
Vol.:(0123456789)

European Journal for Security Research
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41125-024-00103-y

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

UK Counter‑Terrorism and Multiple and Complex Needs: 
A Policy‑Informed Discourse Analysis

Rita Augestad Knudsen1   · Paul Betts2,3,4

Received: 19 February 2024 / Accepted: 6 November 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
Of the four work strands of UK counter-terrorism (CT), Prevent and Pursue are 
directed towards stopping individuals from becoming involved in terrorism, and 
investigating and prosecuting those suspected of terrorist crimes. Over the past few 
years, both these two work strands of UK CT seem to have captured more individu-
als with Multiple and Complex Needs (MCN), especially people of young age and 
with mental health issues. This article describes key UK CT discourse on the ter-
rorist threat landscape and its proposed countermeasures, with particular regard to 
the role of MCN. It considers the extent to which discourse on the threat and set-up 
of UK CT seems to correspond to academic research, media reporting and other 
open sources—and is interested in whether the apparent increase of MCN in UK CT 
(only) reflect real-life developments in the threat landscape, or whether the current 
structure of UK CT may disproportionately draw in individuals with MCN. It finds 
that while accurately capturing some recent trends, UK CT discourse overall reifies 
largely outdated ideas of the role of ideational radicalisation and of there being a 
sharp distinction between the categories of vulnerability and risk. It also suggests 
that the emphasis of UK CT seems to increasingly be on the category of risk and on 
the logic of Pursue—also when MCN are involved—rather than proposing a multi-
faceted approach to the ever-changing complexity of the threat of terrorism.
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1  Introduction

The UK is widely acknowledged as a leader within European counter-terrorism 
(CT), with decades of experience combating various forms of terrorist threats.1 
Trends and directions within UK CT are often closely followed and later imple-
mented elsewhere in Europe and beyond.2 The UK was early in formulating a dedi-
cated post-9/11 CT strategy; its CONTEST strategy, launched in 2003, consisted as 
it still does of four work strands: Prevent, Pursue, Protect and Prepare. Having since 
undergone several updates, CONTEST presents the threats facing the UK, and the 
government’s suggested countermeasures. Prevent and Pursue target terrorists and 
individuals deemed likely to become terrorists: Prevent by intending to stop people 
from being drawn into terrorism, and Pursue by seeking to capture people commit-
ting terrorist crimes. Protect and Prepare, meanwhile, aim to ensure preparedness of 
institutions, physical and digital infrastructure and population resilience, to mini-
mise the impact of attacks. This article is concentrated on the two actor-focused ‘Ps’ 
(Prevent and Pursue) of UK CT, and describes how these articulate trends in the 
threat landscape and how to address these, with a particular interest in the appar-
ently increasing role of Multiple and Complex Needs (MCN).

Since the earliest version of CONTEST, the nature of the terrorist threat as well 
as the apparent characteristics of (would-be) terrorists have changed. These changes 
have been described in depth elsewhere, so a full re-examination is not necessary 
(e.g. de Roy van Zuijdewijn and Bakker 2016). Suffice to say that in the immediate 
post-9/11 years, threat perceptions were dominated by a focus on al Qaeda-affiliated 
networked actors working together, often internationally, on complicated plots with 
sophisticated means (Nesser 2016). The 7/7 attacks in London in 2005 was but one 
example of an attack of this kind. Overall, Islamist Extremist actors during these 
years seemed ‘better-functioning’ than ‘ordinary criminals’ in terms of their per-
sonal relationships, education, employment, and socioeconomic status (van Leeuwen 
and Weggemans 2018; Pantucci 2013). At the same time, researchers typologising 
individual terrorism involvement increasingly highlighted the variety of motivations 
and ‘types’ appearing in this space, including ‘leaders’ and ‘protegees’—generally 
ideologically literate and driven—and ‘misfits’ and ‘drifters’, sometimes drawn into 
terrorism for social, economic or possibly mental health-related reasons (Nesser 
2006; Bjørgo 2011). Meanwhile, in the post-9/11 period, UK authorities tended not 
to categorise extremist right-wing terrorism as terrorism at all. Instead, the UK for 
a long time conceptualised the right-wing threat as ‘domestic extremism’—ignoring 

1  Although ‘the UK’ constitutionally includes Northern Ireland, this has a special and dedicated 
approach to CT differing to the rest of the UK and is not the focus of this article. ‘The UK’ will neverthe-
less be used in the article as has become the academic convention within the field of terrorism research; 
with this note underlining that the primary reference here is to England, Wales and Scotland, and not 
Northern Ireland.
2  For instance, the EU launched its CT strategy in 2005, two years after the UK did the same, with a 
similarly four-pronged approach apparently inspired by the UK’s, https://​home-​affai​rs.​ec.​europa.​eu/​count​
er-​terro​rism-​and-​radic​alisa​tion_​en. Also, on the field of terrorism-related risk assessment, the UK has 
been one of the forerunners.

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/counter-terrorism-and-radicalisation_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/counter-terrorism-and-radicalisation_en
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both the international and terrorism dimension of the phenomenon—and largely left 
it out of CT strategies; a striking omission in light of both the prehistory and subse-
quent occurrences of extreme right-wing terrorist violence (e.g. Jupp 2022).

Today, the threat picture and authorities’ understandings of it look different than 
in the immediate post-9/11 era. The so-called Islamic State (IS) declared its ‘Cali-
phate’ in 2014 and directed and inspired several terrorist attacks in the West, includ-
ing in the UK. IS attracted a wide range of individuals from the mid 2010s, includ-
ing many with a more typical criminogenic profile including previous histories of 
violence and criminal records (Verwimp 2016; Winter 2016). During the same 
period, the right-wing terrorist threat grew too, with online and in-person groups, as 
well as non-organised solo actors. With the proliferation of social media, new tech-
nologies and forms of message dissemination, terrorism recruitment and engage-
ment no longer needed real-life interaction. More individuals were acting alone, 
often using simple methods. Ideology became less clear or prominent in actors’ 
presentation, and media reports of suspected terrorists more frequently cited issues 
around Multiple and Complex Needs (MCN)—a category to be returned to below 
but which could include homelessness, experience of the criminal justice system, 
substance abuse, and/or mental health problems. In sum, the threat picture of today 
seems more multifaceted than it did in the early 2000s, and so does the range of 
actors coming into contact with Prevent and Pursue in UK CT.

The main focus of this article is to describe recent key UK official discourse on 
the terrorism threat and how to address it, and to ask—in light of relevant academic 
and grey literature, media reporting, and publicly available data—whether this 
discourse seems to capture real trends, with particular regard to the role of MCN. 
While neither policy nor scholarship has established an authoritative definition of 
MCN, third sector organisations (see Duncan and Corner 2012; Cooper and Bai-
ley 2019) use it with reference to often co-existing individual disadvantages linked 
to age, gender, race, substance misuse, poor mental health, housing, abuse, trauma, 
violence, and/or exposure to the criminal justice system (APPG for Complex Needs 
and Dual Diagnosis 2018). MCN have attracted limited scholarly attention, yet both 
media reports and official data suggests they are appearing more frequently within 
UK Prevent referrals as well as within Pursue, through terrorism-related arrests and 
prosecutions. In this context, the term is useful in encapsulating the two most clearly 
identifiable and growing MCN within UK CT: age and mental health problems—
and also draws attention to the likely coexistence of these with each other and with 
other MCN. This article is interested in whether the apparently increasing preva-
lence of MCN—and especially young age and mental health problems—within UK 
CT reflects the actual threat landscape, or whether UK CT discourse and practice 
disproportionately draws in individuals with MCN, especially ones of young age 
and poor mental health. It suggests that while UK CT discourse seems to pinpoint 
some relevant developments, its proposed measures seem lacking, especially in rela-
tion to individuals with MCN.

UK CT is a well-trodden landscape within terrorism studies, and especially the 
Prevent prong of CONTEST has received significant attention from scholars critical 
of the strategy (e.g. Richards 2011; Martin 2014; Lowe 2017). While acknowledg-
ing and building on some of this work, this short article does not aim to re-rehearse 
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these lines of analysis, but simply—in a limited and straightforward way—make use 
of a discourse analysis lens in qualitatively considering a few selected UK CT pol-
icy documents in light of emerging scholarly and grey work, other data, and media 
reporting (Jacobs 2006; Fairclough 2003). Discourse analysis provides a suitable 
methodological anchor for approaching and analysing these primary texts (listed 
below), considering them to both encapsulate and perpetuate the alleged realities 
(and power hierarchies) in which they are situated (Foucault 1969). The discourse 
analysis approach utilised here is qualitative and example-based, with a few key doc-
uments selected by the authors based on their analysis of their centrality and role in 
UK CT overall. In avoiding reliance on methodological positivism, this discourse 
analysis does not, and does not seek to, apply quantitatively oriented methodologies 
to numeric data sets; neither does it consider quantitative approaches as more objec-
tive or ‘true’ than qualitative ones.

Investigating UK CT discourse in this way both highlights the conceptualisations 
underpinning official understandings of the terrorism-related threat, and allows for 
assessing the factual and policy claims of this discourse. The article is especially 
interested in how the texts present and frame the threat, actors of concern, and 
the possible role of the MCN. Notably, the article’s concern is primarily qualita-
tively descriptive rather than explanatory, seeking to highlight relevant tendencies 
identified in discourse and practice, rather than explaining how or why they have 
appeared. Concretely, the key primary documents considered are the CONTEST 
strategy (most recently updated in 2023) and the Channel Duty Guidance; together 
summarising the official UK take on the terrorist threat and proposed countermeas-
ures. The article also relies on examples of media reporting and official releases 
from, for instance, the Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation, the Home Office, Counter 
Terrorism Policing, as well as the Independent Review of Prevent (IRP 2023), which 
was tasked and endorsed by the Home Office. The article starts with laying out how 
key UK CT discourse portrays the terrorism threat, and then turns to its presenta-
tion of countermeasures—with a particular interest in MCN. Whereas the role of 
MCN is central to the article, this will be placed and analysed within the framework 
of the overall discourse on the threat and countermeasures. The article concludes 
with some very brief and indicative reflections on the possible implications of its 
findings.

2 � The Threat

Of the many documents and statements setting out the UK’s understanding of the 
terrorism threat and how to counter it, the Government’s CONTEST strategy is the 
most authoritative and ambitious. CONTEST communicates the UK’s understand-
ing of the terrorism landscape and how it should be handled, to its home audience 
and to the world. The UK released the latest version of CONTEST in July 2023, 
replacing the 2018 version and building on the first CONTEST edition from 2003 
and its updates. Summarising the situation, the two latest versions of CONTEST 
emphasise that ‘(t)he terrorist threat in the UK today is dominated by individuals 
or small groups acting outside of organised terrorist networks’ (CONTEST 2018, p. 
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17; 2023, p. 9). The 2018 version was released shortly after the deadly 2017 terror-
ist attacks in the UK and warned against ‘highly accessible, simple methodologies’ 
(CONTEST 2018, p. 17), while the 2023 document warned of an increasing preva-
lence of ‘low sophistication’ attacks (CONTEST 2023, p. 17). The 2023 strategy 
placed an extra focus on technological developments and the online world, consider-
ing that this could both complicate detecting and disrupting terrorists and plots, but 
also represent an opportunity for law enforcement (CONTEST 2023, p. 9).

In this, CONTEST’s threat descriptions reflect how scholarship too has ana-
lysed recent trends. Academic research on the UK and the West more broadly has 
noted that terrorist attacks increasingly have come to involve simpler means and 
have become more operationally individualised, requiring little specialist knowl-
edge, techniques or advanced ‘real world’ resources (Bouchard 2018). At the same 
time, terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda, IS and their affiliates persist, and extremist 
right-wing organisations continue to proliferate. However, the collective abilities of 
group-based actors to carry out large-scale attacks in the West seem more limited 
than a decade ago. While the concept of the ‘lone wolf’ has been largely discarded, 
the notion that solo actors are important to the threat landscape is widely shared 
(Schuurman et al 2019). Also in the UK, less networked people seem to be in the 
majority of those violating terrorism legislation: such actors might engage with oth-
ers virtually or in real life, but are often operationally by themselves in-situ during 
an attack. Unpacked below, a growing number of such attacks are also reported to 
involve MCN (see also Hall 2020; 2022, pp. 1–2): While this may in part reflect 
increasing awareness of MCNs, official numbers on young age, the explosion in 
interest within research and practice in understanding the role of mental health in 
terrorism involvement, combined with the trend towards attacks with fewer people 
acting with simpler means, suggest MCN are indeed a key part of the CT landscape 
today.

The concept of ‘radicalisation’ is of great relevance to CONTEST’s portrayal of 
the threat, its proposed countermeasures (especially those within Prevent) and the 
possible role of MCN, and thus warrants some unpacking. Especially after the 9/11 
attacks, radicalisation became central to many authorities’ understanding of the ter-
rorist threat—broadly conceiving it a process of increasingly accepting violence to 
achieve ideological ends, and framing it as a determinant and necessary precursor of 
terrorism: Radicalisation is still a disputed notion (e.g. Schmid 2016), with critical 
terrorism scholars often dismissing its alleged role (see e.g. Silva 2018). The last 
decades’ debates on radicalisation have not resulted in any consensus on the mat-
ter (Roy 2004; Kepel 2002; Logan and Lloyd 2019), but early models visualising 
the concept as the central part of a staircase or pyramid leading towards terrorism 
have been largely discarded, with present understandings highlighting the plethora 
of possible ways into and through terrorist involvement (e.g. Corner et al. 2019).

The centrality and focus of Prevent within CONTEST could itself be interpreted 
as implicitly contributing to these debates on the relevance of ideology and ‘radi-
calisation’ to the terrorist threat. CONTEST separates Prevent—which seeks to 
stop terrorism by addressing ideology and ‘radicalisation’ through referrals—from 
Pursue—which involves ‘top-down’ security and intelligence-led investigation, 
detection, disruption, and prosecution. With this structure, CONTEST effectively 
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includes ideology and radicalisation in its threat description as key features to 
address through CT, and as phenomena appearing before terrorist criminality. It 
signifies that the terrorist threat involves ideology and ‘radicalisation’ (addressed 
through Prevent), as well as criminal behaviour and violations of terrorist legislation 
(addressed through Pursue). In this setup and logic, radicalisation and ideology are 
assumed to appear chronologically first in an individual’s thinking and motivation, 
laying the ground for and leading to a terrorist crime. Prevents’ focus on radicali-
sation appears to presuppose that if individuals’ relevant ideology is identified and 
deterred, terrorism will not occur. As an implicit part of CONTEST’s threat descrip-
tion, ideological engagement is hence functionally placed as a precursor to terrorist 
crimes.

Of course, ideological/religious/political/racial intent is a necessary component 
of the very definition of terrorism in the UK: its legislative framing means that a 
crime would not be an act of terrorism in the absence of such motivations. Under 
UK law, the Terrorism Act (TACT) 2000 defines terrorism as the use or threat of 
action that ‘is designed to influence the government  (or an international govern-
mental organisation) or to intimidate the public or a section of the public (…) for 
the purpose of advancing a political, religious, racial or ideological cause’ (TACT 
2000). The TACT, however, expresses no requirement for such a motivation being 
the only or even main reason for acting, or for it being the driving, pre-occurring 
factor for terrorist criminality. It is also not necessary for categorising something 
as terrorism that these motivations are coherently or clearly presented or expressed 
as one recognisable and well-established ideology or religious/racial/political belief.

As CONTEST 2023 also acknowledges, recent variants of us/them mindsets, 
including violent conspiracy theories and aggressive ‘incel’ (involuntary celibate) 
activity, appear to challenge pre-existing ways of thinking about radicalisation, 
terrorism and what ‘ideology’ might mean in this context (CONTEST 2023, pp. 
13–14). Interestingly, the majority of recently recorded Prevent referrals are now 
categorised as ‘Mixed, Unclear and Unstable’ (MUU), not invoking any well-recog-
nised or consistent ideology—rather than, for instance, the conventional categories 
of Islamist extremist or right-wing extremist (IRP 2023, p. 47). This would seem to 
complicate Prevent’s strategic intent and operational interventions, which are aimed 
precisely at the ideological/radicalisation domain. The functional role of ideology, 
and its chronological emplacement in a person’s trajectory towards terrorism, might 
be expected to become even more complicated in cases where MCN, and perhaps 
in particular mental health problems are involved, and when the lines between men-
tally disturbed thought and ideological/religious/political/racial motivations might 
appear unclear (see Augestad Knudsen 2024). Also in cases when the MCN in ques-
tion is young age, the uncertain ideological component of a referral might mean its 
emplacement in the MUU category.

Looking beyond the structural assumptions of CONTEST’s discursive setup and 
onto its explicit substance, also of relevance to the possible role of MCN, different 
versions of the strategy have evoked different ideas of the role of ideology in respec-
tively explaining and addressing terrorism. Early editions openly placed ‘ideology’ 
at the heart of how terrorism should be understood and combated in the UK (CON-
TEST 2006, 2011, 2018), prompting critique of the disproportionate prominence of 
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‘Islamist extremist’ ideology in the language of UK CT (e.g. Pantazis and Pember-
ton 2011). The 2018 CONTEST warned that ‘ideology remain(ed) a strong driver’ 
for terrorism, and that ‘a broadly consistent set of ideas and narratives is an impor-
tant factor in motivating terrorist groups of all kinds, including Daesh, Al Qa’ida 
(sic) and extreme right-wing organisations’ (CONTEST 2018, p. 16). At the same 
time, when fleshing out its threat conception, CONTEST 2018 stated that:

“there is no single socio-demographic profile of a terrorist in the UK, and no 
single pathway, or ‘conveyor belt’, leading to involvement in terrorism. (…) 
Few of those who are drawn into terrorism have a deep knowledge of faith. 
(…) several factors can converge to create the conditions under which radi-
calisation can occur. These include background factors, aspects of someone’s 
personal circumstances, which might make them vulnerable to radicalisers, 
such as being involved in criminal activity; initial influences, peoples, ideas or 
experiences that influence an individual towards supporting a terrorist move-
ment; and an ideological opening, or receptiveness to extremist ideology.” 
(CONTEST 2018, p. 32, see also p. 17)

This slight tension in CONTEST’s presentation of the role of ideology in the 
terrorist threat landscape took on a different shape in its most recent version. The 
‘refreshed’ edition of CONTEST came in 2023, shortly after the publication of the 
controversial Independent Review of Prevent (IRP 2023), commissioned by the UK 
Home Secretary. While disputed by many scholars and independent analysts, the 
Home Office’s full acceptance of the IRP’s recommendations makes it likely that 
it influenced the discourse of the subsequent 2023 CONTEST. Centrally, the IRP 
urged Prevent to (re)focus attention and resources onto ‘ideology’ as the key plank 
in combatting terrorism: in particular, on radicalisation based on ‘Islamism’ (strik-
ingly citing this, rather than violent Islamist extremism). Potentially signalling its 
political orientation, the IRP cautioned against focusing too much on right-wing 
extremism, and dismissed ‘vulnerability’—possibly an implicit reference to MCN—
as an important reason for terrorism or as relevant to preventive interventions (IRP 
2023, e.g. pp. 38–39; 102–3). The IRP’s robustness on these points does not reflect 
the status of scholarly knowledge on the roles of either ideology or ‘vulnerability’ in 
terrorism involvement, as mentioned above.

Endorsing the IRP recommendations, the discourse of CONTEST 2023 then 
replaced the language of ‘vulnerability’ with ‘susceptibility’ and refocused Prevent 
onto ‘ideology’ and ‘Islamism’, with uncertain implications for its understanding of 
the role of MCN. At the same time, CONTEST 2023 also noted that: ‘Within Islam-
ist terrorism in the UK, explicit affiliation and fixed ideological alignment with any 
one specific international terrorist organisation is diminishing’ (CONTEST 2023, 
p. 9), and that ‘(w)e now need to manage a wider spread of narratives and beliefs 
that may be used to motivate and support terrorist violence’ (CONTEST 2023, p. 
12). And whereas the IRP claimed that ‘Incel is not a terrorist ideology’ (IRP 2023, 
e.g. p. 53), CONTEST 2023 stated that incel thinking ‘could meet the threshold 
of terrorist intent or action, should the threat or use of serious violence be used to 
influence the government, or to intimidate the public’ (CONTEST 2023, p. 14). It 
is worth noting that until now, most ‘incel’ individuals within Prevent are likely to 
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have been categorised as MUU, although this could now be changing (Home Office 
2023; BBC 2024).

On the overall issue of the MUU category, it is also notable that a much smaller 
proportion of the Prevent referrals classified as MUU– compared to Islamist extrem-
ists and Extreme right-wing actors—are then assessed as genuine CT concerns fol-
lowed up further within Prevent’s Channel programme (to be returned to). Accord-
ing to the IRP’s data, many of the ‘MUUs’ do indeed have MCN, especially mental 
health problems; and it is indeed possible to imagine that some of the MUU cases 
are deconflicted away from Prevent and into health or social care due to the presence 
of either mental health problems or other MCN. The developments above do seem 
to make it possible that MCN might appear more often in the Prevent population 
categorised as MUU than in the more recognisable ideological categories. The IRP, 
however, denounces the ‘over-represent(ation)’ of individuals with mental health 
and other MCN within Prevent (IRP 2023, p. 82), which it claims comes at the cost 
of concentrating on ‘ideology’ as the real driver of terrorism. Urging the redirection 
of Prevent onto it being a security- and CT/ideology-only endeavour, the IRP calls 
for ‘other issues’—a likely nod to MCN—to be dealt with outside of the CT domain 
(IRP 2023, p. 63; 106–107; 110). As put by the IRP, the current ‘framework unwit-
tingly bestows a status of victimhood on all who come into contact with Prevent, 
negating individual agency or risk.’ (IRP 2023, p. 42).

The IRP and 2023 CONTEST’s invoking of MCN in UK CT is rather new: ear-
lier CONTEST versions did not address this as prominently. The rise on the agenda 
of the role of MCN in UK CT seems to have happened in response to actual case-
work, and in partial dialogue with a burgeoning body of literature now probing the 
relationship between terrorism and especially the MCN that has received the most 
attention thus far: mental health problems, as well as in part, neurodiversity. How-
ever, whereas scholars have been eager to establish whether there is a causal link 
between terrorism involvement and different mental health issues, no convincing 
evidence for such causality is established (see e.g. Sarma, Carthy and Cox 2022). As 
CONTEST 2023 also acknowledges: ‘there is limited evidence to support a direct 
causal link between mental ill-health or neurodivergence and an individual’s terror-
ist threat or susceptibility to radicalisation’; ‘mental ill-health is no more prevalent 
among terrorism cases than the general population’; and mental health issues could 
either ‘contribute to the radicalisation of some individuals, act(…) as a risk factor, 
while in other cases it may act as an inhibitor.’ The strategy, however, also refers to 
mental health issues as ‘additional risk factors’ which could ‘complicate risk assess-
ment and management’ (CONTEST 2023, p. 15).

While recent scholarship and grey literature have highlighted the presence of the 
MCN of ill mental health in UK CT, it is notable that both this and young age are 
also frequently cited in media reports on terrorism related cases (see BBC 2018a, b; 
The Guardian 2019, 2021, 2022; The National 2021; Saadallah 2021; Counter Ter-
rorism Policing 2021). While reporting should be expected to focus on the most sen-
sational aspects of cases, these reports do seem to correspond to the overall threat 
picture sketched out above. At the same time, uncovering the actual prevalence of 
MCN in CT casework is complicated by the lack of official hard data on other factors 
than age. Young age is itself a MCN calling for distinct follow-up and support, and 
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from media reporting it would seem that other MCN can co-occur among the young 
coming into contact with UK CT. Official UK data shows that the proportion of 
young people either referred to Prevent or investigated, arrested or prosecuted within 
Pursue have been rising since data was first released: among the 6,406 Prevent refer-
rals during the year to 22 March 2023, most came from the education sector (2305, 
rounded to 36%); and 29% (1829) were under 15, an increase from previous years 
(Home Office 2023). Numbers from CT Policing covering Pursue show that in the 
year to 31 December 2022, 32 of the 166 total terrorism offences arrests in the UK 
were children under 17, representing 19% of the total and a 3% increase from the 
previous year (CT Policing 2022). Notably, the data does not include 17-year-olds, 
who are also children as per UK law (Childrens Act 1989). The UK’s Independent 
Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation Jonathan Hall has expressed concern over the 
growing number of children in the UK CT system: ‘Being a ‘convicted terrorist’ is 
not a status to be wished on children if reasonably avoidable’ (cited in CONTEST 
2023, p. 14; also Hall 2022).

Despite the lack of hard data, all this then seem to make it reasonable to assume 
that the proportion of individuals with MCN—and especially mental health issues 
and young age—is indeed significant, and growing, within UK CT. While the schol-
arly focus so far has been on whether mental health issues or neurodiversity might 
increase individuals’ likelihood for terrorism involvement—and has not found that it 
does—a more pertinent question now seems to be whether UK CT discourse, prac-
tice, policy, and law is set up in a way that disproportionately captures individu-
als with MCN. To be sure, MCN are by-definition both multiple and complex, and 
there might be considerable variation in how these needs could interplay or coun-
teract with individual terrorism involvement. Concrete cases involving MCN might 
entail very young vulnerable children groomed into extremism by older influencers, 
or vulnerable and dangerous adults with histories of violence, substance abuse or 
homelessness recruiting others, or any combination of these.

One recent real-life case widely covered by journalists could serve to exemplify 
some of the issues involved. In 2022, Rhianan Rudd was, at 15, the youngest girl 
charged with terrorism in the UK. She was a ‘looked after child’—a responsibility 
of the state—with a history of self-harm, suicidal ideation, and a diagnosis of autism 
(BBC 2023a). She was referred to Prevent having downloaded a bomb making man-
ual, but any further Prevent follow-up was discontinued once she was charged with 
terrorism under Pursue. She took her own life in May 2022. After her death, it was 
revealed that she had been the victim of exploitation and grooming online by adult 
men, involving Nazi ideology and sexual abuse (The Telegraph 2023a, b). Subse-
quent reports found that authorities’ knowledge of this did not halt her prosecution 
for terrorism until 4,5 months later (The Telegraph 2023a). Several other cases from 
the last few years invoke similar issues of overlapping MCNs including young age, 
neurodiversity or mental health issues, and apparently missed opportunities for 
broad-based, needs-oriented follow-up (BBC 2023a, b).

While the next section of this article will turn from UK CT’s discursive threat 
presentations to the proposed countermeasures, it is worth pausing at the fact that 
the Rudd case demonstrates how a terrorism charge, in this case involving MCN, 
until recently barred individuals from (further) Prevent follow-up. Recent discourse 
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and practice meant that if charged with terrorism under Pursue, an individual, no 
matter how vulnerable, would ipso facto be classified as a ‘threat’ rather than ‘in 
need of support’, and deconflicted away from Prevent: ‘The police screen all refer-
rals to check that the individual is not already or should be part of a terrorism inves-
tigation, as these individuals are not appropriate for Channel support.’ (Home Office 
2023). Hence closing the door to the Channel programme’s better positioning (than 
Pursue) of possibly assisting with someone’s mental health issues, education, or 
housing, criminal prosecution seemed to be left as the only follow-up avenue. The 
UK’s Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation has long asked whether this 
setup unnecessarily pushed vulnerable individuals into the criminal justice system, 
and has recommended alternative measures such as civil injunctions or therapeutic 
interventions (Hall 2020).

3 � Countermeasures

In this context of UK CT discourse on the threat, and amidst increasing awareness 
of MCN in Prevent and Pursue casework, this part of the article turns to some of 
the UK’s proposed countermeasures within these two work strands. Overall and 
somewhat simplified, UK CT aims to prevent, prosecute and limit the damage from 
violations of the country’s terrorism legislation. The law is hence core not only to 
how terrorism is defined, but also to the formulation, operationalisation and scope 
of CONTEST’s countermeasures. Moreover, the law helps determine the boundaries 
between Prevent and Pursue: Pursue targets actors for alleged violations of terror-
ism law, while Prevent mainly targets individuals in the ‘pre-crime’ space (a word-
ing much-criticised and now formally abandoned); those who have not committed a 
TACT offence (yet)—as well as those having finished serving TACT sentences (see 
Goldberg et  al. 2017; CONTEST 2023). Before exploring some of the UK’s core 
proposed CT measures, with possible implications for the role and understanding of 
MCN, it is worth looking briefly at some recent relevant changes to the legal frame-
work of these measures.

One important legal change came in 2006, with the UK’s TACT of that year. That 
legislation criminalised a number of preparatory acts—such as propaganda-, mate-
rial-gathering-, and training-related offences, encompassing early stages of an indi-
vidual’s terrorism involvement and going beyond direct partaking in plots or attacks 
(TACT 2006). Several offences were non-violent, many did not require real-life con-
tact with others or formal affiliation with terrorist groups, nor allegiance to conven-
tional ideologies. In consequence, TACT 2006 led to the imprisonment of terrorism 
offenders with different profiles from those convicted of terrorism before 2006 (see 
also Lloyd and Dean 2015; Augestad Knudsen 2020), and with it, the range persons 
of interest to Prevent and Pursue practitioners was broadened too.

Another key addition to UK CT’s legislative framework came in 2015, with the 
Counter Terrorism and Security Act (CTSA). This Act created two statutory duties 
related to Prevent; the Prevent Duty and the Channel Duty. The Prevent Duty is a 
mechanism for referring people to Prevent by imposing a legal obligation on profes-
sionals in key sectors—notably including education and health—to pay ‘due regard 
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to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism’; in practice, requiring 
them to refer to Prevent individuals considered vulnerable to ‘radicalisation’ (Home 
Office 2021). From its inception, both Prevent and the Prevent Duty have been crit-
icised for disrupting the delivery of non-security state services and for ‘securitis-
ing’ sectors intended for welfare and care (Aziz 2017; Millett and Ahmed 2021); 
for being built on debunked ideas of terrorism engagement’s linearity starting from 
identifiable ‘radicalisation’ (Heath-Kelly 2013, 2017); for having discriminatory and 
racist effects (Qurashi 2018); and for operating with untested and under-evaluated 
interventions (Romaniuk 2015). Meanwhile the Channel Duty required local author-
ities (municipalities) to operationalise delivering Prevent through Channel, estab-
lished as the core delivery mechanism of Prevent (Channel 2015).

Within this legal framework and in the context of UK CT discourse, Channel 
remains positioned as the key measure within Prevent. While the 2023 CONTEST 
strategy offers limited details about the programme, it does place Channel at the 
heart of Prevent delivery, and of UK CT as a whole (see e.g. CONTEST 2023, p. 
64). Channel is operationalised through multi-disciplinary ‘Channel panels’ com-
prised of professionals who should follow up individuals reported to Prevent. The 
Channel panels should go through each case and offer appropriate interventions in 
a wide range of areas intended to steer individuals away from committing terror-
ism crimes. Being set up as voluntary, Channel is predicated on the assumedly at 
risk-individual engaging with it. From 2022–2023, Channel processed 1,486 cases 
(Home Office 2023; CONTEST 2023, p. 64; also CONTEST 2018, pp. 37–38). The 
anatomy of Channel was outlined in the 2020 Channel Duty Guidance, which still 
applies (Home Office 2020, p. 6). That document describes Channel as the principle 
delivery mechanism for Prevent, aimed at bringing together local partners in offer-
ing relevant interventions supporting people considered at risk of engaging with ter-
rorism. In line with the UK CT discourse described above, the 2020 Guidance stated 
that Channel is:

“adopt(ing) a multi-agency approach to identify and provide support to indi-
viduals who are at risk of being drawn into terrorism. There is no fixed profile 
of a terrorist, so there is no defined threshold to determine whether an indi-
vidual is at risk of being drawn into terrorism. However, signs that extremist 
views are being adopted can be used to assess whether the offer of early sup-
port should be made.” (Home Office 2020, p. 6)

This foregrounding of ‘extremist views’ serves as yet another reminder of the cen-
trality of logics around ideology and (ideational) radicalisation in UK CT discourse; 
it also raises questions around how practitioners are to establish the presence of such 
views and what the appropriate response might be to their identification. With the 
increase within Prevent of both the MUU category and of people with MCN includ-
ing young age and mental health issues, pinpointing and appropriately responding to 
‘signs of views’ might become even more tricky. Moreover, neither this section nor 
other parts of the document clarifies what happens if an individual with or without 
MCN does not want ‘support’ from the formally voluntary Channel programme.

Without citing ‘MCN’ directly, concepts of vulnerability and safeguarding have 
long been engrained parts of the UK’s discourse and operationalisation of Channel 
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(e.g. Home Office 2020, p. 5). While the IRP in 2023 led to the substitution of the 
language of ‘vulnerability’ with ‘susceptibility’ in UK CT (apparently less associ-
ated with agency-less victimhood, IRP 2023; CONTEST 2023), ‘vulnerability’ was 
the lingo of the 2020 Channel Guidance, explaining:

“Individuals can receive support before their vulnerabilities are exploited by 
those who want them to embrace terrorism, and before they become involved 
in criminal terrorist-related activity. Cases adopted onto Channel should have a 
vulnerability to being drawn into terrorism. Cases should not be held in Chan-
nel where no such vulnerability exists.” (Home Office 2020, p. 7)

The Guidance also stated that: ‘Clear distinction should be made between indi-
viduals who present with a ‘terrorism vulnerability’, requiring Channel support, 
and those who pose a ‘terrorism risk requiring management by the police.’ (Home 
Office 2020, p. 29) However, the boundaries between ‘vulnerability’ and ‘risk’ were 
not consistently clear in either the 2020 Guidance or in UK CT overall, with the 
Guidance also stating: ‘The risk relating to the individual’s terrorism vulnerability 
is held by the Channel panel. This involves ensuring the risk posed to the individual 
from being drawn into terrorism or from wider safeguarding harms is addressed and 
reduced’ (Home Office 2020, p. 32, added emphasis, see also Augestad Knudsen 
2020).

During the year to 22 March 2023, 33% (2,127) of Prevent referrals were removed 
from Channel for having ‘vulnerability present, but no ideology or CT risk’ (Home 
Office 2023), with this ‘vulnerability’ likely translating to one or more MCN. This 
both shows UK CT’s association between ideology and risk, and the primacy of risk 
rather than vulnerability—MCN or otherwise—in prompting preventative, Prevent 
and Channel ‘safeguarding’ action. Distinguishing between which vulnerabilities 
are, or could become, CT relevant—which according to UK CT discourse would 
seem to mean ideologically determined—in the face of the prevalence of MUU and 
MCN among the cohort of concern would seem like a considerable challenge; espe-
cially so for the police and local authority Prevent practitioners with limited training 
or experience in either risk assessment, social care, psychology or health.

To such professionals or indeed to analysts seeking to understand UK CT, the 
2020 Channel document did not really provide guidance on how to conceptualise 
or act on either risk or vulnerabilities including MCN within Prevent. For several 
years, the Vulnerability Assessment Framework (VAF) was used in part for this pur-
pose, as an assessment tool to identify individuals suitable for Prevent follow-up. 
The VAF, however, was a wholesale transfer of the 22 indicators of the Extrem-
ism Risk Guidance 22 + (ERG 22 +), a risk assessment tool developed within the 
UK Prison and Probation Service based on TACT (and hence by definition high-
risk) offenders imprisoned more than 15  years ago (Lloyd and Dean 2015; Aug-
estad Knudsen 2020). Given their serious offence record, these individuals were 
likely to have had a very different risk, vulnerability and overall profile than the non-
offending young people and individuals with MCN picked up by Prevent several 
years later. Moreover, scholarship is increasingly pointing out the uncertain viabil-
ity, validity and implementability of terrorism-related risk and vulnerability tools as 
such (Sarma 2017; Cooke and Logan 2021; Augestad Knudsen 2018; Borum et al. 
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2023; see also Lucraft 2021, p. 20), calling instead for contextual, holistic and life-
path type of analyses (e.g. Corner et al. 2019; Bouhana et al. 2016).

Perhaps even more fundamentally, whereas the discourse and operationalisa-
tion of Channel strives for a clear distinction between cases involving either vul-
nerability or risk, real-life—as already mentioned with regard to MCN—is usually 
more complex. With actual people, vulnerability and risk often co-exist, shift over 
time and call for different interventions at different points. Perhaps in an attempt to 
achieve clarity, the Channel Guidance states along the lines of what was also indi-
cated above: ‘The terrorism vulnerability and risk for the case is kept under review 
by police and the case may be removed from Channel if the risk escalates to a level 
that police believe cannot be safely managed by the Channel panel’ (Home Office 
2020, p. 29); ‘Should there be an escalation of risk, the police may remove a case 
from Channel if appropriate’ (ibid p. 6; also p. 32)—‘these cases may be adopted for 
management in the police-led partnership or escalated into the Pursue space.’ (ibid 
p. 20). Also other UK CT documents suggest transferring a case away from Prevent 
to Pursue only if deemed to involve high risk or suspicion of a terrorism crime, as 
also happened in the Rudd case above (Home Office 2023; see also Home Office 
2020, p. 29).

While practice on this is now shifting and Prevent cases are no longer automati-
cally discontinued if also appearing within Pursue, UK CT discourse still demands 
emplacing an individual in the risk rather than vulnerable category, away from Pre-
vent/Channel and onto Pursue, if under a terrorism-related investigation (Home 
Office 2020, p. 6; Fig. 2.5 p. 38), even if involving a MCN. The 2020 Channel Guid-
ance refers to ‘Police-led partnerships’ that should manage those ‘not suitable for 
Channel, but which have identified Prevent-relevant issues requiring support or miti-
gation,’ (Home Office 2020, p. 29), but without further detail, this could equally 
likely mean covert security-led management as supporting people’s needs. The leg-
islative movement outlined above of expanding the range of terrorism offences in 
effect significantly broadened the scope of Pursue and the type of people captured 
by UK CT, placing within Pursue more people with non-conventional crimino-
genic profiles, sometimes with MCN including young age and mental health issues. 
Pursue seems to be even further enlarged in CONTEST 2023, with its emphasis of 
‘disruption’ of pre-offence activity (CONTEST 2023, p. 35). Together with the dis-
course of not allowing vulnerable people within Pursue access to Prevent/Channel’s 
theoretical possibilities for support, this appears to lock people with MCN into the 
criminal justice system without formal avenues to address their needs.

While the discourse of CONTEST 2023 seemed to partly acknowledge that the 
boundaries between Prevent and Pursue thus far have been too sharply drawn—
and called for closer cohesion between the different P’s—proposals for actual 
synergies were largely absent, including for cases involving MCN. Also in the 
language of CONTEST 2023, the directionality of UK CT was positioned as 
being from Prevent to Pursue—not really permitting either simultaneity or bidi-
rectionality, or for instance referrals from Pursue into Prevent. This seemed to 
miss an opportunity indicated by the official reports after the 2017–2020 UK 
terrorist attacks, which suggested that also individuals identified by intelligence 
or other parts of Pursue, perhaps especially ones with MCN, might benefit from 
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broad-based prevention follow up (see e.g. Saunders 2023, p. 95; Lucraft 2021, 
p. 35). Research has also long proposed that prevention, rehabilitation, and risk 
management for terrorism- and non-terrorism- crimes alike will be more effec-
tive and just if involving interventions beyond pure law enforcement and criminal 
justice sanctions (Logan and Lloyd 2019; Cherney and Belton 2021). Also gen-
eral UK guidance on risk management and public protection call for a balance 
between enforcement and support, regular reviews and appropriate sequencing 
(MAPPA 2023; IOM 2015; Stephenson et  al. 2013)—approaches which do not 
seem fully echoed in current UK CT discourse on countermeasures. Instead, and 
despite its acknowledgement of the rise in the prevalence of MCN, this discourse 
still seems to demand either follow-up of vulnerable people through Prevent/
Channel, or escalating them into arrest, investigation and prosecution though 
Pursue.

In fact, while the discourse of CONTEST 2023 promises to ‘transform(…) 
counter-terrorism’, it rather seems to perpetuate the overall trend of focusing 
countermeasures on ever-earlier stages of a presumed chronology of terrorism 
involvement. The direction of travel appears to be less towards long-term, com-
prehensive or pro-social transformative approaches to prevention, than a reactive 
and ever earlier acceleration of individuals into the criminal justice system, with 
conventional law enforcement interventions. While implicitly invoking MCN 
with its reference to ‘complexity’, the language of CONTEST 2023 describes the 
suggested transformation as entailing to:

“Ensure that counter-terrorism investigations draw on an increased range of 
expert advice and non-law enforcement interventions to mitigate the evolv-
ing terrorist threat. We will better connect the counter-terrorism system 
with expertise in healthcare, education, social services and the criminal jus-
tice system to respond to the complexity of terrorist threat. This will include 
access to a broader range of interventions which can be employed to divert 
people away from terrorism or mitigate the threat posed by a potential ter-
rorist. Where necessary we will change legislation, data access and govern-
ment policy, working across local, devolved, and national partners to enable 
more effective counter-terrorism operations.” (CONTEST 2023, p. 47)

The transformation that recent UK CT discourse proposes, then, seems to be 
to involve ever more domains of society in supporting Pursue outcomes, likely 
also capturing cases with MCN including young age and mental health problems: 
facilitating wider possibilities of intelligence collection and aiming for early-stage 
‘disruption’, effectively drawing also the vulnerable/susceptible into a framework 
of criminal justice interventions. In cases with or without MCN, this discourse 
of increased involvement of non-security societal sectors also raises questions 
on legal and ethical information sharing, as well as issues of privacy, confiden-
tiality, and discrimination in following up individual cases (see also Heath-Kelly 
2024). However, rather than heeding to such concerns with any particular view 
to the apparent increased prevalence of MCN in casework, recent UK CT dis-
course seems to have simply transferred a Pursue-tinted logic onto the domain of 
Prevent.
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4 � Conclusions

The evolving complexities in the actor-centred parts of the UK CT landscape 
poses an ever-changing challenge to anyone seeking to understand or act on it. 
UK CT discourse seems to accurately capture several actual trends established 
by scholarship, media and official data, as involving less organised actors engag-
ing in low-sophistication terrorism-related activity, sometimes without a conven-
tional ideology, and seemingly increasingly involving MCN especially includ-
ing young age and mental health problems. At the same time, however, both the 
threat description and proposed countermeasures of UK CT discourse seem to 
reify largely outdated conceptualisations of the centrality of ideational radicali-
sation, and of the notion of a sharp distinction between the vulnerable needing 
support—and the dangerous and high-risk needing investigation, surveillance and 
jail. Together with the legislative developments expanding the reach of Pursue, 
and the widening of Pursue through enlisting ever more non-security sectors of 
society in aiming for early disruption, it would seem that most individuals caught 
up within UK CT system—including ones with MCN—almost by default end up 
in the ‘risky’ side of this binary. In real life, however, individuals, and perhaps 
especially ones with MCN, may be simultaneously risky and vulnerable in ways 
that shift over time, with or without a CT related—but not always coherently 
expressed—ideology.

While recent UK CT discourse proposes a ‘transformation’, it does not quite 
deliver on appropriately addressing what the complexity of the situation it 
describes seems to call for. Instead perpetuating the primacy of the logic of Pur-
sue within UK CT, this discourse has not yet properly revised the relationship 
between Prevent and Pursue, or provided for meaningful and just follow-up of 
individuals with MCN outside of the CT system, enabling, for instance broad-
based follow-up and assistance with housing, employment, abuse, substance 
abuse, mental health, or other issues, even if under a Pursue investigation. Such 
a revision would by necessity also entail legal, accountable and ethical forms 
of information sharing and risk ownership—and competence building on MCN 
among CT practitioners, and on CT within health and other sectors. To be sure, 
such transformations would require systemic, cultural and conceptual changes 
to UK CT discourse and practice; whereas current discourse alludes to such 
changes, it does not yet provide them.
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