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1.  BACKGROUND
Post 9/11, research on radicalisation and involvement 
in terrorism and violent extremism (henceforth, 
ITVE) has focussed on the role of individual-level 
attributes, such as the psychological characteristics, 
socio-economic background, demographic features, 
experiences, beliefs, past behaviours and criminality, 
and the social embeddedness of radicalised individuals 
and people involved in acts of terrorism (Borum, 
2011; Stern, 2016; McCauley & Moskalenko, 2017; 
Sageman, 2008; Wiktorowicz, 2005). Likewise, 
existing processes, methods and tools to identify 
and evaluate the risk of ITVE operate largely at 
the individual level. The Vulnerability Assessment 
Framework (VAF) used in the context of Channel is 
the best example of this. 

Comparatively less attention has been devoted to 
identifying and evaluating the characteristics of the 
socio-physical contexts which may contribute to the 
emergence of the risk of ITVE, or, conversely, to its 
suppression. Yet research on crime, arguably a closely 
related problem space, makes a strong case that many 
of the causes and enabling conditions of criminal 
development (of which ITVE is an instantiation) 
are found in the environment: crime and criminals 
concentrate in space and time. Modifying the 
environment in which crime occurs and the specific 
settings in which criminals develop and act has been 
shown at length to be an effective approach to crime 
prevention and disruption (Weisburd et al., 2012). 
In crime prevention, as in other areas of behavioural 
change, one size does not fit all: to design effective 
programs, the ability to tailor interventions to the 
socio-physical context is paramount, which means 
that the effect of key contextual features on the 
outcome of interest must be understood (Sampson et 
al., 2013); notably, the effect of exposing (susceptible) 
individuals with particular kinds of characteristics to 
(criminogenic) places with particular kinds of features. 

Situational Action Theory [SAT] is a theory of 
crime causation, which, as its name suggests, puts 
context at the centre of the explanation of crime (P.-
O. H. Wikström et al., 2009). In 2010, ahead of the 
revision of the Prevent Strategy, the UK Home Office 
commissioned a Rapid Evidence Assessment of the 
cause of al-Qaeda-influenced radicalisation seen 
through the lens of SAT (Bouhana & Wikström, 
2011), which identified the key levels of analysis in a 
causal model of radicalisation as relating to individual 
vulnerability to radicalising influence, exposure to 
radicalising settings, and the mechanisms of emergence 
of said settings. 

In the decade since, this theoretical model has been 
refined and now underpins a research programme 
concerned chiefly with going beyond "who" and "why" 
to the "where" of terrorism involvement. It has inspired, 
notably, the EU FP7-funded international PRIME 
project on lone actor terrorism, which, among other 
findings, has shown that individual-level risk indicators 
are multifinal (i.e., their meaning determined by the 
context in which they arise), and has provided support 
for a formulation of individual vulnerability which 
encompasses susceptibility to exposure to radicalising 
settings, as well as cognitive susceptibility to moral 
change with significant implications for prevention 
efforts (Corner et al., 2018). It has also produced 
evidence for distinct configurations of individual/
context interaction patterns leading to the emergence 
of lone actor risk, with further implications for risk 
assessment (Clemmow et al., 2019). 

To better support policy strategy and counter-terrorism 
practice, the theoretical SAT model of radicalisation 
was reformulated and expanded into a risk analysis 
framework for lone actor terrorism [PRIME RAF] 
(Bouhana et al., 2016, 2018) and a systemic inference 
framework to inform counter-extremism strategies 
[S5], commissioned by the UK Counter-Extremism 
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Commission (Bouhana, 2019). Both of these integrate 
SAT with the broader behavioural and socio-cognitive 
knowledge-base to refine our understanding of person-
environment interaction. While the RAF is concerned 
specifically with the effect of situational interaction 
on the motivation and capability of lone actors to act 
(behaviour), S5 is more broadly focused on explaining 
the acquisition of extremist propensities (beliefs). 
Both frameworks are analytically related and can be 
logically integrated.   

However, these remain general frameworks. Inherent 
in their interactionist logic is the fact that, while 
environmental processes of risk can be set out in 
generic terms, specific risk (or protective) factors and – 
crucially – their observable indicators must be elicited 
with regards to a particular context. This is because 
indicators are subject to change over space and time 
(P. O. H. Wikström & Bouhana, 2017) and because 
risk assessment is most effective when calibrated to 
context (Hamilton et al., 2021). A recently completed, 
Home Office-funded project guided by S5 (State of 
the Union [SOTU]; Bouhana and Schumann, 2021), 
which aimed to assess the observability of key 
analytical concepts of mainstream models of terrorism 
involvement, demonstrated the difficulty, yet also the 
necessity of translating said concepts into observable 
indicators, inasmuch as any model is intended to guide 
risk assessment or intervention design and evaluation. 
It also suggested that environmental indicators may 
be more reliably observed than susceptibility-related 
indicators using commonly available sources of 
information, and it tentatively provided further support 
for the notion that susceptibility and exposure interact 
in specific ways, leading to the emergence of risk. 

This project investigated the feasibility of developing 
a framework to assess the risk of involvement in 
terrorism and violent extremism at the level of 
place, with a view towards – further down the line – 
designing an assessment tool along the lines of the 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework, intended to 
assess environments instead of individuals. 

As a first step towards establishing this feasibility, 
this project investigated whether the mechanisms 
articulated in the S5 framework could be 
operationalised; in other words, to what extent they 
could be associated with a set of observable indicators 
relevant to the UK ITVE context. Given the relative 
scarcity of empirical research into the characteristics 
of extremist social ecologies and settings in the UK 
(and largely elsewhere) – which would be prerequisite 
to the conduct of a systematic review – the researchers 
elected to carry out an e-Delphi exercise with U.K. 
Prevent practitioners, the results of which are presented 
at length in this report. 
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2.  ELICITATION OF REQUIREMENTS

2.1  OVERVIEW
The original call specification for the project was 
fairly broad. Among other things, it invited research 
that would help decision makers operationalise 
key environmental factors to aid the determination 
of [ITVE] risk. To increase the likelihood that the 
ASSESS-5 project would deliver the desired outcomes 
and outputs, the Principal Investigator (henceforth, PI) 
conducted a requirements elicitation workshop at the 
start of the study. 

2.2  WORKSHOP PROCEEDINGS
The ASSESS-5 requirements elicitation workshop 
initially involved 8 participants (including the project 
PI and Home Office project liaison), selected by the 
Home Office project liaison in consultation with the PI 
to represent a mix of government units and agencies 
involved in formulating policies for and making risk 
assessments of ITVE.

Participants were provided with a briefing note a 
week prior to the meeting. The document gave an 
overviewing of the ASSESS-5 project, the workshop's 
aims, and the rules under which discussions would take 
place. They were provided with a sample of questions 
that might come up at the workshop, such as: 

	● What are the gaps in our understanding of the 
contextual drivers of radicalisation?

	● What stands in the way of filling those gaps?

	● What kind of processes and decisions would 
an eventual risk assessment tool be expected to 
support and inform? Who would be the users? 
What sort of concrete outputs would it be 
expected to produce?

	● What type of constraints the users of this tool 
might face, for example, in terms of legal 
and ethical environment, training, time, data 
availability and so on.

The day on which the workshop took place was marked 
by the assassination of MP David Amess. In spite of 
the understandable disruption, the reduced number of 
participants (5), and the need for some individuals to 
dip in-and-out of the discussion, it was decided by all 
present to go ahead. 

To set the stage, the PI gave a 15-minute presentation 
on the aims of the ASSESS-5 project and a summary 
of the findings of prior research on settings and 
environments associated with ITVE. 

The PI introduced the S5 framework to set out the 
different categories of factors and processes involved 
(Figure 1), using examples to illustrate each level of 
the model (see Bouhana (2019) for a more detailed 
discussion of S5).

The workshop presentation briefly noted, there 
appeared to be two main dimensions to consider 
when thinking about ITVE from the perspective 
of environmental risk; 1) the selection dimension 
(those factors that characterise, explain and/or predict 
why some individuals  are more likely to end up in 
permissive environments, places or settings and; 2) 

Figure 1
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the radicalising context dimension (those factors that 
characterise, explain or predict why certain settings 
come to have 'toxic' (i.e., radicalising) properties 
and why certain social ecologies (e.g., communities) 
and systems (e.g., societies) support or suppress the 
emergence of such settings. These dimensions were 
illustrated with findings from earlier case studies, 
notably on risk  and protective factors for radicalising 
exposure in UK prisons and on the geographical 
concentration (i.e., non-random distribution) of 
radicalisation in London. 

The key questions before the workshop participants were:

	● Did the observation that ITVE risk concentrates 
in certain places ('hotspots') resonate with the 
participants' own professional experience? 

	● Was there a need for tool to support the 
assessment of environmental ITVE risk? How 
would it be used?

	● Should it assess the selection dimension, the 
radicalising context dimension, or both?

	● With regard to the radicalising context dimension, 
should it try to capture all levels of analysis (i.e., 
include the system level)?

	● What constraints would the tool users face, which 
should be considered at the design stage?

2.3  RESULTS
The following key points emerged out of the discussion: 

	● Attention to the role of contextual factors for 
risk assessment may be decreasing. Participants 
immediately discussed how Prevent priority areas 
where identified. It was noted that the presence 
of a radicalised social network used to be one 
of the first factors considered when determining 
whether an area should be made a priority for 
Prevent-related intervention, but that attention to 
this sort of indicator had faded since the Syria 
conflict had ebbed and Mixed/Unclear/Unstable 

(MUU) cases had been on the rise. As a result, 
focus on social context and local community 
dynamics had retreated in favour of an emphasis 
on individual vulnerability, notably issues related 
to mental health. 

	● Administrative boundaries may not overlap 
with geographical areas of concern. It was 
mentioned that Prevent priority areas map onto 
local authorities, through which funding is 
channelled, but that these may not necessarily 
overlap with 'risky' areas, which are much 
smaller, heterogeneous and could potentially be 
overseen by more than one local authority. This 
might have been a factor in the aforementioned 
decrease in focus on social context in favour of 
individual factors. 

	● Nevertheless, the concept of 'hotspots' chimes 
with pre-existing professional knowledge. 
Several participants described their experiences 
of working in specific locations, supporting of 
the idea that ITVE risk seems to concentrate in 
certain geographical areas. The notion that there 
could exist radicalisation attractors or generators, 
in the same way that these exist for some forms 
of crime, gained some traction over the course of 
the exchanges, as did the possibility of disrupting 
certain radicalisation mechanisms through some 
form of situational prevention. The anecdotal 
example of an instance where charismatic radicals 
had been prevented from letting accommodation 
was mentioned, though the specifics of the 
intervention were unclear. 

	● Systematically capturing risk concentration at 
place requires that decisions be made about the 
right unit of analysis to use. There was some 
discussion about whether it would be more 
appropriate to identify problematic areas based 
on referrals, rather than verified cases of violent 
radicalisation. The issue remained unsettled by 
the end of the workshop. 
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	● Even if a stand-alone, place-based risk assessment 
tool could not be developed, place-based 
information should be collected. Participants 
agreed that presently a) there was no tool or 
mechanism which structured or enforced the 
collection of information about the contextual 
dimension of radicalisation cases, b) no process 
that would encourage practitioners and analysts 
to pay as much attention to factors of exposure as 
they did to factors of individual vulnerability, either 
as a stand-alone data collection process or, for 
example, as an add-on to existing tools, such as the 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework [VAF]. 

	● Yet having a way to assess place-based risk would 
be very valuable to support certain decisions. A 
more systematic way to evaluate risk of exposure 
to radicalising environments in informing 
decisions about where to relocate individuals after 
prison release was thought to be very useful and 
was discussed at length. It was noted that the main 
difficulty is that relevant contextual features may 
vary significantly from place to place and that the 
challenge would be, as always, to design a process 
that was adaptative and dynamic, as opposed to 
simply coming up with a "frozen" checklist of 
indicators, which might be easier to score but may 
not fit most cases taken individually. 

	● Some attention should (or should not?) be given 
to indicators at different 'levels of context'. 
When discussing the framework set out in S5, 
participants were split about whether any tool 
should include system-level indicators (e.g., 
indicators linked to processes which impact 
extremism risk at the whole-of-society level) 
or limit itself to more proximal factors (e.g., 
characteristics of settings and social ecologies 
[e.g., neighbourhoods] where exposure takes 
place). Once the discussion shifted to considering 
risk of online exposure, more of the participants 
came out in support of trying to capture higher-
level indicators – such as levels of media 
disinformation – though everyone recognised that 
this would be quite difficult to operationalise.

	● ASSESS-5 should explore the basis for the 
development of a stand-alone, place-based 
assessment tool, rather than a case-based 
assessment tool. As the workshop came to an end, 
it was noted the ASSESS-5 project could progress 
in two different directions: explore whether a 
knowledge base exists to develop a tool to 1) 
assess whether a given place or context constitutes 
a radicalising environment (in other words, assess 
the ‘toxicity’ of the environment); 2) assess the 
risk of exposure to radicalising environments at 
the level of an individual case (e.g., the possibility 
of a VAF 'add-on'; in other words, a tool that 
would assess the risk of a 'individual  ending up in 
a ‘toxic’environment ). 

The consensus amongst participants favoured Option 
1: exploring the feasibility of developing a place-
based tool or framework, as opposed to a case-
based one, as no such option seemed available at the 
moment, while tools to assess individual vulnerability 
proliferated. However, several participants asked 
that, if at all feasible, some attention should be given 
to identifying indicators of selection for exposure 
to radicalising environments, as they still felt that 
VAF-style assessment tools would benefit from more 
development in that area. 

It was agreed the next phase of the project should work 
towards fulfilling the main functional requirement of 
exploring whether there exist a knowledge-base to 
inform the eventual development of a place-based, as 
opposed to case-based, framework for the assessment 
of ITVE risk, as a first step towards the possible design 
of a risk analysis tool. 

More concretely, the planned ASSESS-5 e-Delphi 
exercise should explore whether permissive extremist 
environments and their counterpart (suppressive 
environments) could be reliably characterised using 
observable indicators. 
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3.  MODIFIED E-DELPHI EXERCISE

3.1  OVERVIEW
Academic understanding of the situational and 
ecological mechanisms involved in ITVE is still 
emerging, suggesting that a standard systematic review 
would only identify a (very) small number of qualifying 
studies (if any) and would yield a very narrow evidence 
base (if any at all). Furthermore, the assessment and 
management of ITVE risk, like most other forms of 
risk assessment in the social or security domains, sits 
at the junction of science and practice, which means 
that much knowledge about the environmental risk of 
ITVE may be located outside the academic sphere. 
Additionally, as previously stated, environmental 
indicators of risk emergence and suppression are likely 
to be sensitive to context, meaning that synthesising 
evidence drawn across too-wide a geographic area or 
too-diverse a collection of settings might not yield a 
knowledge base with sufficient ecological validity 
to underpin a risk analysis framework of operational 
value in the UK. 

To address this, the researchers chose an approach 
to systematic knowledge gathering widely used in 
medicine and public health when a well-established, 
consensual understanding of a problem is still lacking 
and much of the knowledge is believed to rest within 
a group of practitioners or other individuals with 
relevant expertise (Nasa et al., 2021). The modified 
RAND/UCLA Appropriateness Method Delphi 
combines elements of a systematic literature review, 
expert surveys and focus groups to achieve consensus, 
while being implementable in relatively short amount 
of time. In this instance, the researchers adapted the 
approach used by Koenders and colleagues (2019) who 
generated a longlist of healthcare quality indicators 
for physical activity of patients during hospital stays. 
While the domains of application are quite different, 
the ultimate aims – generating a list of indicators as a 

first step towards systematic framework development – 
overlap closely. 

Modifications to Koenders and colleagues' study 
design were necessary due to the nature of the pool 
of experts being accessed (medical professionals vs 
practitioners in the counter-terrorism space), but the 
logic of a 3-phase study was preserved. Koenders and 
colleagues started their Delphi with an in-person focus 
group to establish broad reference terms and objectives, 
which we addressed instead through our requirements 
elicitation workshop (Phase 0). 

In Phase 1, a systematic literature search was carried 
out to produce a raw list of environmental risk and 
protective indicators associated with ITVE. What 
constituted an environmental indicator was informed 
by the S5 framework; in other words, the longlist 
included indicators interpreted as being associated 
with characteristics of radicalising settings, social 
ecologies and systems, as well as mechanisms of 
selection for exposure. 

In Phase 2, the raw list of indicators generated by the 
literature search was translated into an online survey, 
which was administered to a group of ITVE experts 
identified by the Home Office. The survey produced a 
reduced list of indicators based on the initial raw list, 
as well as an additional set of indicators not contained 
in the raw list, suggested by the sample of experts. A 
second online survey was then administered to produce 
a shortlist of indicators. 

In Phase 3, the last phase, a focus group was organised 
with a small set of ITVE experts (most of whom 
had not taken part in the survey rounds) to gather 
qualitative feedback on the shortlist produced by the 
two rounds of online surveys, as well as comments on 
the exercise as a whole and the desirability of going 
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forward with the development of a risk analysis tool. 

The study received ethics approval from the UCL 
Security and Crime Science Ethics Committee and the 
CREST Ethics Committee. 

The methods implemented at each phase, as well as the 
results, are described onwards. 

3.2  LITERATURE SEARCH
The purpose of the literature review was to generate 
a list of observable indicators associated with the 
characteristics and emergence of permissive or 
protective environments associated with ITVE risk, as 
well as with individual processes of exposure to said 
environments. 

SEARCH PROTOCOL

Keyword searches were conducted of titles and 
abstracts. The same search terms were used for both 
databases used (see below). Search terms were as 
follows:

Subject

radicalisation OR radical OR extremist OR extremism 
OR terrorism OR terrorist OR “political violence” OR 
militant OR rebel OR insurgent

AND

Environment

“social ecology” OR ecology OR “situational action 
theory” OR milieu OR “publicbhealth” OR network 
OR environment OR community OR neighbourhood 
OR neighborhood OR geographic OR geographical OR 
hotspot OR hotbed OR disorganisation OR exposure 
OR "social control" OR kinship

Databases ProQuest (PRISMA, Public Health 
Database Information, Psychology and Social Science 
Premium Collection) and PsycINFO were searched. 
Searches were limited to those written in English and 

published after 2011, up to and including November 
2021. Empirical journal articles, books, theses, and 
grey literature. such as government reports, working 
papers were included.

INCLUSION CRITERIA

A previously designed custom quality assessment 
tool (QAT; Bouhana & Wikstrom, 2011) was used to 
evaluate inclusion of identified studies. The dimensions 
upon which the studies were evaluated were:

1.	 1.	 Weight of scientific evidence

2.	 2.	 Relevance (usefulness)

3.	 3.	 Methodological quality

1.	 Weight of scientific evidence assessed the study’s 
contribution to scientific understanding on a scale 
of 1 – 5, as described below:

	● Level 1: Intervention studies (evaluation)

	● Level 2: Explanatory studies (theory-testing, causes)

	● Level 3: Prediction studies (population)

	● Level 4: Exploratory studies (hypothesis-generation)

	● Level 5: Observational study (description)

Studies classified at Level 3 to level 1were retained. 

2.	 Relevance was assessed with the following 
two items:

	● Is the study’s research question(s) relevant to 
the purpose of the literature search (e.g., does 
the study's measured outcome(s) fall within the 
ITVE domain; are the study's measured variables 
environmental in nature?)?

	● Is sufficient information provided to appraise the 
methodological quality of the study?

A study scoring ‘No’ on either item was discarded.

3.	 Methodological quality was assessed with the 
following 5 items:
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	● Is the study design effective in answering the 
research question(s)?

	● Is the selection of research subjects/sampling 
strategy appropriate to the research question(s)?

	● Are the data appropriate to the research 
question(s)

	● Is the analytical strategy appropriate to the 
research question(s)

	● Are conclusions clearly formulated?

Studies had to score 3 Yes's or more to be included. 

SIFTING PROCESS

Figure 2 depicts the search process. Databases 
searches resulted in 45,217 potential studies. After de-
duplication, 27,874 studies remained. Two researchers 
then coded each study based on title and abstract 
against the pre-determined inclusion criteria. 59 
studies were taken forward for full text searches. The 
PI examined all full texts against the inclusion criteria 
and made the final decision about whether to include 
or exclude a text. 

28 studies were finally included. 

Recorded Identified (n = 45,217)
ProQuest Crim (n = 4,200)
ProQuest Soc Sci (n = 5,125)
PsycINFO (n - 7,321)
Scopus (n = 15,912)
IBSS (n = 11,625)

Records After Duplicates
Removed (n = 27,874)

Records Included on
Title & Abstract (n = 59)

Total Records Included (n = 28)

Records Excluded (n = 11,659)
Not terrorism (n = 8,297)
Not relevant to REA (n = 1,820)
Not empirical (n = 1,298)
Not English (n = 104)
Non-Western (n = 74)

Records Excluded (n = 31)
Not terrorism (n = 11)
Not empirical (n = 3)
Not relevant to the REA (n = 17)
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Figure 2. Literature search process
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RISK OF BIAS

Risk of bias was assessed using the Joanna Briggs 
Institute Critical Appraisal Tool for Cross-sectional 
Studies. Two studies were systematic reviews and 
so were not assessed for risk of bias with this tool. 
Two coders independently assessed risk of bias and 
conferred over any disagreements. Disagreements were 
resolved by reviewing the full text again and referring 
to an independent third party where necessary. Seven 
factors were assessed (Table 1):

1.	 Were the criteria for inclusion in the sample 
clearly defined?

2.	 Were the study subjects and the setting described 
in detail?

3.	 Was the independent variable measured in a valid 
and reliable way?

4.	 Were confounding factors identified?

5.	 Were strategies to deal with confounding 
factors stated?

6.	 Were the outcomes measured in a valid and 
reliable way?

7.	 Was appropriate statistical analysis used?

Risk of bias assessment revealed the quality of the 
included studies was good, and none were excluded at 
this stage. 

Hence, 28 studies were searched for indicators. 
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Table 1. Risk of bias assessment of finally included studies. 
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EXTRACTION OF INDICATORS

To produce the raw list of indicators, each of the 28 
selected studies was read in full. Data was extracted 
and retained only for those indicators which:

	● were environmental in nature (i.e., related to the 
characteristics of ITVE-permissive or protective 
settings, social ecologies or systems, as opposed 
to the characteristics of persons, or which related 
to processes of individual self or social selection 
into radicalising environments, as understood 
within the S5 framework);

	● were found to have a measurable effect on the 
increase or the decrease of the risk of 1) the 
emergence of ITVE-permissive or protective 
environments or 2) the risk of exposure to such 
environments;

	● could be considered observable.

The resulting raw list from the systematic literature 
search  (identified by a star * in Table 2 below) was 
discussed with the Home Office. The consensus view 
was that the literature only yielded a narrow set of 
indicators, which wasn't unexpected and reflected the 
fact that research into the environmental causes of 
ITVE were relatively under-researched compared to 
the individual causes. To maximise the chances of the 
e-Delphi producing meaningful results, the decision 
was made to enrich the longlist by importing known 
environmental indicators of criminal development, 
which would also allow for the exploration of the 
overlap in indicators between these two related 
problem domains. Since conducting another literature 
search was not feasible, the indicators were taken from 
the social ecology survey used by the Peterborough 
Adolescent and Young Adult Development Study 
(PADS+; Wikström et al, 2006), which the PI had 
adapted for the radicalisation context in a previous 
study.

The resulting list of indicators was then consolidated 
and organised by 1) merging indicators that were 
similar but might have been designated by several 

study authors using slightly different terms, and 2) 
splitting them into categories of risk-promoting and 
risk-suppressing indicators. Some indicators were 
included in both categories (promoting and suppressing 
risk), which reflects the ambivalence and relative 
under-development of the evidence-base, as well as the 
issue of contextual variability (i.e., the same indicator 
could logically signal increased risk in one context and 
decreased risk in another, due to the interactive nature 
of the processes involved; Bouhana, 2019). 

While at this stage in their study Koenders and 
colleagues (2019) submitted the literature-generated 
list of indicators to a first sample of experts in order 
to elicit additional indicators that might have been 
missing from the literature, this was not deemed 
practical given the time available and the fact that 
pool of ITVE experts was substantially smaller and 
more difficult to access than healthcare professionals. 
The list of indicators was therefore progressed 
directly to Phase 2 (a 2-round e-Delphi exercise). 
For the same reason, only two rounds of survey 
took place instead of three. To compensate for the 
absence of the extra survey, the first round included 
the opportunity for the experts to propose any risk-
promoting and/or risk-suppressing indicators they 
felt was missing from the literature-generated list, 
based on their professional experience.

3.3  E-DELPHI SURVEYS

SURVEY 1

Procedure and participants

An initial draft of the Survey 1 instrument was 
circulated internally to a small set of experts within 
the Home Office to ensure comprehensibility and 
practitioner relevance. After a few adjustments to 
wording and formatting, the survey was uploaded to 
Qualtrics and trialled with a few relevant individuals. 
The first survey took about 20 minutes to complete and 
included a bookmarking function, and a comprehensive 
study information sheet. The Survey 1 instrument is 
included in Appendix A. 
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The invitation was circulated via the Home Office to 
several frontline expert groups, including Channel and 
Desistance and Disengagement Programme (DDP) 
intervention providers; Channel panel chairs and 
panel members; Counter-Terrorism case officers; and 
members of the UK Intelligence Community. The 
survey was left open, with weekly reminders sent, until 
returns tapered out. 

Fifty-two participants gave informed consent and 
completed the online survey. In addition, three 
participants gave informed consent and completed 
pen and paper versions of the same survey. Given the 
nature of the survey and the delivery, nine attention 
checks were included. Research suggests that excluding 
a participant based on a single attention check failure 
may bias a sample. Hence, only participants who failed 
three or more attention checks were excluded. Five 
participants had their data removed due to attention 
check failure. 

The final sample size was 50, which is a good-sized 
sample for an e-Delphi study and a larger sample than 
had been initially aimed for. For comparison, the first 
survey round of the Koenders and colleagues study 
drew on 28 experts. Full sample descriptive statistics 
are available in Appendix A.

Survey results

Participants were asked to what extent they agreed or 
disagreed with the following statement. Table 2 provides 
an averaged score for all respondents, where each 
respondent gave a score between 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree) on a Likert scale. Those indicators 
marked with a star (*) correspond to indicators sourced 
from the systematic literature search. 

"The PRESENCE of this indicator suggests that a 
given setting or context is MORE LIKELY to support 
or facilitate an individual’s involvement in violent 
extremism (compared to a setting or context where this 
indicator is absent)."

Table 2. Participant endorsement of indicators whose presence suggests a setting is MORE likely to 
facilitate an individual’s involvement in violent extremism (n = 50).

Rating Indicator Mean
Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Main social activities take place within an educational setting (e.g., school, university) 2.92

The neighbourhood can be described as sparsely populated 2.96

Somewhat 
disagree

The neighbourhood can be described as rural 3.00

A relatively high proportion of the population in the neighbourhood is over 65 3.02

Significant proportion of adults who live alone in the neighbourhood 3.16

Most close friendships are offline 3.20

There are many different languages spoken in the neighbourhood 3.22

Preferred social media platform is Twitter 3.22

Prevent-related initiatives are being implemented in the neighbourhood (community organisations) 3.26

The neighbourhood could be described as regenerated 3.26

Significant proportion of single-parent families in the neighbourhood 3.28

Regular attendance at organised religious gathering* 3.28

By and large neighbours do share the same values 3.34

A significant proportion of population stays in the neighbourhood less than a year 3.38

A majority of neighbourhood residents live in privately rented accommodation 3.38

Preferred social media platform is Facebook 3.38

Preferred social media platform is Instagram 3.42

There is regular activity related to prostitution in the neighbourhood 3.46

Prevent-related initiatives are being implemented in the neighbourhood (police) 3.48

Regular time spent in overcrowded public settings 3.48
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Somewhat 
disagree

A significant proportion of households in the neighbourhood is made up unrelated adults living together 3.50

A relatively high proportion of the population in the neighbourhood is under 25 3.52

Children regularly spend unsupervised time outside in the neighbourhood 3.56

Significant proportion of population has less than 5 GCSEs 3.56

The neighbourhood can be described as urban* 3.56

Abandoned vehicles are observed regularly in the neighbourhood 3.56

The neighbourhood could be described as close-knit* 3.60

Residents of the neighbourhood cannot communicate well in English 3.62

Regular time spent in thrill-seeking social activities* 3.62

Majority working-class neighbourhood* 3.64

The neighbourhood can be described as densely populated 3.64

Preferred social media platform is WhatsApp 3.64

A majority of neighbourhood residents live in socially rented accommodation 3.68

A significant proportion of the population in the neighbourhood would describe their identity as non-UK 3.70

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of burglary 3.70

Most schools in the neighbourhood are faith schools 3.70

Preferred social media platform is TikTok 3.70

Drunk people can be found in public spaces on a regular basis 3.72

Homeless people can be found in public spaces on a regular basis 3.74

Religious activity is mainly practiced in a private setting 3.76

Preferred social media platform is YouTube* 3.80

Preferred social media platform is SnapChat* 3.80

Regular political events (not protests) take place in the neighbourhood 3.84

A significant proportion of the population has recently left the neighbourhood 3.84

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of criminal damage 3.86

A significant proportion of residents is not vaccinated against COVID-19 3.86

The neighbourhood attracts non-residents on a daily basis 3.88

The police are often called out to intervene in domestic disturbances in the neighbourhood 3.92

Retail shops are leaving the neighbourhood's high street and not being replaced 3.98

The neighbourhood does not have an active community centre 3.98

Neutral Some neighbourhood residents have little or no contact with public services 4.00

Preferred social media platform is Reddit* 4.02

Voter turnout is low in the neighbourhood 4.04

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of drug-related crime 4.06

A significant proportion of residents have been incarcerated in the past 4.06

There have been incidents of sports-related violence in the neighbourhood 4.08

A significant proportion of residents are in need of social care services 4.08

A significant proportion of residents have at least one criminal conviction 4.08

Some residents have ties with cultural organisations based abroad* 4.10

Sometimes residents physically clash with public service employees 4.12

A significant proportion of residents are known to the police 4.14

The neighbourhood is characterised by graffiti and other signs of neglect 4.18

Some neighbourhood residents are distrustful of the Local Authority 4.20
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Neutral Significant proportion of population is unemployed in the neighbourhood* 4.20

Political placards are regularly displayed in the neighbourhood 4.20

Relations between neighbourhood residents and police are sometimes strained 4.24

Asylum seekers or other recent migrants stay in supervised settings in the neighbourhood 4.24

If residents witnessed a crime in their street, they would be unlikely to intervene 4.30

Religious converters are active in the neighbourhood 4.34

Residents regularly report feeling unsafe in the neighbourhood 4.34

Significant proportion of population in the neighbourhood lives in poverty* 4.34

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of violent crime 4.36

Some neighbourhood residents are distrustful of local public services 4.38

By and large neighbours don't share the same values 4.38

The neighbourhood can be described as economically deprived* 4.40

Regular time spent with peers in settings unsupervised by adults 4.40

Police have been implicated (rightly or wrongly) in violent incidents in the neighbourhood* 4.42

If residents witnessed a crime in their street, they would be unlikely to report it to the police 4.44

Most schools in the neighbourhood could be described as segregated 4.44

Criminal gangs are active in the neighbourhood* 4.46

The neighbourhood shows visible signs of neglect 4.46

Sometimes residents physically clash with police 4.50

Asylum seekers or other recent migrants stay in unsupervised settings in the neighbourhood 4.50

Some neighbourhood residents are distrustful of police* 4.54

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of delinquency 4.54

A significant proportion of residents are known to mental health services 4.54

Regular political protests take place in the neighbourhood 4.56

Majority economically disadvantaged neighbourhood 4.60

Residents of different cultural or ethnic background do not mix in the same social spaces 4.60

Regular time spent alone in settings unsupervised by adults 4.60

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of antisocial behaviour 4.68

Preferred social media platform is BitChute 4.74

Neighbourhood segregated by cultural background* 4.78

Regular time spent accessing social media content in the company of peers 4.80

Most close friendships are online* 4.90

A significant proportion of residents distrust the government 4.94

Preferred social media platform is Telegram 4.94

Preferred social media platform is Gab 4.94

Some residents have ties in countries in a state of conflict* 4.98

Somewhat 
agree

Incidents of racial abuse are often reported in the neighbourhood 5.04

Neighbourhood segregated by ethnicity* 5.06

 Neighbourhood segregated by religious background 5.08

First-hand exposure to violent incidents in the neighbourhood (not a direct victim)* 5.08
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Somewhat 
agree

Controversial political, cultural or religious figures regularly visit the neighbourhood 5.18

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of hate crime 5.28

Main social activities take place online 5.34

Preferred social media platform is 8Chan 5.34
Groups or individuals that legitimate the use of violence for any reason express themselves publicly in 
the neighbourhood 5.40

Groups that could be described as ideological rivals are active in the neighbourhood 5.42

First-hand exposure to sectarian behaviour in the neighbourhood (not a direct victim)* 5.50

Regular time spent accessing social media content alone* 5.54
First-hand exposure to racist or other discriminatory behaviour in the neighbourhood (not a direct 
victim) 5.56

Regular time spent in public settings where individuals with extremist views are known to congregate 5.74

Individuals promoting extremist groups or ideology in public space* 5.80

Hate groups or organisations are reportedly active in the neighbourhood 5.84
Regular time spent in private settings (e.g., flats) where individuals with extremist views are known to 
congregate 5.92

Regular time spent with racist peers* 5.92
Extremist groups or organisations with ties to the neighbourhood maintain an active social media 
presence 5.94

Agree

Strongly 
agree

Participants were then asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with the following statement (Table 3): Table 3 
provides an averaged score for all respondents, where each respondent gave a score between 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree) on a Likert scale.

“The following set of questions is about indicators whose PRESENCE is LESS LIKELY to support or facilitate an 
individual’s involvement in violent extremism.”

Table 3. Participant endorsement of indicators whose presence suggests a setting is LESS likely to 
facilitate an individual’s involvement in violent extremism (n = 50).

Rating Indicator Mean

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Preferred social media platform is 8Chan 2.76

Preferred social media platform is Telegram 2.96

Preferred social media platform is Gab 2.98

Somewhat 
disagree

Preferred social media platform is BitChute 3

Most close friendships are online 3.08

Preferred social media platform is Reddit 3.56

A relatively high proportion of the population in the neighbourhood is under 25 3.8

Preferred social media platform is YouTube 3.84

Preferred social media platform is TikTok 3.86
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Somewhat 
disagree

Preferred social media platform is WhatsApp 3.86

Preferred social media platform is Twitter 3.94

Preferred social media platform is SnapChat 3.94

Land use in the neighbourhood is mostly residential 3.96

Neutral Regular time spent accessing social media content with peers 4.04

Preferred social media platform is Instagram 4.08

Preferred social media platform is Facebook 4.1

Regular attendance at organised religious gathering 4.14

A relatively high proportion of the population in the neighbourhood is over 65. 4.18

Property value is relatively high in the neighbourhood 4.3

A significant proportion of residents are politically active on local issues 4.32

Main social activities take place within an educational setting (e.g., school, university) 4.34

A high proportion of residents own their home 4.4

Drug crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 4.42

There are active neighbourhood watch or similar associations in the neighbourhood 4.46

The neighbourhood could be described as close-knit 4.5

Voter turnout is relatively high in the neighbourhood 4.52

The high street is physically well-maintained 4.52

Property crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 4.56

Prevent-related initiatives are being implemented in the neighbourhood (police) 4.62

Most close friendships are offline 4.68

A significant proportion of residents take part in local volunteer organisations 4.7

Violent crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 4.74

By and large neighbours share the same values 4.84

Mainstream religious organisations are active in the community 4.86

By and large neighbours know each other 4.9

Prevent-related initiatives are being implemented in the neighbourhood (community organisations) 4.92

Residents report feeling safe in the neighbourhood 4.94

Mainstream cultural organisations are active in the community 4.96

Residents come together regularly to organise community events (e.g., street party) 4.98

Somewhat 
agree

Residents are largely willing to watch each other's children as they go about in the neighbourhood 5

Most residents would report a crime if they witnessed one 5
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Somewhat 
agree Most residents report confidence in the police 5.02

Hate crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 5.06

Relations between generations can be described as good in the neighbourhood 5.08

Residents are largely willing to report crime they've witnessed in the neighbourhood 5.1

There are positive adult role models in the neighbourhood 5.44

Day-to-day peaceful intergroup contact in the community 5.48

Agree

Strongly 
agree

We also examined the data for differences in how 
participants endorsed the range of indicators, in light 
of their previous experience, attitudes towards an 
environmental approach to P/CVE, and professional 
activity. However, in general, very few significant 
differences were observed, suggesting that participants 
largely agreed despite their differences in background. 
Thes analyses and results are available on request.

Next, participants were asked a series of open-ended 
questions. First, they were asked whether there were 
any indicators not included in the survey which they 
thought characterised settings at HIGHER RISK of 
supporting involvement in violent extremism (raw data 
not shown). 

Second, participants were asked whether there were 
any indicators not included in the survey which they 
think characterise settings at LOWER RISK of 
supporting involvement in violent extremism (raw data 
not shown)..

Third, participants were asked if there were indicators 
not included in the survey which could indicate that 
an individual is at HIGHER and/or LOWER RISK 
of being exposed to the risky settings present in their 
environment?(raw data not shown).

Finally, participants were asked for any further 
comments (raw data not shown) 

Progress to Survey 2

Decisions about which raw and additional indicators 
to include in the second survey were based on the 
following; 

1.	 only those literature-generated indicators which 
averaged a rating of Neutral and above were 
carried through to the next survey round;

2.	 statements in response to the open-ended questions 
(raw data not shown) were translated into risk 
or protective indicators to the extent that they 
could be interpretated as indicators characterising 
ITVE-supportive or suppressive environment, or 
indicators characterising processes of selection 
(as opposed, notably, to indicators characterising 
susceptible individuals). It was also necessary 
that they could be reformulated concisely and 
understandably. The decision to include or exclude 
added indicators was reached by consensus 
between the Project PI, the Project Liaison and the 
CREST project managers. 

SURVEY 2

Procedure and participants

An identical procedure was followed with Survey 2, 
including garnering feedback on a draft of the survey 
instrument. This time, a firm 2-week deadline was 
imposed on a return of responses and a reminder sent 
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at the end of the first week. The Survey 2 instrument is 
included in Appendix B. 

Forty-five participants gave informed consent and 
completed the online survey. Two participants gave 
consent and completed a paper version of the same 
survey. Three participants failed 3 or more attention 
checks and so their data were not retained. The final 
sample size was 43 participants, which once again is a 
good-sized sample for an e-Delphi survey. Full sample 
descriptive statistics are available in Appendix B.

It is of note that participants were not required to have 
completed the first survey to participate in the second 
round. Of all respondents, 30.23% (n = 13) indicated 
that they had completed the first survey.

The following section details the results of the second 
e-Delphi survey. 

Survey results

Participants were asked to what extent they agree or 
disagree with the following statement (Table 4): Table 
4 provides an averaged score for all respondents, where 
each respondent gave a score between 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) on a Likert scale. 

“The PRESENCE of this indicator suggests that a 
given setting or context is MORE LIKELY to support 
or facilitate an individual’s involvement in violent 
extremism (compared to a setting or context where this 
indicator is absent).”

Rating Indicator Mean

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

PREVENT is promoted openly in the area 3.33

Attending a faith-based school 3.40

The turnover of PREVENT practitioners in the area is high 3.63

Regular political events (not protests) take place in the neighbourhood 3.70

There is housing for individuals in care within the area 3.81

Living in a divorced household 3.84

Neutral Non-proscribed political group advocating "peaceful protest" are active in the area 4.05

Political placards are regularly displayed in the neighbourhood 4.05

Being homeless 4.09

A significant proportion of residents have at least one criminal conviction 4.09

A significant proportion of residents are known to the police 4.12

There have been incidents of sports-related violence in the neighbourhood 4.12

Being home-schooled 4.14

Regular time spent accessing social media content in the company of peers 4.14

Sometimes residents physically clash with public service employees 4.14

Asylum seekers or other recent migrants stay in supervised settings in the neighbourhood 4.16

On-street "pop-up" religious stalls are present in the area 4.16

Table 4. Participant endorsement of indicators whose presence suggests a setting is MORE likely to 
facilitate an individual’s involvement in violent extremism (n = 43).
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A significant proportion of residents are in need of social care services 4.19

Voter turnout is low in the neighbourhood 4.19

A significant proportion of residents have been incarcerated in the past 4.26

The neighbourhood shows visible signs of neglect 4.33

Police have been implicated (rightly or wrongly) in violent incidents in the neighbourhood 4.33

Residents regularly report feeling unsafe in the neighbourhood 4.35

Some residents have ties with cultural organisations based abroad 4.35

Asylum seekers or other recent migrants stay in unsupervised settings in the neighbourhood 4.37

The community is economically disadvantaged and ethnically mixed with a majority non-white 
population 4.37

Significant proportion of population is unemployed in the neighbourhood 4.37

A significant proportion of residents are known to mental health services 4.40

If residents witnessed a crime in their street, they would be unlikely to report it to the police 4.42

The neighbourhood is characterised by graffiti and other signs of neglect 4.42

Some neighbourhood residents have little or no contact with public services 4.42

Residents of different cultural or ethnic background do not mix in the same social spaces 4.44

The community is economically disadvantaged and ethnically mixed with a majority white population 4.44

By and large neighbours don't share the same values 4.44

Significant proportion of population in the neighbourhood lives in poverty 4.44

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of delinquency 4.47

Religious converters are active in the neighbourhood 4.47

Sometimes residents physically clash with police 4.47

Being homeless as a youth 4.49

Regular time spent with peers in settings unsupervised by adults 4.49

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of drug-related crime 4.49

Criminal gangs are active in the neighbourhood 4.49

If residents witnessed a crime in their street, they would be unlikely to intervene 4.51

Most schools in the neighbourhood could be described as segregated 4.51

The neighbourhood can be described as economically deprived 4.51

First-hand exposure to violent incidents in the neighbourhood (not a direct victim) 4.53

Preferred social media platform is Reddit 4.53

Relations between neighbourhood residents and police are sometimes strained 4.56
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The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of antisocial behaviour 4.58

Living with vulnerable relatives 4.63

Regular time spent alone in settings unsupervised by adults 4.63

Some neighbourhood residents are distrustful of the Local Authority 4.65

Incidents of racial abuse are often reported in the neighbourhood 4.67

Regular political protests take place in the neighbourhood 4.70

Majority economically disadvantaged neighbourhood 4.72

Some neighbourhood residents are distrustful of local public services 4.72

Some neighbourhood residents are distrustful of police 4.72

Main social activities take place online 4.74

Traditional media broadcast simplistic or uncritical socio-political views 4.74

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of violent crime 4.77

Social inequalities are visible in the area 4.88

Controversial political, cultural or religious figures regularly visit the neighbourhood 4.91

First-hand exposure to sectarian behaviour in the neighbourhood (not a direct victim) 4.93

Online media content contains simplistic or uncritical socio-political views 4.93

Extremist offenders are house within the area 4.93

First-hand exposure to racist or other discriminatory behaviour in the neighbourhood (not a direct victim) 4.98

Regular time spent accessing social media content alone 4.98

Preferred social media platform is BitChute 4.98

Traditional media broadcast conflicting extreme socio-political views 4.98

Somewhat 
agree

Preferred social media platform is Gab 5.00

Spending time in an online gaming environment on a regular basis 5.02

Some residents have ties in countries in a state of conflict 5.02

A significant proportion of residents distrust the government 5.05

Neighbourhood segregated by cultural background 5.05

Living in culturally insular household 5.09

Preferred social media platform is Telegram 5.09

Most close friendships are online 5.14

Indifference towards acts of violent extremism is widespread in the community 5.16

Neighbourhood segregated by ethnicity 5.16
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Somewhat 
agree

Neighbourhood segregated by religious background 5.16

Groups that could be described as ideological rivals are active in the neighbourhood 5.19

Being excluded from school or attending school irregularly 5.23

Groups or individuals that legitimate the use of violence for any reason express themselves publicly in 
the neighbourhood 5.23

Relying chiefly or only on non-traditional media for information 5.26

Living in a household where there is domestic violence 5.28

Sympathy or tolerance for acts of violent extremism is widespread in the community 5.28

Living in a household where there are mental health issues 5.30

Traditional media broadcast disinformation or misinformation 5.30

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of hate crime 5.30

Access to support for issues related to neurodivergence is inadequate in the area 5.35

Access to support for issues related to mental illness is inadequate in the area 5.35

Specific groups of residents are targets of hate crime in the community 5.47

Preferred social media platform is 8Chan 5.49

Regular time spent in public settings where individuals with extremist views are known to congregate 5.53

Traditional media encourage distrust in legitimate authority 5.53

Hate groups or organisations are reportedly active in the neighbourhood 5.53

Spending significant time online unsupervised as a youth 5.56

Extremist groups or organisations with ties to the neighbourhood maintain an active social media 
presence 5.58

There are graffiti, stickers or posters promoting radical or extremist views posted in the area 5.58

Regular time spent with racist peers 5.60

Individuals promoting extremist groups or ideology in public space 5.63

Serving time in a prison holding extremist offenders 5.65

Online media content contains conflicting extreme socio-political views 5.70

Online media content contains disinformation or misinformation 5.84

Online media content encourage distrust in legitimate authority 5.91

Agree Regular time spent in private settings (e.g., flats) where individuals with extremist views are known to 
congregate 6.00

Living with extremist relatives 6.19

Strongly 
agree
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Participants were also asked to what extent they agree 
or disagree with the following statement (Table 5):

“On the basis of your first-hand experience, do 
you agree or disagree that these SETTINGS are 
environments of risk in the context of involvement in 
extremism?”

Table 5. Participant endorsement of settings which are MORE likely to facilitate an individual’s 
involvement in violent extremism (n = 43).

Rating Indicator Mean

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Overcrowded private housing 3.84

Educational establishments for young people with additional needs 3.88

Neutral University settings where students are exposed to extremist views as part of their studies 4.12

On-street "pop-up" religious stalls 4.44

Youth offender institutions 4.58

Any custodial setting 4.72

Overcrowded prison settings 4.98

Somewhat 
agree

Public houses known for their association with a radical national identity 5.16

University settings where students are exposed to extremist views as part of their extra-curricular 
activities 5.19

Category A prisons 5.51

Musical events openly associated with extreme views or movements 5.70

Online gaming environments which are political charged 5.77

Online gaming environments which glorify political violence 5.93

Agree

Strongly 
Agree
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Participants were also asked to what extent they agree 
or disagree with the following statement (Table 6): 
Table 6 provides an averaged score for all respondents, 
where each respondent gave a score between 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) on a Likert scale.

“The following set of questions is about indicators 
whose PRESENCE is LESS LIKELY to support 
or facilitate an individual’s involvement in violent 
extremism.”

Table 6. Participant endorsement of indicators whose presence suggests a setting is LESS likely to 
facilitate an individual’s involvement in violent extremism (n = 43).

Rating Indicator Mean

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree

Somewhat 
disagree Regular time spent accessing social media content with peers 3.93

Neutral Property value is relatively high in the neighbourhood 4.05

Preferred social media platform is Facebook 4.05

Regular attendance at organised religious gathering 4.05

Preferred social media platform is Instagram 4.07

A high proportion of residents own their home 4.09

A significant proportion of residents are politically active on local issues 4.28

Voter turnout is relatively high in the neighbourhood 4.28

A relatively high proportion of the population in the neighbourhood is over 65. 4.35

There are active neighbourhood watch or similar associations in the neighbourhood 4.47

The high street is physically well-maintained 4.56

Female-led, community-oriented organisations are active in the area 4.56

Drug crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 4.60

Main social activities take place within an educational setting (e.g., school, university) 4.63

Most close friendships are offline 4.65

Property crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 4.65

The neighbourhood could be described as "close-knit" 4.67

A significant proportion of residents take part in local volunteer organisations 4.70

By and large neighbours share the same values 4.72
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Residents are largely willing to watch each other's children as they go about in the neighbourhood 4.86

Mainstream religious organisations are active in the community 4.88

Violent crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 4.88

Residents are largely willing to report crime they've witnessed in the neighbourhood 4.88

Relations between generations can be described as good in the neighbourhood 4.88

Prevent-related initiatives are being implemented in the neighbourhood (police) 4.91

By and large neighbours know each other 4.91

Prevent-related initiatives are being implemented in the neighbourhood (community organisations) 4.93

Most residents would report a crime if they witnessed one 4.93

Knowledgeable counsellors are available in settings where vulnerable individuals spend time 4.98

Residents report feeling safe in the neighbourhood 4.98

Somewhat 
agree Most residents report confidence in the police 5.00

Mainstream cultural organisations are active in the community 5.02

Day-to-day peaceful intergroup contact in the community 5.05

Residents come together regularly to organise community events (e.g., street party) 5.07

Hate crime rates are low in the neighbourhood 5.12

Social support structures can be accessed in a timely manner in the community 5.14

There are positive adult role models in the neighbourhood 5.19

The area offers opportunities for youth to associate in healthy, supervised cultural or fitness settings 5.21

The educational curriculum provides exposure to positive understandings of multiculturalism 5.28

Good educational provision is available in the area 5.28

There are regular opportunities for positive inter-ethnic group contact in the area 5.35

Local care professionals are well-trained to spot and orient vulnerable individuals 5.56

Agree

Strongly 
Agree
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As in the first survey, we examined individual 
differences and whether they impacted upon how 
participants endorsed the various indicators. In general, 
as in Survey 1, relatively few significant differences 
were observed, suggesting, that participants largely 
agreed despite different professional backgrounds and 
attitudes. Full descriptions of the analysis and results 
are available on request.

Progress to focus group

In the final phase, the synthesised results of Survey 2 
were presented for feedback to a focus group, which 
was held online. Only those indicators which scored 
'Somewhat Agree' and above were retained for inclusion. 

It is worth highlighting that none of the Survey 2 
indicators achieved a rating of 'Strongly Agree', 
'Strongly Disagree' or 'Disagree', including those 
indicators suggested by the Survey 1 respondents.

Few indicators were categorised as 'somewhat 
disagree'. The majority of Survey 2 indicators received 
a rating of 'neither agree or disagree', possibly pointing 
more towards the respondents' indecision or overall 
lack of knowledge as to the value of most indicators, 
rather than a firm judgement as to their irrelevance.  

The following tables list those indicators of risk-
promoting (permissive) and risk-suppressing 
(protective) environments which passed the above 
criterion, organised by the levels of explanation set out 
in the S5 framework (Bouhana, 2019). 

To introduce some nuance, single-starred items 
are those which achieved a score of 5.5 and over 
('Somewhat Agree+'), while double-starred items are 
those which achieved a score of 6 and over ('Agree').

Table 7. Indicators of environments more likely to support or facilitate ITVE 
(* [5.5 and over/Somewhat agree +] ; ** [6 and over/Agree])

Systemic indicators (Society level)

Traditional media broadcast disinformation or misinformation

Traditional media encourage distrust in legitimate authority*

Online media content contains conflicting extreme socio-political views*

Online media content contains disinformation or misinformation*

Online media content encourage distrust in legitimate authority*

Social ecological indicators (Community/neighbourhood level)

The neighbourhood is segregated by cultural background

The neighbourhood is segregated by ethnicity

The neighbourhood is segregated by religious background

The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of hate crime

Specific groups of residents are targets of hate crime in the community 

Some residents have ties in countries in a state of conflict

A significant proportion of residents distrust the government

Indifference towards acts of violent extremism is widespread in the community

Sympathy or tolerance for acts of violent extremism is widespread in the community

Groups that could be described as ideological rivals are active in the neighbourhood

Groups or individuals that legitimate the use of violence for any reason express themselves publicly in the neighbourhood

Access to support for issues related to neurodivergence is inadequate in the area
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Access to support for issues related to mental illness is inadequate in the area

There are graffiti, stickers or posters promoting radical or extremist views posted in the area*

Hate groups or organisations are reportedly active in the neighbourhood*

Extremist groups or organisations with ties to the neighbourhood maintain an active social media presence*

Individuals promoting extremist groups or ideology in public space*

Selection for exposure to extremist settings (Individual level)

Living in a household where there is domestic violence

Living in a household where there are mental health issues

Living in culturally insular household

Being excluded from school or attending school irregularly

Relying chiefly or only on non-traditional media for information

Spending time in an online gaming environment on a regular basis

Most close friendships are online

Preferred social media platform is Gab

Preferred social media platform is Telegram

Preferred social media platform is 8Chan

Spending significant time online unsupervised as a youth*

Regular time spent with racist peers*

Serving time in a prison holding extremist offenders*

Spending regular time in public settings where individuals with extremist views are known to congregate*

Regular time spent in private settings (e.g., flats) where individuals with extremist views are known to congregate**

Living with extremist relatives**

With regards to indicators of environments that are less likely to support or promote ITVE, the only indicators to make 
the cut were social ecological in nature and none reached an even somewhat higher level of agreement (Table 8), which 
is why none are starred and highlighted. 

Table 8. Indicators of environments less likely to support or facilitate ITVE

Social ecological indicators (Community/neighbourhood level)

Most residents report confidence in the police

Mainstream cultural organisations are active in the community

Day-to-day peaceful intergroup contact occurs in the community

Residents come together regularly to organise community events (e.g., street party)

Hate crime rates are low in the neighbourhood

Social support structures can be accessed in a timely manner in the community

There are positive adult role models in the neighbourhood

The area offers opportunities for youth to associate in healthy, supervised cultural or fitness settings
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Table 9. Risky settings in the context of ITVE (* [5.5 and over/Somewhat agree +])

Social ecological indicators 

Public houses known for their association with a radical national identity

University settings where students are exposed to extremist views as part of their extra-curricular activities

Category A prisons*

Musical events openly associated with extreme views or movements*

Online gaming environments which are politically charged*

Online gaming environments which glorify political violence*

In the next and last phase of the study, these results were 
presented to a group of professionals for discussion 
and feedback about the shortlisted indicators and the 
project as a whole. 

3.4  FOCUS GROUP

PROCEDURE

Once the analysis of Survey 2 was completed, an online 
focus group was convened. The aim of the exercise 
was to try and achieve further consensus regarding 
the indicators that were highest rated after Survey 2, 
as well as gather further feedback on the outcome of 
the project as a whole, and possible next steps, as a 
counterpoint to the requirements elicitation workshop 
conducted at the outset of the study. It is important 
to note that the views expressed by participants do 
not necessarily reflect the Home Office and may not 
accurately reflect the specifics of Home Office policy.

From an initial 15 individuals who responded 
positively, six individuals attended on the day: 4 
intervention providers,1 Channel panel member and 
1 counter-terrorism case officer Participants were 
informed that automated transcription would be 
enabled once the meeting started, as a transcript could 
be anonymised in a way that a video recording could 
not be. Altogether, the session lasted for approximately 
an hour and forty minutes, with roughly thirty minutes 
of problem-setting and a full hour for the discussion. 

For reasons of confidentiality, a summary of the survey 
results could not be circulated to attendees ahead of the 
meeting; therefore, to set up the terms of the discussion, 
the PI opened with a brief overview of the project's 
rationale and design, and an introduction to research 
into the environmental aspects of ITVE. The key 
questions addressed at the workshop were to establish 
whether UK permissive extremist environments 
could be characterised with observable indicators, 
whether this could form the basis for the eventual 
development of a risk analysis framework or tool for 
use by practitioners, and whether such a framework or 
tool (a kind of environmental vulnerability assessment 
framework') would be desirable from their perspective. 

Although the quality of the transcripts was quite 
uneven, it was possible to recreate exchanges with 
a degree of confidence over and above what could 
have been achieved with simple note taking. Hence, 
while the quality was sufficient to identify the main 
arguments put forward by the participants, the 
following quotes should not be considered to be 
verbatim, but a best approximation or summary of 
what was said. 
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RESULTS

A number of themes emerged out of the analysis of the 
group discussion, which are synthesised below: 

Defaulting to individual level explanations 
and anticipating new 'waves'

As was the case with several of the survey respondents 
– notably reflected in their qualitative answers to open 
questions (raw data not shown), of which several were 
‘off topic’ in providing examples of individual, rather 
than environmental, factors – engaging with the idea 
that any part of ITVE risk could emerge from the 
environment (as opposed to the person) did not come 
naturally to some of the group participants. Indeed, the 
first remark following the introductory presentation 
of the shortlist of indicators expressed a concern that 
these sounded like things that could provide "an excuse 
or justification" (Participant 1) for individuals who 
would present themselves as victims of a (perceived) 
inimical environment. 

In order to proceed, it was necessary to restate that 
the indicators were meant to refer to (objectively) 
observable characteristics, as opposed to individual 
perceptions or rationalisations. One participant noted 
then the similarities between this way of thinking and 
the analysis of football violence, which "gravitated 
with particular football clubs and communities", 
stating further that they "saw very much a parallel 
in [football violence] and in extremism… [i]t was 
like certain places were very influential and created 
the characteristics of wanting to be confrontational" 
(Participant 2) 

Participants reflected on the fact that the work drew 
them "to some areas a lot more than other areas" 
(Participant 3), in recognition that ITVE seems to 
concentrate in particular environments, even though 
this participant reported working mainly with people 
who had "self-radicalised online". 

Participant 2 acknowledged the role of exposure in 
explaining individual ideological change, stating that 

they had had "a few cases which have gone from, you 
know, MUU [Mixed/Unclear/Unstable] to right wing 
to Islamic extremism and they're the same person. But 
he's… he's absorbing different things from different 
realities. That's his vulnerability. And then you could 
put him in different places." To some extent, this 
echoed Participant 1’s  view that an environmental 
mindset, akin to "recognising those combat indicators, 
as they used to be called in the military" might allow 
for more reactivity than the individual-case lens, when 
it came to changes in the extremist landscape. There 
could be a "tactical, practical application" for an 
approach that could not only identify the nature of the 
risk but keep pace with its evolution, given that in a 
few years extremism has moved on from "grievance 
around conflict zones and what we would do or 
what UK plc was doing… which fuelled a lot of the 
anger and grievance which then fuelled the response 
in different communities" to "seeing the number of 
referrals coming through … and now we've got a new 
increased mental health and autism spectrum disorder 
that's a new type of referral", and then "on top of that 
we've got an increase in far right issue, which requires 
a dynamic change of response, that I don't necessarily 
think the system responded to as quickly as it might 
have done."

Online exposure, social exclusion and 
blended radicalisation

Participants immediately raised the issue that the 
very existence of the internet and the explosion of 
online social interactions were a major challenge to 
an environmental approach to risk assessment and 
management, given that cyberspace "allows you to 
move anywhere you want, so you are sort of… you're 
not located in one place, you can move, you know 
you can have a discourse in Syria or Afghanistan or 
whatever you want… it got rid of all [geographical] 
boundaries" (Participant 2). As Participant 3 put 
it, "most of the work I do is people who have self-
radicalised online", observing further that "you’re 
talking about people who are racist but who live in 
really, really white areas", implying that their day-to-
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day experiences could not be responsible for somehow 
triggering their racial grievances, though not specifying 
what might be the moral context (e.g., overall attitudes 
to race) of these "really white areas". 

However, there was still recognition of the importance 
of, even a preference for, face-to-face interaction. 
Participant 2  added:

"[T]hose people will want the real human experience 
of those conversations, not just online experiences. 
And they want those social interactions like having 
dinner with people who believe in the same ideology 
and marrying into that group or having children. And 
it… it becomes more of a community group rather 
than just this - you know, as we would perceive it - 
an extremist group. So they need that, you know, real 
living experience of it as well."

The interaction between offline and online exposure 
in ITVE remained a thread, even when participants 
referred to cases that involved online radicalisation 
and which questioned for them the value of evaluating 
location-based risk. As Participant 4  put it, which is 
worth quoting at length,

"What I found was that actually my cases moved 
around exponentially really. So, they've actually moved 
around from different location to location… I deal with 
a lot of female extremists and on the Islamist side, but 
I've also had other types of Channel cases. And even 
with those, what I've noticed most is the radicalisation 
is coming online now… I've always asked them what 
has led you to be in this position. You know, why are 
you here? Why are you talking to me, you know? And 
mostly what I found is the very very beginning factor is 
isolation. It's either isolation from the community that 
they were raised in, and they don't feel accepted, or it's 
a cultural isolation… 

But the community that they're living in for some 
reason rejects them. They're a single mother or they're 
divorced, other women feel threatened by them because 
they're quite, you know, outspoken. So, there's all these 
factors. So, I found out it's become quite a recurring 

theme that is pushing them towards this group. Many 
of them have said to me we didn't really like the group. 
We didn't really like the rhetoric, but they made us feel 
welcome. They made us feel that sense of belonging. 
They made us feel part of something and whether it 
was excitement or a sense of belonging or feeling like 
they had a community that they could, you know, rely 
on that was for me what I found was the main push 
factor. Now it didn't matter where they were [emphasis 
added]. A lot of them have moved from city to city, 
place to place, whether from an affluent area or a, 
you know, deprived area. These things are not really 
coming into play."

Yet immediately after making these remarks, 
Participant 4 explained how provision of a safe, non-
permissive space was instrumental in intervening 
effectively with these women.

"We've actually made sure that they have a community 
that can help them in parallel with what we're doing, 
so they don't have to fall back and go back and look for 
their group. So, I've got one lady that I'm working with 
at the moment, and because now she's like gone home, 
back to her hometown, she's actually found a really 
great Muslim community that has been so supportive, 
helpful, nice. They go to dinner together. They take her 
here and there. They help her with whatever, you know. 
Support that she needs, and she goes: 'I don't need that 
online community anymore. I really don't need it.' So, 
this is what I'm finding." 

Participant 4  went on say that they felt they couldn't link 
most of the indicators included in the survey to those 
sort of cases, although this begs the question whether 
the supportive community they describe may have 
had some of the characteristics of those environments 
captured in the survey as less likely to support ITVE (in 
other words, protective spaces), while the communities 
purported to have caused the social isolation leading to 
the radicalising exposure (a selection mechanism) may 
have had some of the characteristics of environments 
more like to support ITVE (in other words, supportive 
or permissive spaces). 
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To some extent, these types of situations speak to 
the increasingly blended character of the ITVE 
process (Valentini et al, 2020), whereby dynamics 
of exposure are initiated both online and offline, and 
where environments could be described as having 
similar push and pull effects as some life events or 
psychological characteristics have been described to 
have. This suggests that capturing indicators of socio-
physical spaces that ostracise individuals, as well as 
spaces that welcome individuals, could be worthwhile 
in an ITVE context. As Participant 2  noted, "you 
have migration of people from a community where 
they don't feel that they're understood, their views of 
extremism are being realised, or you're not getting any 
empathy from anyone from their perspective, but they 
will then go to those other areas because they will find 
that or they will gravitate to those areas on regular 
basis." It seems, then, – online exposure aside – that 
some individuals are drawn to physical spaces which 
they feel align with their normative concerns and 
provide social support, and that these movements or, as 
the intervention provider puts it, ‘migratory patterns’ 
could stand to be better documented and understood. 

There are also spaces which are not welcoming per se, 
but which cut the individual off from the radicalising 
exposure, acting like quarantine chambers. Still referring 
to the same cases, participant 4  went on to say:

"They [the extremist group] will say look if you don't 
follow us, you're going to hell, , you know, we'll cast you 
out and obviously it's taken them time to find yourself a 
belonging, so the last thing they want is to be cast out. 
And then… they create enemies so they say, they create 
different, so don't go to this one Shia don't go to this 
one Suny, don't go to this one he's whatever he is, so 
they create barriers then for them to find out and talk to 
other people to see if that group is right. So then all of 
these things become like in a cage where they get stuck 
inside this group. They can't question or move away 
because all these factors are keeping them engaged. 

And this is where then really to be honest with you… 
when they go to prison. To be honest with you, I call 

prison an interrupter [emphasis added] because if that 
actually stops them from carrying on and being further 
embroiled with them… because when I've actually 
talked and I said: look to be honest with you, prison 
was the best thing that happened to you. Because you 
could have like either been in the worst condition and 
you know you could have been like killed or in the 
really difficult position, your life could be miserable, 
but I said actually you've been given a second chance 
and now you've got a new direction in your life, so I 
always call prison... I explained to them it acts as an 
interrupter and something that's a good thing, that's 
blocked them from going further down in the wrong 
way [emphasis added]."

This example illustrates the fundamental challenge of 
assessing risk at place – and quite possibly risk more 
generally – which is no space has a fixed effect on 
level of risk, but rather it is the interaction between 
a particular individual and a particular setting which 
can either result in risk increasing or decreasing at any 
given time. The role of prisons as sites of radicalising 
exposure has been discussed at length (see, e.g., 
Trujillo et al. 2009), but in these cases that same 
category of environments is purported to contribute to 
deradicalisation, which reiterates the fact that a factor 
that raises risk in one instance may lower it, or indeed 
be irrelevant, in another (Corner et al, 2018).  

Alignment with the 'contextual 
safeguarding' approach

The focus group discussion further brought out how 
the proposed environmental approach did not need to 
be circumscribed to extremism risk and might share 
many characteristics and transferrable insights with 
other problem domains when a participant readily 
identified parallels between an environmental approach 
to assessing ITVE risk and the notion of 'contextual 
safeguarding (CS). 

Contextual safeguarding is an area of social care 
which "recognises that as young people grow and 
develop they are influenced by a whole range of 
environments and people outside of their family 
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[such as] school or college, in the local community, 
in their peer groups or online" (NSPCC). This means 
that social care interventions with young people need 
to look beyond the immediate home environment to 
understand the risks they face; in particular, assessors 
might need to keep in mind that interaction with 
multiple environments as part of their life routine 
might mean exposure to a multiplicity of risks, which 
would have to be taken into account when developing 
an intervention strategy. 

As one participant put it, "if we're looking at 
conceptual safeguarding, we're looking at localised 
risk" (Participant 3 ). They went on to observe that one 
difficulty they frequently encountered was a lack of 
specific knowledge relating to the area in which their 
clients were  located, the implication being that given 
the very logic of contextualised risk assessment, both 
problems (ITVE and social care) would benefit from 
a structured framework, or at the very least a reliable 
source of local knowledge, to meet the demands of the 
risk assessment exercise. 

Accessing standardised, unbiased 
knowledge about local areas

If a consensus emerged, it was at this point in time 
there doesn't exist a reliable and practical way to 
access knowledge about a given area. Yet several of the 
participants stated that this would improve both their 
ability to assess risk in specific cases and to carry out 
their job more broadly. 

Participant 2 was aware there already existed a kind 
of "VAF for communities", used to work out which 
borough was a "vulnerable and high risk" priority area. 
Participant 2 noted that  coming from "Borough X 
which was very low risk – you know, 10 young people 
going to prison in a year – to Borough Y when we had 
a record of 18 in a day… It's only 15 miles difference 
between each borough. So, there are risk assessments 
and funding, like, the Youth Justice Board would 
allocate certain funding to Borough Y. Compared to 
other places. So, there are indicators." 

However, there was an appreciation that even within an 
area such as Borough Y, risk was not evenly distributed. 
Participant 2  pointed at that, "these streets exist, and 
these areas exist, and I've worked in particular areas 
where I worked with three or four other people from 
those areas, and they had a very common ideology. 
But you couldn't always work out why they were part 
of that same group." However, because there seem to 
be no set of indicators to identify a 'priority street', 
participant 2  was concerned that "if you identify streets 
first, you could be, you know, you could be criticised 
for being prejudiced against a particular street, or, 
you know, have your own, you know, blinkers on, you 
know, or you know, and you can say, yeah, this is your 
own blind prejudice or bias."

Drawing on another case as an illustration of the 
value of place-based knowledge in risk evaluation, 
Participant 5  added, 

"I'm looking at this particular person who's sat in 
front of me. Classic case… he was in secure hospital. 
So what was happening with him was that his flat was 
being taken over by all of the Tom, Dick and Harrys 
round his way, all taking over his flat. This flat was in 
a particular area that was predominantly racist and he 
said this himself. I didn't even have to ask him that and 
it was quite interesting how what you're [the ASSESS-5 
research team] doing came out of that particular 
conversation that formed all of my assessment in that 
particular session…"

Participant 5  could appreciate the role played by the 
individual's living situation in enabling radicalising 
exposure because of their pre-existing knowledge of 
the area. 

"If you come on my estate, I can tell you exactly where 
people have got a racist ideology… I could take you 
certain pubs and I can tell you whether we got the IRA 
and their supporters or we haven't…"

But prevent  practitioners have to travel, and that kind 
of knowledge isn't always at their fingertips. Participant 
5  adds, 
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"I don't know a lot of these places up and down the 
country and basically it's quite interesting because I 
always say: am I safe to walk around here and I do it 
on purpose? Am I safe to walk around here if I wanna 
go for a drink on the way home? Which pubs should I 
avoid? And it's quite specific when you're looking at 
places and where people congregate, and it's what we 
do anyway, you know, but I think it's quite good to have 
some sort of tool that narrows all of this down… So 
I quite like this [a potential place-based risk analysis 
tool] if it can be condensed and it's quite fast and 
snappy just for us as practitioners to pick this up and 
go right, what else am I looking at?"

This echoed an earlier remark by Participant 3, who 
observed that, they were quite often called to work 
in areas they didn't know well if at all, and that this 
meant they missed some background information 
when conducting interviews. For example, Participant 
3 said that they had just seen a schoolboy that day "and 
he was talking about an area close to where he lives 
and telling me it's a really bad area now", which tied 
back to contextual safeguarding and how that kind of 
approach couldn't be implemented effectively in the 
absence of localised knowledge. Certainly, without 
more understanding of context it might be difficult to 
"work out whether it's [a given indicator] significant 
in that area or in that street or in that school or what 
whatever the space is…", whether even "one or two" 
risk indicators could turn out to be "heavily influential" 
(Participant 6), or whether an area is permissive of 
all extremist ideologies equally or supports some 
more than others, because it could be that impactful 
environmental characteristics and processes will vary 
between mixed/unclear/unstable, extreme right-wing, 
and Islamist cases.

While acknowledging that managing that information 
might be complicated, several of the participants 
expressed the wish that it could be standardised 
and made accessible in some user-friendly way. As 
participant 3  put it,

"It probably seems like it would be really useful and 

quite straightforward to get an overview, when you're 
allocated a case, let's say a far right, extreme right-
wing case. 'Just for reference, this is an area where 
there's a high level of referrals or there's a low level 
of referrals' - that would be quite useful. Clearly you 
could you talk to colleagues, and they would tell you 
that information anyway, but it would be good as well 
to have it as a 'bolt-on', really, so it gives it context."

Part of that background might include information 
about different types of relevant interventions in the 
area, as there was a sense that the various part of 
CONTEST didn't always coordinate well and could 
sometime get in each other's way. 

Sometimes, that knowledge is available informally. 

"Yeah, like so I saw somebody today in an area," 
Participant 3  explained. "I know the police in that area 
really well, and they were telling me what's going on. 
But you know, if they, if you were told: 'look, there's 
suddenly been an upsurge of referrals or concerns in 
this very specific area', then it would help you with 
your assessment because it would help you gauge 
what's going on. Why? Why is there suddenly being a 
spike? Is it down to groups, is it down to charismatic 
individuals? You know, it's, it's something else to think 
about, so that would be a useful thing to have." 

Another, important benefit of fine-grained information 
about local area would be, in the ideal, to prevent 
painting some communities with a broad brush, 
leading to possible resentment and discrimination. 
As Participant 3  put it, "you can have this argument 
about where it looks like you're pointing fingers and 
putting people in boxes. And you know, saying a whole 
community are crap, but they're not." It isn't because 
a number of extreme right-wing referrals have come 
from a particular area that the whole area should be 
labelled as 'racist', and having a separate, place-based 
set of indicators or other type of information would 
help balance out hasty judgements. 

Participant 6 thought that standardised, localised 
information might be of benefit to users beyond 
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the intervention providers and that preferably it 
should exist and be accessible independently of the 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework, a view shared 
by other participants. As Participant 6  put it:

"I like the idea of it being sort of separate to VAF, 
because then it can also help teams – Prevent teams 
and other teams – to understand certain areas. So 
maybe not necessarily attached to a referral, but to 
sort of make sure that that they're aware of different 
areas or if they are seeing a lot of referrals. It's not 
just based on the individual. Whereas if it's in ? a 
VAF, that is, sort of a set of questions added on to 
the current VAF, that would then only really be 
applicable to that individual. It might not be easy to 
do on its own if you're just concerned about a space. 
That has come up."

Beyond the individual focus of the VAF, concern was 
expressed that, adding some sort of 'environmental 
module' to the VAF might not be the best approach if 
standardisation of information was indeed the goal. 
Some providers felt that the problem with 'scoring' the 
VAF came from the fact that "a lot of the time, most 
of the content is narrative, and that's… that's open to 
interpretation. But it's down to the interpretation of 
the person reading that section of the VAF., whereas 
let's say if it was scored on a one to four, if you said: 
'look, this is a four concern', then it's… it's clear, it's 
there in black and white. So, that's… that's one issue." 
(Participant 3). Commissioning itself was viewed as 
an inherently inconsistent process, which led "to an 
inconsistency from the other agencies and partners 
who are having to respond.... And I think it's important 
that if you've got a [contextual] tool, that it's meant to 
be indicative, with guidance, so that people buy into it, 
and you also create frameworks to help standardise it 
better. Because the world's full of people reinventing 
the wheel, especially in this area." (Participant 1)

On the topic of consistency, one of the participants 
elaborated further when discussing the VAF process:

"But what you don't always have is the input that 
you have from a local police officer who has the 
information, which is linked to risk and vulnerability, 
and where those risk areas are. So before you ask 
practitioners  to start filling in the form, you're gonna 
find out what information that the local Commissioners 
has that can support that information. Because if we're 
going in blind, we're not gonna be able to pick out that 
information…

"I think what you need first of all [before developing 
a 'contextual VAF'] is to understand what is that VAF 
gonna do, and what is the difference between what the 
Home Office wants and what Commissioners want." 
(Participant 2)

Given the above comments, it might be anticipated that 
any observed foundational problems with the VAF (see 
Marchment and Gill 2022 for a detailed analysis) or 
with the commissioning process would be translated to 
any other assessment framework that incorporated an 
environmental module. 

Workload as a key non-functional 
requirement

The expressed wish for better standardisation was very 
much tied in with concerns that any new tool might 
add to the existing workload, especially for fthose 
providing interventions, whose administrative load 
varied greatly depending on the borough to which they 
were called (e.g., low vs high priority) and the level 
of experience of their interlocutors, sometimes to the 
detriment of their client. Participant 2 noted: 

"At the moment you know I've got a new police officer 
come in. Really, really good, really effective but 
doesn't know what she wants from me. So, you have 
to deal with this all the time and it's about how you 
account for that information. That time you spend 
doing things rather than spending it on the case and 
the client and you're working with and getting the 
best outcome for them. 
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"And if [a new tool] can accommodate that customer 
relationship, help improve their life chances, then 
that's great. But if it's gonna complicate it with more 
bureaucracy and more sort of technical terms that not 
everyone's gonna understand, then that's gonna make 
it even more complicated and actually puts people off 
from actually doing the work that we're trying to do."

A general sentiment was expressed by several focus 
group participants that, if any new framework, tool 
or process should emerge out of ASSESS-5, it should 
above all be kept "concise", "snappy" and "quite tight", 
so as not to add disproportionately to workloads, 
especially for intervention providers.  
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4.  CONCLUSION

4.1  E-DELPHI TAKE-AWAY
Following an elicitation of project requirements, the 
ASSESS-5 study took a step towards establishing 
whether UK ITVE permissive and protective 
environments could be characterised using observable 
indicators. Given the lack of ecological studies in this 
problem domain in general, and in this geographical 
area (the UK) in particular, the research team conducted 
a modified e-Delphi with UK front-line practitioners 
in order to produce a shortlist of indicators that might 
characterise ITVE risk-promoting and risk-suppressing 
systems (societies), social ecologies (neighbourhoods) 
and settings, as well as the risk of individual selection 
for exposure.

The resulting shortlist of indicators is summarised in 
Table 10.

Table 10. Shortlist of ITVE environmental risk indicators (bold denotes a stronger association 
based on expert level of agreement)

Indicates higher risk Indicates lower risk

Systems

•	 Traditional media broadcast disinformation or misinformation

•	 Traditional media encourage distrust in legitimate authority

•	 Online media content contains conflicting extreme socio-political 
views

•	 Online media content contains disinformation or misinformation

•	 Online media content encourage distrust in legitimate authority

Settings •	 Public houses known for their association with a radical national 
identity

•	 University settings where students are exposed to extremist views as 
part of their extra-curricular activities

•	 Category A prisons

•	 Musical events openly associated with extreme views or 
movements

•	 Online gaming environments which are politically charged

•	 Online gaming environments which glorify political violence
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Social Ecologies •	 The neighbourhood is segregated by cultural background

•	 The neighbourhood is segregated by ethnicity

•	 The neighbourhood is segregated by religious background

•	 The neighbourhood experiences relatively high levels of hate crime

•	 Specific groups of residents are targets of hate crime in the community 

•	 Some residents have ties in countries in a state of conflict

•	 A significant proportion of residents distrust the government

•	 Indifference towards acts of violent extremism is widespread in the 
community

•	 Sympathy or tolerance for acts of violent extremism is widespread in 
the community

•	 Groups that could be described as ideological rivals are active in the 
neighbourhood

•	 Groups or individuals that legitimate the use of violence for any 
reason express themselves publicly in the neighbourhood

•	 Access to support for issues related to neurodivergence is inadequate 
in the area

•	 Access to support for issues related to mental illness is inadequate in 
the area

•	 There are graffiti, stickers or posters promoting radical or 
extremist views posted in the area

•	 Hate groups or organisations are reportedly active in the 
neighbourhood

•	 Extremist groups or organisations with ties to the neighbourhood 
maintain an active social media presence

•	 Individuals promoting extremist groups or ideology in public 
space

•	 Most residents report confidence in 
the police

•	 Mainstream cultural organisations 
are active in the community

•	 Day-to-day peaceful intergroup 
contact occurs in the community

•	 Residents come together regularly 
to organise community events (e.g., 
street party)

•	 Hate crime rates are low in the 
neighbourhood

•	 Social support structures can be 
accessed in a timely manner in the 
community

•	 There are positive adult role models 
in the neighbourhood

•	 The area offers opportunities 
for youth to associate in healthy, 
supervised cultural or fitness settings

Selection •	 Living in a household where there is domestic violence

•	 Living in a household where there are mental health issues

•	 Living in a culturally insular household

•	 Being excluded from school or attending school irregularly

•	 Relying chiefly or only on non-traditional media for information

•	 Spending time in an online gaming environment on a regular basis

•	 Most close friendships are online

•	 Preferred social media platform is Gab

•	 Preferred social media platform is Telegram

•	 Preferred social media platform is 8Chan

•	 Spending significant time online unsupervised as a youth

•	 Regular time spent with racist peers

•	 Serving time in a prison holding extremist offenders

•	 Spending regular time in public settings where individuals with 
extremist views are known to congregate

•	 Regular time spent in private settings (e.g., flats) where individuals 
with extremist views are known to congregate

•	 Living with extremist relatives
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

Key points to take away from the results of the 
e-Delphi are:

	● By-and-large, neither professional role nor level of 
experience had a significant effect on respondents' 
evaluation of indicators.

	● The majority of the indicators included in the 
survey were not rated as relevant by the survey 
respondents, though neither did they attract strong 
levels of disagreement.

	● None of the indicators retained garnered a high 
level of agreement, though a few were agreed 
upon somewhat more highly than others, all of 
them risk indicators (as opposed to protective 
indicators).

	● At the system level, no protective indicators 
passed the threshold for retention.

	● At the system level, all of the risk indicators that 
were retained related to media communication as 
it effected society-wide moral context. 

	● The majority of shortlisted risk indicators are 
found at the social ecological (neighbourhood and 
community) and selection (individual) levels of 
analysis.

	● Although more respondents reported thinking that 
online exposure contributes more to ITVE risk 
than offline exposure, a majority of the higher-
rated indicators relate to sites and processes 
of exposure 'in the real world', reflecting the 
ambivalence of the broader academic literature 
on the topic of online versus offline radicalisation 
(Herath & Whittaker, 2021). 

	● Social ecological indicators which received higher 
levels of agreement all signal the presence of an 
extremist moral context (presence of extremist 
groups; public expression and tolerance towards 
extremist ideas), as do many of the other 
shortlisted indicators. 

	● At the social ecological level, many of the 
shortlisted indicators are markers of processes 
such as segregation (on the risk side) and 
collective efficacy (on the protective side), well-
evidenced processes commonly used to explain 
the increase or decrease of crime and disorder in 
neighbourhoods and communities. 

	● System moral context, community moral context, 
community collective efficacy, community 
segregation, online extremist exposure, offline 
extremist exposure, and mental health emerge as 
composite indicators (themes) out of the shortlist.  

4.2  NEXT STEPS
As a first exploration of the basis for an operational 
ITVE environmental risk assessment framework, the 
ASSESS-5 project's findings show that much more 
work is needed to establish a knowledge base for such 
a framework. 

It is most notable, however, that while some of the 
survey respondents expressed scepticism as to the role 
of the environment in explaining ITVE, the responses 
themselves suggest that it may be more an instance of 
not knowing, rather than disagreeing outright. This 
may be because respondents hadn't given the matter 
thought beforehand, given that the 'unit of analysis' 
with whom they engage professionally is almost always 
the individual, rather than the setting or community. 
It may also be that more significant conceptual or 
philosophical barriers prevented practitioners from 
conceiving of the environment as a possible source of 
ITVE risk. 

In that sense, the value of an environmental risk 
analysis framework for frontline practitioners may not 
reside so much in providing a list of risk indicators 
that could turn out to be insufficiently discriminatory 
or whose meaning will vary with context, but rather 
in providing a set of questions risk assessors may not 
have thought to ask, and, in turn, bringing to mind 
levers they may not have thought to pull. In other 
words, the value of such an instrument could be to 
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structure their professional judgement in such a way as 
to take environmental factors more systematically into 
account. Whether this would contribute beneficially 
to their assessment and/or management activity 
remains an open empirical question, but unless the 
aforementioned conceptual barriers are toppled, it may 
not be possible to progress towards an answer

It is also informative that, while the focus group 
participants started out by saying that the survey 
indicators didn't seem relevant to the reality of ITVE 
as they experienced it, over the course of an hour of 
discussion they acknowledged that their activity took 
them to some kinds of environments more than others, 
and they expressed the desire to be able to access some 
sort of standardised information or 'profile' about the 
areas in which they are called to intervene. 

If an environmental research programme into ITVE 
risk is to be taken forward, this would seem the more 
productive direction to take, for a number of reasons, 
not limited to the following: 

	● Such an analytical approach would not add to the 
workload of intervention providers (a key concern 
expressed during the focus group), as would a 
'VAF'-style instrument which they would need to 
be trained on and take time to fill in. 

	● It could build upon established approaches to area 
prioritisation, such as the Vulnerable Localities 
Index (VLI; Bullen, 2008), which local authorities 
already use to support their strategic assessments.

	● Given that different types of social issues tend 
to concentrate in certain geographical areas and 
given the overlap noted by study participants 
between ITVE and other social problem domains, 
such an analytical tool could have fruitful 
applications beyond the Prevent and CT problem 
spaces, in service of local communities. Notably, 
if conceived as a more generic, 'contextual 
safeguarding' sort of instrument, it might have 
the advantage of 'decoupling' the identification 
of Prevent priority areas from some of the more 

negative connotations attached to Prevent.

	● It would provide a readily-available analytical 
template if and when referrals or any other type of 
markers were to 'spike' in a given location. Over 
a period of time, analyses could support horizon 
risk scanning and assist in better anticipating 
extremist shifts in community moral contexts, 
from which ITVE settings emerge, in effect 
allowing analysts to 'zoom out' and take into 
account information beyond the boundaries of 
individual cases. 

	● It would not put the evaluation of online and the 
evaluation of offline exposure risk in competition. 
Rather, it would be one source of information for 
analysts to draw on (even lone actors who self-
radicalise reside somewhere). 

	● If deemed feasible and desirable, it could 
serve to compile relevant information about an 
area across multiple agencies. At a minimum, 
it could suggest a structure for the sort of 
environmental information data systems 
owned across UK Gov should most aim to 
capture to support the assessment, management 
and analysis of ITVE risk (e.g., tracking 
radicalisation attractors and generators).  

The process to arrive at such an operational product 
would involve the following: 

As with the present project, desirability and feasibility 
would need to be established before too much time and 
money were invested. This means one or a series (given 
the nature of the task) of requirements elicitation 
exercises would need to be held with stakeholders and 
end-users who have a practical understanding of what 
uses, specifically, the product would be put to and the 
constraints it would be used under. Care would be 
taken to define the exact type(s) of risk to be analysed 
and/or assessed. As important as anything else would 
be to establish that no one is reinventing the wheel. 

Once (if) desirability, feasibility and operating 
parameters are established, the evidence-base to 
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inform the product's items should be evaluated. As 
ASSESS-5 has shown, traditional avenues such as 
systematic reviews and subject matter expert (SME) 
knowledge elicitation may not yield a comprehensive 
and robust knowledge. Primary evidence might need 
to be generated. This could take the form of drawing 
on the knowledge of a different pool of SMEs, or 
(subject to data availability) quantitively mapping 
Channel referrals and analysing hotspot characteristics. 
The most desirable, feasible and useful approaches to 
evidence generation could be another planned outcome 
of the elicitation process. 

If and when these initial steps are completed to 
the satisfaction of all involved, development of the 
product, graduating eventually to alpha and beta 
testing, could proceed. 

4.3  LIMITATIONS
It is important to consider the limitations of the 
present study. First, we identified a limited empirical 
evidence base, suggesting a clear gap in the literature. 
As such much of the research was informed by theory 
and subject matter expertise, rather than empirical 
evidence. Second, participants often struggled to 
conceptualise environmental rather than individual-
level indicators. As previously described, this is 
likely given their day-to-day focus on the individual 
sitting in front of them, rather than the types of 
environments from which risk emerges. As such, 
the expert consensus reached may be limited in the 
extent it reflects the true influence of the environment 
on radicalisation risk. Third, given the nature of the 
participant pool, it was necessary to adopt a modified 
e-Delphi approach. As such, in general, the same 
participants were not present for Survey 1 and Survey 
2. The impact of this remains unknown; however, it is 
important to highlight it.
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Figure 1. Number of years worked in area of expertise (n = 50). 
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APPENDIX A
SAMPLE 1 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

RELEVANT EXPERIENCE
Participants in the first survey round were asked to describe their current professional activity. Professional activity 
ranged from health care workers, PREVENT practitioners, intervention providers, psychologists, and police officers. 
All were employed in roles delivering or supporting counterterrorism in the UK. Figure 1 displays the number of years 
participants had worked in the area. Most participants had worked in CT for 2 to 5 years.

EXPERTISE
96% of the participants had first-hand experience of assessing individual risk of involvement in violent extremism 
(including terrorism) in the UK. Figure 2 displays the number of individual cases participants reported assessing 
personally. Most participants had assessed more than 10 cases. 

In terms of training, 80% reported receiving some form of relevant formal risk assessment training. 52% had first-hand 
experience of community-based, local engagement in P/CVE. 22% had previously been asked to assess (formally or 
informally) whether a particular setting or community context should be prioritised. 

In terms of risk assessment approaches or instruments, 88% reported using the VAF, 2% reported using actuarial risk 
assessment instruments, 2% used clinical risk assessments, 2% used SPJs, and 6% reported using other tools, such as 
the Dynamic Investigation Framework (DIF) and TRAP-18. 
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When asked to rate their confidence in their ability to carry out risk assessments, the mean score was 4.08 on a scale 
of 1 (Not confident at all) to 5 (Highly confident), suggesting participants were reasonably confident in their abilities to 
carry out risk assessments. 

Figure 2. Number of individual cases personally assessed (n = 49). 
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ATTITUDES TOWARDS ENVIRONMENTAL-LEVEL INDICATORS OF 
RISK OF VIOLENT EXTREMISM
Participants were asked two questions to gauge attitudes towards an environmental approach to risk assessment. First, 
participants were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with the following statement: 

“The risk of involvement in violent extremism concentrates in certain settings (e.g., neighbourhoods; specific venues; 
prisons; etc) in the UK.”

On a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree) the mean score was 4.62. The mode (most frequent response) 
was 5 (Somewhat Agree) (Figure 3). 

Next, participants were asked on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 represents solely the role of individual-level factors (e.g., 
psychological characteristics, personal grievances) and 10 represents solely the role of environment-level factors (e.g., 
prison overcrowding, community violence), to indicate where they thought the balance lies between these two broad 
categories, as contributing factors to the explanation of involvement in violent extremism. The mean was 4.62 and the 
mode was 4 (Figure 4).

Figure 3. "The risk of involvement in violent extremism concentrates in certain settings."

Mean - 4.62

1 - Strongly Disagree 7 - Strongly Agree

Figure 4. "Indicate where you think the balance lies between exposure to online and offline environments as contributing factors to 
the explanation of involvement in violent extremism."

Mean - 4.62

1 - Individual 10 - Environmental
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APPENDIX B
SAMPLE 2 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

RELEVANT EXPERIENCE
Participants were asked to describe their current professional activity. Most were front-line Prevent practitioners 
(76.7%), 9.3% were intervention providers, 5.7% were Health/Service providers, and 9.3% reported ‘other’ professional 
activity, including senior leadership, and administrative roles. Most participants had 2-5 years relevant professional 
experience (Figure 1). Less than 2.5% had a year or less of professional experience. 

EXPERTISE
88.4% had first-hand experience of assessing individual risk of involvement in violent extremism, in some capacity. Of 
those 2.3% had assessed only 1 case, 11.6% had assess 2- 10 cases, where most (74.4%) had assessed more than 10 cases. 

In terms of training, 83.7% reported some sort of relevant formal risk assessment training. 67.4% reported experience 
of community-based, local engagement in the P/CVE and/or CT space, and 30.2% reported previously assessing a 
particular setting or context in relation to P/CVE or CT. 

In terms of risk assessment approaches or instruments, 92.1% reported using the VAF, 28/9% and SPJ instrument, 
21.1% a clinical assessment instrument, and 5.3% reported using an actuarial risk assessment tool. 23.7% reported 
using other tools such as the DIF. 

When asked to rate their confidence in their ability to carry out risk assessments, the most frequent response was 
reasonably confident (53.5%). 27.9% were highlight confident, 16.4% were neutral, and only 2.3% reported feeling not 
very confident. 

Figure 1. Number of years worked in area of expertise. 
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ATTITUDES TOWARDS ENVIRONMENTAL-LEVEL INDICATORS OF 
RISK OF VIOLENT EXTREMISM
Participants were asked three questions about their attitudes towards environmental-level indicators of risk of violent 
extremism. Participants were asked to what extent they agree or disagree with the following statement:

“The risk of involvement in violent extremism concentrates in certain settings (e.g., neighbourhoods; specific venues; 
prisons; etc) in the UK.”

The mean score on a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree), was 4.47, pretty much in line with the mean 
score obtained in Survey 1 (4.62). The mode (most frequent) response was 5 (Somewhat agree). 

On a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 represents solely the role of individual-level factors (e.g., psychological characteristics, 
personal grievances) and 10 represents solely the role of environment-level factors (e.g., prison overcrowding, community 
violence), participants were asked to indicate where they thought the balance lies between these two broad categories 
as contributing factors to the explanation of involvement in violent extremism. The mean was 4.63, indicating a slight 
trend towards individual-level factors, a score almost identical to that obtained for the same question administered in 
Survey 1 (4.62). 

Finally, building on some of the comments garnered through Survey 1, where 1 represents solely the role of offline 
exposure risk factors (e.g., having extremist relatives; residing in an area known for extremist activity) and 10 represents 
solely the role of online exposure risk factors (e.g., using online media as sole source of information; being active 
on forums with extremist members), participants were asked to indicate where they thought that the balance lay 
between these two broad categories of environments as contributing factors to the explanation of involvement in violent 
extremism. The mean score was 6.6, indicating a trend towards giving greater weight to the role of online exposure 
(Figure 2). 

Figure 2. "Indicate where you think the balance lies between individual and environmental factors as contributing factors to the 
explanation of involvement in violent extremism."

Mean - 6.6

1 - Offline Exposure 10 - Online Exposure
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