in which the teachers felt uneasy about the police's role in referring students. In both studies, it is emphasised that to be effective in Prevent delivery, there should be clarity of purpose, language, and intersectoral trust.
3.3 Training and Internal Governance
The Prevent training is provided to all police personnel and addresses the aspects of vulnerability recognition, the comprehension of extremist narratives, and the management of referrals. Prevent leads training is advanced which deals with partnership management and law protection. The report published in 2020 by the HMICFRS (2020) suggested the enhancement of leadership training and the creation of consistency across forces.
Governance entails an internal Prevent board, audit and frequent interaction with Home Office supervision. Regardless of these structures, resource disparity among forces implies that not every one of them has dedicated Prevent teams or analysts. Others are based on regional counter-terrorism forces, which results in unequal local responses.
3.4 Community Engagement and Intelligence
An example of Prevent policing in action is obtained in the aftermath of the Manchester Arena attack, where police Prevent teams partnered with community organisations in Greater Manchester to address the online radicalisation of young people (Baker-Beall et al., 2024). In the same manner, post-attack analysis revealed that it was necessary to strengthen the collaboration between intelligence and local Prevent officers to detect people like Salman Abedi sooner (Simone, 2022). The CONTEST 2023 update responded that Prevent teams have to pay increased priority to Islamist extremism as the main domestic threat and redistribute resources based on the emerging threats of far-right extremism.
Involvement in the community is the main focus of developing trust and creating voluntary cooperation. Police consult with religious communities, youth organisations as well as community organisations and conduct sessions aimed at clarifying the goals of Prevent and challenging misinformation (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2023).
However, the role of Prevent as being integrated with the intelligence functions is controversial. Risk assessment may be informed by the information obtained via community connections, which results in a conflict between protection and surveillance. Such efforts as Project Servator that integrates visible policing with behavioural detection exemplify the proactive and controversial aspects of Prevent policing (Marchment and Gill, 2025).
In the end, the police have to strike a balance between intelligence gathering and ethical interaction with the community without supporting the impression of mistrust.
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It is very complex to evaluate the success of Prevent since this is preventive but not punitive. The absence of radicalisation is what is meant by success, and it is very hard to provide empirical evidence.
4.1 Inspections and Official Assessments
The HMICFRS (2020) review praised most of the components of Prevent policing but recommended better methods of evaluation. Eight recommendations in the report were on governance, officer training and inter-agency coordination. These measures were then endorsed by the NPCC, and there was a need for an evidence-based assessment.
Nevertheless, inspection systems provide evaluation of impact to a lesser extent, compared to process and compliance (Yang et al., 2020). They check the presence of structures, but not the decrease in extremism. This shortcoming identifies the necessity of longitudinal and outcome studies.
According to the evaluation reports of the 2019 Fishmongers’ Hall attack, the effectiveness of police Prevent teams to track rehabilitated offenders coming out of their custody or deradicalisation programmes was also called into question (Weeks, 2021). The offender, Usman Khan, had earlier participated in the process of the Channel and has shown the weaknesses of the structure of the risk assessment and inter-agency data exchange. These practical failures demonstrate the gaps in operations between the policy on strategy and the implementation front lines.
4.2 Academic Evaluations
Both Dresser (2019) and Adebayo (2021) point to the lack of empirical studies to evaluate the actual results of Prevent. The interviews conducted by Dresser with officers revealed that the success of Prevent depends on personal relations and the local setting has a lot more to do with success than the policy. Adebayo (2021) discovered that an over-securitised presence of police in the schools may deter conversation, implying that sensitivity and proportionality is critical.
According to other studies, notwithstanding criticism, Prevent has enabled cross-agency communication and improved early radicalisation detection. However, there is no common metric between the police and partners which limits meaningful evaluation.
4.3 Evidence Gaps and Limitations
Such recurring weaknesses that are found in the literature include:
· Attribution problems: Hard to correlate particular actions of the police with decreases in radicalisation.	
· Poor transparency: National security restrictions do not allow the sharing of data.
· Unequal measures: Cross-force comparison is made more difficult by fluctuations in measures.
· Short-term focus: The evaluations are more focused on procedural compliance and not on behavioural results.
As such, although Prevent policing is process-intensive, it is evidence weak.
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5.1 Trust, Legitimacy and "Suspect Communities"
Prevent effectiveness is based on trust. However, in the eyes of many communities and particularly Muslim communities, Prevent is viewed as discriminatory surveillance. According to Dresser (2019), these perceptions are dangerous as they would result in the creation of so-called suspect communities, in which collaboration with police is avoided.
Cultivation of legitimacy entails openness and honesty of discussion. Local efforts that engage the representatives of the community in the control are less resisted and better accepted (Muhdiarta, 2025). However, there are still high rates of distrust, which are caused by media high-profile stories and wrongful referrals.
The cases of Manchester and Fishmongers Hall also made people in the community more distrustful of Prevent, especially among the Muslim communities who were unfairly labelled as potential suspects. Researchers discovered that after such attacks, Prevent referrals were more prominent in Muslim-majority neighbourhoods, contributing to the creation of the impression of discriminatory actions by police (Amnesty UK, 2023). Therefore, although the goal of the police is to protect communities, the overemphasis on Islamist threats endangers the voluntary cooperation at the expense of the narrative of a suspect community, which lies at the heart of the Prevent crisis of legitimacy.
5.2 Civil Liberties and Human Rights
Prevent works in territories near the freedom of expression and faith. Amnesty UK (2023) supports the argument that the excess of Prevent is chilling free political speech. Boukalas (2019) puts this into a paradox: when extending their state surveillance in the name of protection, liberal democracies get themselves to eroding their values.
Police forces thus have a two-fold role of protecting people against harm and protecting of rights against encroachment (Vanaisak, 2020). Both can be achieved by having a human-rights-based policing culture, sustained monitoring and data utilisation transparency.
5.3 Governance and Inter-Force Variation
HMICFRS (2020) discovered that there was extensive inconsistency in the Prevent delivery across forces. Others have well-established organisations and permanent teams; others are ad hoc. Such differences will threaten national unity and trust. Fragmentation could be minimised through better standardisation, sharing of knowledge and collective training.
5.4 Resource and Capability Constraints
Prevent policing tends to conflict with other operational priorities like violent crime and community security (Higgins, 2020). The officers have little time and the expertise of a specialist to maintain engagement. The cross-disciplinary nature of Prevent is demonstrated by the fact that police often rely on external experts in psychology or ideology.
5.5 Intelligence Prevention Tensions
There is an ethical concern about the intelligence aspect of Prevent. Informational involvement in safeguarding decisions under the influence of surveillance is capable of erasing lines between care and control (Michaud et al., 2023). Information sharing protocols are designed to safeguard privacy, but other partners complain that they have been frustrated due to limited access. It is challenging to strike a balance between secrecy in operations and cooperation.


6. Conclusion
The police services within the UK contribute significantly to the Prevent union of CONTEST, by managing referrals, occupying multi-agency panels, community involvement, and interventions of intelligence into early arrests. They have enhanced the capability of the UK to identify and curb radicalisation. Nevertheless, the issues of effectiveness, equity, and legitimacy still exist.
Some of the recurrent issues include mistrust by society, civil liberties issues, disparities in resources, and uneven national practice. Standardised governance, stronger evidence of impact and active involvement in different communities will make Prevent successful in future.
Prevent policing is demonstrated in the example of the bombing in the Manchester Arena and the attack on Fishmongers’ Hall to explain how this tool functions in a real-life counter-terrorism context. They show that, regardless of the improvement in the inter-agency coordination, there are still some major issues in the context of early identification, information sharing and the level of trust in the government. These cases highlight that Prevent needs to transform based on evidence-based reforms, establishing trust within the community, and greater integration of intelligence communities to be successful in pre-empting new extremist violence attacks in the future.
Finally, the Prevent strategy points to the main contradiction of democratic security, the necessity to secure society at the expense of the very liberties that it is meant to safeguard. The UK can ensure safety and legitimacy in the changing struggle against radicalisation by incorporating the ideas of transparency, inclusivity, and evaluation into the Prevent policing approach.
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