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Introduction

This report summarises initial findings from a programme of research that is being
developed by the Scottish Government to improve understanding of extremism and
Prevent delivery in Scotland. Prevent is a strand of the UK Government’s counter-
terrorism strategy CONTEST (Home Office, 2018). This section introduces the
report by providing an overview of the background to this work.

»‘4 Prevent in Scotland
The purpose of Prevent is to ‘stop people becoming terrorists or

supporting terrorism’ (Home Office, 2018). While counter-terrorism (and therefore
Prevent) is a reserved matter and the responsibility of the UK Government, the
Counter-Terrorism and Security Act (2015) places a duty on sectors that are
devolved from Westminster to the Scottish Government (including local authorities,
health and social care, education, prisons, and the police) to pay ‘due regard to the
need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism’. This is known as the
Prevent duty.

The Prevent duty guidance for Scotland (Home Office, 2021a) outlines how
specified authorities are expected to comply with this duty. There is sector-specific
guidance for further education institutions (Home Office, 2021b) and higher
education institutions (Home Office, 2021c).

The Scottish Government supports the specified sectors to fulfil their obligations
under the Prevent duty, and ensures that mechanisms are in place for safeguarding
and supporting individuals who may be susceptible to being drawn into terrorism as
outlined in the Prevent Multi-Agency Panel (PMAP) Duty Guidance (Home Office,
2021d).

In Scotland, the approach taken to Prevent is tailored to the Scottish context and
the specific challenges faced by Scottish communities. Emphasis is placed on early
intervention, safeguarding, and the prevention of people from becoming alienated
or isolated, with the aim of reducing vulnerability and increasing resilience to
extremist narratives.

E‘l Defining extremism

The UK Government currently adopts the following definition of extremism:

‘vocal or active opposition to fundamental British values, including
democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and mutual respect and
tolerance of different faiths and beliefs. We also include in our definition of
extremism calls for the death of members of our armed forces, whether in
this country or overseas’. (Home Office, 2011: 107)

This definition was introduced in the 2011 Prevent strategy (Home Office, 2011),
and is a working definition rather than a legal definition. It was used in the UK
Government’s Counter-Extremism Strategy (Home Office, 2015), which set out the



UK Government’s approach to countering ‘both violent and non-violent’ extremism.
However, counter-extremism is a devolved matter and the Counter-Extremism
Strategy and the UK Government’s definition of extremism were not adopted in
Scotland. At present, therefore, the Scottish Government does not have an official
definition of extremism.

Reviewing existing evidence

Research on extremism in Scotland

The first step in developing understanding of extremism and Prevent delivery in
Scotland was to review the existing evidence, in order to assess what research and
data are already available. Scottish Government researchers therefore undertook
an evidence review (Scottish Government, 2023a), which is available at the
following link:

Understanding extremism in Scotland: Evidence review

The evidence review had two key aims:

e To explore how extremism is defined in the existing evidence base, and the
extent to which there is a shared understanding of the term in the literature,
in order to inform whether and how the Scottish Government may wish to
approach defining extremism in future.

e To identify and review the available research and data on the extent and
nature of extremism in Scotland.

The review highlighted the challenges associated with defining extremism, such as
its relative and subjective nature, and noted that such challenges have meant that
while a range of definitions of extremism have been proposed, there is a lack of
consensus on how it should be defined.

The review also found a small body of evidence that provides insight into the extent
and character of extremism in Scotland, including data relating to terrorist activity,
Prevent referrals, public attitudes, hate crime, sectarianism, and Islamist* and right-
wing extremism.

A tentative conclusion that was drawn from this evidence was that extremism may
look different in Scotland to other parts of the UK. In particular, the review found
evidence to suggest that levels of extremism may be lower in Scotland, with less
terrorist activity taking place and fewer referrals to Prevent. The review also
indicated that there may be differences in the types of extremism that are more and
less common in Scotland. For example, while ‘mixed, unstable and unclear’

! The term ‘Islamist extremism’ is UK Government terminology (Home Office, 2018) that is also
adopted in Scotland.
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ideologies? appear to be a growing concern across the UK, the review found
evidence to suggest that right-wing extremism presents a bigger concern than
Islamist extremism in Scotland. The review also suggested that Scotland may face
unique challenges relating to sectarianism.

However, the review also showed that there is a lack of research evidence about
the prevalence and nature of extremism in Scotland specifically, resulting in
ongoing gaps in our understanding. The review also highlighted the limits with
existing sources. For example, the Prevent referral data only reflect individuals who
have been brought to the attention of authorities through the referral system, but
there are a range of reasons why individuals who are susceptible to radicalisation
might not be identified, such as individuals keeping their extremist views hidden.
Further, not all individuals referred to Prevent are ultimately assessed as being
susceptible to radicalisation, with many signposted to other services or referred to
other sectors for different forms of support.

The review therefore made two recommendations. Firstly, the review recommended
that a programme of primary research be carried out to begin to address the gaps
in data and evidence relating to the extent and nature of extremism in Scotland.
The review suggested that while this could be advanced in various ways, a useful
approach would be to explore understandings and perceptions of extremism from
the perspective of key groups and communities, including the public; public sector
practitioners working to deliver Prevent in Scotland; and stakeholders who have an
interest in Prevent or extremism in Scotland.

Secondly, the review recommended that further research be carried out to explore
approaches to defining extremism that have been adopted in other countries, to
identify what could be learnt from definitions used elsewhere.

Other countries’ approaches to defining extremism

Scottish Government researchers therefore carried out a second review (Scottish
Government, 2023b) which looked at how extremism is defined in a range of
countries®. The review is available at the following link:

Understanding extremism in Scotland: Review of definitions and terminology

A key finding from this review was that similarities between the definitions used in
the countries that were selected could be identified. In particular, in most of the
countries there was a focus on ‘violent extremism’ rather than extremism in a
broader sense. In addition, in Australia, Canada and New Zealand there has been a

2 The mixed, unstable and unclear ideology is a category of Prevent referral, defined as ‘instances
where the ideology presented involves a combination of elements from multiple ideologies (mixed),
shifts between different ideologies (unstable), or where the individual does not present a coherent

ideology yet may still pose a terrorism risk (unclear) (Police Scotland, 2023).

3 The review focused on countries which had an official, publicly available definition of extremism
which was available in English; a comparable level of socioeconomic development to Scotland and
the wider UK; and a tradition of democratic governance. These criteria led to the identification of 13
countries for inclusion: Australia; Austria; Canada; Czech Republic; Denmark; Finland; Germany;
New Zealand; Norway; Slovakia; Sweden; the United Kingdom; and the United States.
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move away from focusing on specific types of extremism to considering broader
categories. In Australia two categories are used, ‘religiously-motivated’ and
‘ideologically-motivated’ violent extremism, while in Canada and New Zealand a
third category, ‘politically-motivated’ violent extremism, is also used. A fourth
category is also used in New Zealand, ‘single-issue motivated’ violent extremism.

It was therefore recommended that more work be done to explore whether this
approach could be suitable for use in Scotland. In particular, following the
recommendation from the initial evidence review that research be carried out with
the public, public sector practitioners and stakeholders, it was suggested that it
would also be useful for this work to capture these groups’ views on the
approaches to defining extremism used in other countries.

@:; Exploring public, public sector practitioner and stakeholder
= understandings and experiences of extremism and Prevent
in Scotland

In light of the recommendations made in the evidence reviews (Scottish
Government, 2023a; 2023b), the Scottish Government is developing a programme
of research which aims to improve understanding of extremism and Prevent
delivery in Scotland.

In the first instance, this research has sought to explore perceptions and
experiences of extremism from the perspective of the Scottish public, public sector
practitioners and stakeholders, in three distinct but related projects carried out
between April 2022 and January 2023. The full reports from these projects are
available at the following links:

Understanding extremism in Scotland: Public perceptions and experiences

Understanding extremism in Scotland: Public sector practitioner perceptions
and experiences

Understanding extremism in Scotland: Stakeholder perceptions and views

The overarching aim of these projects was to explore how these groups define and
understand extremism; their views on the extent to which extremism is a problem in
Scotland; the types of extremism that are more and less prevalent; and how well
they perceive current approaches to countering extremism in Scotland to be
working.

This report collates the findings from the three studies. It begins by summarising
each of the projects, including their specific aims and methodological approach. It
then presents the key findings from the projects, before concluding with a
discussion of emerging priorities for further research and recommendations for
policymakers and agencies involved in Prevent delivery in Scotland.
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The research projects

CO’) Research with the public

R The research with the public was carried out by the Diffley Partnership, in

collaboration with the Centre for the Study of Terrorism and Political
Violence (CSTPV) at the University of St Andrews, between February and
December 2022.

The Diffley Partnership and the CSTPV firstly conducted a Rapid Evidence Review
to inform the research design. A mixed-methods approach was then adopted for the
primary research. This firstly involved a large-scale survey, which was administered
by Survation online and by telephone between 9 and 25 May 2022. The online
sample was constructed by randomly selecting members of Survation’s online
panel, while the telephone sample was constructed by randomly selecting members
of Survation’s telephone panel. The survey received 2,071 responses, including
1,568 which were received online and 503 which were via telephone.

The survey was followed by qualitative research, which took place between 24
June and 13 July 2022. This consisted of five online focus groups with between four
and seven patrticipants in each, and eight follow-up interviews with a subgroup of
focus group participants. The total number of participants in the qualitative research
was therefore 26.

Research with public sector practitioners

The research with public sector practitioners was carried out by Thinks
Insight and Strategy between April 2022 and January 2023. For the
purposes of this research, public sector practitioners* included frontline
professionals working in sectors which, under the Prevent duty, must pay ‘due
regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism’, including
local authorities, health and social care, education, prisons, and the police.

The research with public sector practitioners also adopted a mixed-methods
approach. Thinks Insight and Strategy firstly undertook qualitative research,
including in-depth interviews and mini focus groups with practitioners with a
designated Prevent aspect to their role (n=12) and practitioners without a
designated Prevent aspect to their role (n=22)°. This research was carried out
between 10 May and 23 June 2022.

This was followed by quantitative research, which involved an online survey
distributed through an open link to public sector practitioners involved in delivering
Prevent in Scotland. The survey was disseminated through several methods, such
as by partners of the Scottish Government and contacts in relevant organisations

4 This definition differs in other parts of the UK, where a ‘professional’ describes a frontline public
sector worker and a ‘Prevent practitioner’ describes someone in a Prevent-related role.

S Practitioners with a designated Prevent aspect to their role had additional Prevent-related
responsibilities beyond being expected to comply with the Prevent duty, such as managing Prevent
concerns made by colleagues.
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identified through desk research, and was live between 8 July and 30 September
2022. The survey received 492 responses.

Research with stakeholders

The stakeholder research was carried out by Scottish Government
researchers between April 2022 and January 2023. For the purposes of
the stakeholder research, stakeholders included predominantly senior-level
representatives of organisations who have direct involvement in Prevent, or
significant interest in Prevent or extremism in Scotland more generally. Relevant
organisations were identified from existing Scottish Government contact lists and
networks and their representative participants were asked to represent the views of
their organisation.

A qualitative approach was adopted for the research with stakeholders. A total of 29
in-depth interviews were carried out between 5 May and 2 September 2022. Four
were paired interviews (meaning that two participants were interviewed at the same
time), making the total number of participants 33. Participants included
representatives from the police, local authorities, education, health, government
and prisons, as well as faith and belief, private and third sector organisations.

While the specific aims and research questions varied across the three studies,
each covered similar areas, with all looking at how participants understand
extremism, their views on extremism in Scotland and their views on Prevent in
Scotland. The next section therefore brings together key findings that emerged in
relation to these themes across the projects, exploring where findings aligned and
where they diverged, as well as highlighting other notable findings that emerged
from the individual projects.



Research findings

@ Understanding of extremism

Each of the projects sought to explore participants’ understanding of the

concept of extremism, including: how they themselves would define it;
their perceptions of extremist views and actions and where the boundaries of
extremism sit in relation to these; views on definitions and categorisations used in
other countries; and views on the links between hate crime, terrorism and
extremism.

Definitions of extremism

Stakeholders, public sector practitioners and members of the public were often
initially confident that they understood what is meant by the term extremism. This
was particularly true of stakeholders involved in Prevent delivery in Scotland, and
public sector practitioners with a Prevent-related role.

However, stakeholders, public sector practitioners and members of the public often
found it difficult to articulate a definition of the concept when asked to. There was
consensus across the projects that it is a challenging concept to define.

For members of the public and stakeholders, the subjective and contextual nature
of extremism was highlighted as the main reason for this. Participants in these
projects discussed how extremism is often conceptualised as being outside of
societal norms or existing legal or democratic frameworks, meaning that what is
considered to constitute extremism can vary according to time and place.

In contrast, public sector practitioners felt that the breadth of the range of beliefs
and behaviours that may be considered to constitute extremism is the main reason
why the term is difficult to summarise concisely.

Despite these challenges, there were stakeholders, public sector practitioners and
members of the public who could articulate a definition of extremism, and common
themes could be identified in the definitions that were presented.

In particular, the definitions often depicted extremism as views or behaviours which
are in opposition to societal and cultural norms, values and morals. The use or
advocacy of violence to promote a viewpoint or in pursuit of a particular aim was
also a common feature of definitions.

Extremism and violence

Although stakeholders, members of the public and public sector practitioners often
initially associated extremism with the use of or support for violence, different
perspectives emerged across the projects regarding whether extremism does
necessarily involve violence.

For some stakeholders, public sector practitioners and members of the public, acts
of physical violence, or advocacy on behalf of people who commit acts of violence,
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were considered to be important components of extremism. Others felt that a wider
spectrum of behaviours could be considered to constitute extremism, such as
causing disruption or disorder, discrimination, bullying and hate speech.

This was reflected in discussions of existing definitions of extremism identified in
the review carried out by the Scottish Government (2023b). In all three projects,
there was some preference towards definitions which referenced violence, such as
that adopted in Australia:

‘a willingness to use unlawful violence, or support the use of violence by
others, to promote a political, ideological or religious goal’. (Australian
Government, 2022)

However, there were also participants who disagreed with the inclusion of violence
in the definition. Among these participants, it was felt that referencing violence
made the definition too narrow, and could lead to harmful non-violent forms of
extremism being overlooked.

Categorising types of extremism

In the research with the public and stakeholders, participants were asked for their
views on the approach to defining extremism adopted in Canada, Australia and
New Zealand, where broad categories of types of extremism are the focus, rather
than specific ideologies. Participants were asked to consider the use of three
groupings: ‘religiously-motivated’, ‘ideologically-’" or ‘identity-motivated’ and
‘politically-motivated’ extremism.

Stakeholders and members of the public were mostly supportive of the use of the
categories, but for different reasons. The public found the approach to be a helpful
way to think about what the term extremism can cover, giving them a sense of the
range of motivations that may underpin extremist views or actions. Meanwhile,
stakeholders discussed how this approach could help to overcome challenges with
existing language used in relation to extremism. In particular, it was noted that this
approach could shift the focus away from particular religious or political groups
when discussing extremism.

However, both the public and stakeholders raised the same concern with the
approach — that some ideologies may not fit neatly into one of the three categories.
For example, stakeholders highlighted sectarianism, Northern Ireland-related
Terrorism (NIRT) and right-wing extremism as often having both political and
religious elements.

Extremism, hate crime and terrorism

Stakeholders, the public and practitioners were asked for their views on the links
between extremism, hate crime and terrorism. Across the projects, there was
consensus that the concepts are closely connected and sometimes difficult to
disentangle.

In the research with stakeholders and public sector practitioners, a key theme that
emerged was the idea of a spectrum or continuum between hate crime, extremism
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and terrorism. There was a sense that hate crime could progress to extremism and
then terrorism without appropriate support or intervention.

However, stakeholders, the public and public sector practitioners all drew similar
distinctions between extremism, hate crime, and terrorism. In particular, when
considering the links between extremism and hate crime, many felt that extremism
was more likely to be underpinned by a deep-seated belief system or ideology,
whereas hate crime was more likely to be motivated by bias or prejudice. It was
also felt that hate crime is more likely to arise spontaneously, for example from an
escalation of an existing conflict, than extremism.

Differing perspectives regarding whether extremism necessarily involves violence
also emerged in discussions of the differences between extremism and terrorism.
While some had initially associated extremism with violence, when considering
terrorism, many felt that terrorism was the violent act, while extremism was the
underlying belief system or view.

Many also felt that terrorism could be distinguished from extremism by its motive
and impact, with terrorism more focused on influencing government actions and
policies, and more likely to be large-scale and involve planning, than extremism.

Understanding of extremism — key findings

e Stakeholders, public sector practitioners and members of the public found it
difficult to articulate a definition of extremism, and acknowledged that it is
challenging to define.

e Those who were able to express a definition often depicted extremism as in
opposition to societal and cultural norms, values and morals, or involving
the use of violence in pursuit of an ideological aim.

e However, across the projects there were contrasting views regarding
whether extremism necessarily involves violence, which was reflected in
discussions of existing definitions. Some favoured definitions which
referenced violence, while others felt that this focus was too narrow.

e Among stakeholders and the public there was some support for an approach
to defining extremism which involves the use of broad categories of types
of extremism. However, there were concerns that some ideologies may not
fit neatly into one of the three categories.

e Stakeholders, public sector practitioners and members of the public all felt
that extremism, hate crime and terrorism are closely related, with the idea of
a spectrum or continuum of views expressed. However, participants in
each of the projects were able to draw distinctions between the terms.




v Views on extremism in Scotland

'* The projects also sought to explore participants’ views on extremism in

Scotland, including the extent to which they view it as a problem;
perceived geographic variations in the prevalence of extremism; whether the threat
from extremism has changed over time; and the threat posed by different types of
extremism.

Views on the prevalence of extremism

Stakeholders, the public and public sector practitioners generally felt that extremism
IS a problem in Scotland, but less so than it is elsewhere in the UK. For example,
Figure 1 below shows that 5% of public sector practitioners and 9% of the public
viewed extremism as a big problem in Scotland, compared with 32% of public
sector practitioners and 24% of the public viewing it as a big problem in the rest of
the UK.

Figure 1. Proportion of public sector practitioners and members of the public
who view extremism as a big problem
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Base sizes: Practitioner: All survey respondents, n=492, Public: All survey respondents, n=2071.
Question: How much of a problem do you consider extremism to be in the following places?

Participants gave similar reasons as to why they perceived Scotland to have lower
levels of extremism than elsewhere in the UK across the projects. Most commonly,
demographic factors were highlighted, including Scotland’s smaller population size.
This was viewed as having contributed to lower levels of extremism due to a
perception that there is greater opportunity for extremism to develop in areas of
larger population. Although many did not elaborate on why this may be the case, it
was suggested that monitoring extremism could be more challenging among a
larger population.



However, while some research has identified links between terrorism and high
levels of population growth (in combination with income inequality and deprivation)
(Coccia, 2018), there is little evidence that specifically indicates a link between
population size and extremism.

In the research with stakeholders and public sector practitioners, lower levels of
immigration and smaller ethnic minority populations were also highlighted as factors
that may have contributed to the presence of less extremism in Scotland than
England. In both projects, there was a sense that areas with higher levels of
immigration and larger ethnic minority populations could have higher levels of
tension, hate crime and discrimination, which could in turn create environments
which are more permissive of extremist views.

A further reason discussed in the stakeholder research was that higher levels of
immigration could lead to the propagation of narratives which blame immigrants for
domestic problems, creating support for more extreme viewpoints.

Finally, in the research with the public and stakeholders, some participants also had
a perception that levels of extremism are lower in Scotland because Scotland is
more cohesive and tolerant than other parts of the UK. It was noted in the
stakeholder research that this argument is highlighted in the work of Bonino (2016),
who has suggested that lower levels of Islamist extremism in Scotland may in part
be explained by Scotland’s distinctive political culture and positive attitudes towards
settled immigrants. Notably, however, other research has shown that despite a
perception that there are more positive views towards immigration in Scotland than
England, the proportion of people who view the economic and cultural
consequences of immigration negatively is similar on both sides of the border
(NatCen, 2018).

Geographic variation

Stakeholders, public sector practitioners and the public were asked their views on
whether the prevalence of extremism in Scotland varies by geographic region. In
the research with the public and public sector practitioners, there was a sense that
extremism is more likely to be encountered in urban areas than rural areas. The
reasons presented for this were similar to those outlined above, including the
perception that there is greater opportunity for extremism to develop in areas of
larger population and in more ethnically diverse communities.

However, stakeholders had more mixed views. While some held the view that
extremism is more likely to be a concern in urban areas of Scotland than in rural
areas, others felt that extremism is likely to be a concern in both urban and rural
areas. These participants felt that lower levels of ethnic diversity in rural areas
could increase the likelihood of extremism due to the lack of exposure to, or
interactions with, people from other ethnic groups leading to more bias and
discrimination, therefore fostering environments where extremism can flourish.

Some stakeholders also felt that geography is now less relevant due to the
increasing ease with which people can communicate with others and access
content online, which has meant that people can be radicalised from their homes.
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Trends over time

Stakeholders, public sector practitioners and the public were asked to consider
whether they perceive the threat from extremism in Scotland to have increased,
decreased or stayed the same over the last five years.

Among public sector practitioners, there was a strong sense that extremism had
increased in Scotland over this period, particularly among those with experience of
Prevent in their roles. Reasons for this presented included: the view that young
people are now spending more time online, with social media seen as a ‘breeding
ground’ for extremism; and the COVID-19 pandemic, which was viewed as having
increased isolation, a perceived risk factor for radicalisation.

Among stakeholders and the public, views on this were more mixed. In the
stakeholder research, no participants felt that the threat from extremism had
decreased in the last five years, but there were differing views on whether the
threat had increased or stayed the same.

As with public sector practitioners, stakeholders who felt that there was a chance
extremism could have increased discussed the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic,
and increased time spent online during periods of lockdown, particularly among
younger people. Other contributory factors were also suggested, such as Brexit
leading to increased political polarisation and the prevalence of mental illnesses
having increased over time. Notably, links between extremism and mental iliness
are not empirically well-established, although research has explored relevant
features associated with particular conditions which may shape vulnerability to
extremism (Al-Attar, 2019).

Stakeholders who felt that levels of extremism in Scotland were likely to be the
same as five years ago mostly pointed to the fact that they were not aware of any
evidence or data which indicates that extremism is growing.

In the research with the public, more felt the threat had increased than decreased
or stayed the same. As with practitioners and stakeholders, those feeling that there
had been an increase often attributed this change to the growth of social media and
its role in spreading extremist sentiment and COVID-19, while a view that society is
becoming more divided was also discussed.

However, there were also members of the public who felt that the threat of
extremism had declined over time. In particular, some older participants felt that
extremism had declined over a longer time period, mentioning the decline in threat
relating to the conflict in Northern Ireland within their lifetimes. Meanwhile, there
were also participants who felt that the COVID-19 pandemic had reduced
opportunities for extremist action to take place.

Figure 2 below shows public sector practitioners’ and members of the public’'s
views on whether the threat from extremism in Scotland has changed over the last
five years, demonstrating that less than half (46%) of the public felt the threat from
extremism has increased in Scotland in the last five years, compared with almost
two thirds (64%) of public sector practitioners.
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Figure 2. Public sector practitioners’ and members of the public’s views on
whether the threat from extremism in Scotland has changed in the last five
years

10% 13%
0

0

Public sector practitioners The public

H Increased m Stayed the same mDecreased  Don’t know

Base sizes: Practitioner: All survey respondents, n=492, Public: All survey respondents, n=2071.
Question: Public research — In the last five years, do you think the threat from extremism has
changed in Scotland?, Practitioner research — In the last five years, do you think the threat from
extremism has increased or decreased in Scotland?

Stakeholders and the public were also asked their views on whether they feel
extremism will change in Scotland in the next five years. In both projects, most
participants felt that extremism is likely to increase over this period. Both
stakeholders and members of the public discussed the Scottish independence
debate, with some suggesting that a second independence referendum might have
the potential to lead to increased tension and polarisation in Scottish society.
Stakeholders also highlighted potential consequences of the current economic
climate and cost of living crisis, including the view that economic insecurity and
unemployment could increase people’s vulnerability to more extreme narratives by
feeding societal divisions and encouraging ‘us versus them’ positions.

Types of extremism

Stakeholders, the public and public sector practitioners were also asked their views
on the types of extremism they perceive to be more and less prevalent in Scotland.
In all three projects, intra-Christian sectarianism was highlighted as a pervasive
concern, particularly in the West of Scotland. However, not all participants in the
studies considered sectarianism to be a form of extremism, due to a perception that
it is embedded in elements of Scottish culture and does not frequently lead to
violence (which, as discussed above, was viewed by many as a key component of
extremism).

Further, in the research with public sector practitioners, there was a sense that
intra-Christian sectarianism had declined in severity in Scotland, which was linked
to the end of the violent conflict in Northern Ireland in the late 1990s. This was also
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reflected in the research with the public; as noted above, some older participants
mentioned the decline in conflict in Northern Ireland as a factor in why they felt
extremism had decreased in Scotland.

The public were uncertain as to the extent to which other forms of extremism might
exist in Scotland but did highlight racism as representing a significant concern. This
was also highlighted as a prevalent problem by public sector practitioners.
However, racism — similar to sectarianism — was not definitively viewed as a form of
extremism by all participants due to a perception that it does not always result in
violence.

Whilst participants in the stakeholder research did not mention racism, stakeholders
and public sector practitioners had largely similar views regarding the prevalence of
other types of extremism. In particular, right-wing extremism was viewed by both
groups as a prominent concern in Scotland, while Islamist extremism was not
viewed as particularly prevalent.

Stakeholders highlighted the demographic profile of the Muslim community in
Scotland as a potential reason for this, with some participants feeling that the
Muslim population is smaller and more integrated in Scotland than it is in England,
which may have lessened the appeal of Islamist extremist narratives. Similarly,
public sector practitioners felt that because there are smaller ethnic minority
populations in Scotland compared with England, these groups may feel less
marginalised in Scotland than they do elsewhere in the UK, meaning they could be
less vulnerable to radicalisation.

However, public sector practitioners who were more familiar with Prevent were
more likely to cite right-wing extremism as a big problem in Scotland than those
who were less familiar, while public sector practitioners were more likely to see
Islamist extremism as a big problem in Scotland if they had not heard of Prevent or
did not see it as part of their role. In the research with the public, participants did
not spontaneously refer to right-wing or Islamist extremism, and felt unable to
comment on the extent to which different forms of extremism might exist in
Scotland when presented with a list of groups.

Some participants in the research with stakeholders and public sector practitioners
also discussed concerns they feel are emerging in Scotland. These included the
incel movement® and mixed, unstable or unclear ideologies.

Improving understanding of extremism

Among stakeholders, public sector practitioners and the public there was a
relatively high level of uncertainty about the prevalence of extremism in Scotland.
Stakeholders often commented that their perspectives were not based on data or
evidence but rather were more anecdotal, and sometimes qualified statements by
noting that they were unsure if there was evidence underpinning their view.

6 The incel community is comprised of individuals who feel rejected by women — and arguably
society more generally — and turn to the Internet to voice their anger, and often, desire for revenge
(Regehr, 2022).
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Similarly, the public and public sector practitioners often indicated that they were
unsure about the extent and nature of extremism in Scotland. For example, some
members of the public felt they could not comment on the level of threat posed by
individual forms of extremism based on publicly available information, while there
was a relatively high level of uncertainty among public sector practitioners about the
prevalence of extremism in Scotland compared with the rest of the UK and
worldwide. This was particularly true for public sector practitioners less familiar with
Prevent, who often turned to what they had heard in the media when discussing
extremism, including examples from England or worldwide, rather than from within
Scotland.

In the stakeholder research, there was a desire for improvements to be made to the
collection of data on extremism in Scotland, as well as wider sharing of existing
data where possible, to improve understanding of the problem.

Views on extremism in Scotland — key findings

e Stakeholders, the public and public sector practitioners felt that extremism is a
problem in Scotland, but less so than it is elsewhere in the UK.

e Public sector practitioners felt that extremism has increased in Scotland
over the last five years, while stakeholders had differing views as to whether
it had increased or stayed the same over this period.

e Most members of the public felt that extremism has increased in Scotland in
the last five years, although there were some who felt it had declined over
time.

e Stakeholders and the public were also asked whether they feel the threat
posed by extremism in Scotland will change in the next five years, and both
groups felt that it is likely to increase.

e Participants across the projects highlighted intra-Christian sectarianism as
a prominent concern in Scotland, though they did not all definitively consider
this to be a form of extremism.

¢ Right-wing extremism was also highlighted as a prevalent concern in
Scotland by stakeholders and public sector practitioners, while Islamist
extremism was viewed as less of a problem.

e Members of the public did not spontaneously refer to right-wing or Islamist
extremism, and were unsure about the existence of other forms of extremism
in Scotland.

e Growing concerns in Scotland highlighted by stakeholders and public sector
practitioners included the incel movement and mixed, unclear or unstable
concerns.

e Across the projects there were high levels of uncertainty about the
prevalence and nature of extremism in Scotland.
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@ Experiences of extremism in Scotland

In the research with the public and public sector practitioners, participants
were asked about any experiences they may have had with extremism.
The public were asked about experiences they may have had online or in person,
while public sector practitioners were specifically asked about experiences they
may have had dealing with extremism as part of their work.

The prevalence of experiences

Although most members of the public and public sector practitioners had not
experienced extremism, a significant minority indicated that they had.

As shown in Figure 3, a third (33%) of the public reported that they had
experienced or observed extremism in the last five years, including 13% who had
experienced or observed extremism online, 8% in person, and 12% both online and
in person. Younger people and those living in Glasgow were the most likely to
report having experienced or observed extremism.

Figure 3. Proportion of the public who had observed or experienced
extremism in the past five years

NET: Yes
33%

m Yes, online

Yes, in person

Yes, online and in person

= No

Don't know

Base size: Public: All survey respondents, n=2071.
Question: Have you observed extremism in Scotland in the past five years? This can include
experiencing extremism yourself.

As shown in Figure 4, in the research with public sector practitioners, around two
fifths (39%) of survey respondents reported ever having had an experience with
extremism at work. Those working in local authorities were most likely to report an
experience of extremism, followed by those in the prison and police sectors.
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Figure 4. Proportion of public sector practitioners who reported any
experience of extremism, by sector

57%
52%
43%
0,
35% 39%
21%

Local Scottish Police Education Health and All
authorities Prison Scotland social care respondents
and social Service

work

Base: Practitioner: All survey respondents, n=492; Police Scotland, n=74; Scottish Prisons Service,
n=85; Local authorities and social work, n=99; Education, n=93; Health and social care, n=141.
Question: What experience, if any, have you had with extremism as part of your work?

Types of extremism experienced

Members of the public and public sector practitioners who had experienced
extremism were asked to describe this. Participants interpreted the term extremism
in wide-ranging ways, and this was reflected in the types of experience that were
reported. For example, in both projects experiences of sectarianism and racism
were the most common ‘types’ of extremism mentioned, but as indicated
previously, there were mixed views as to whether sectarianism and racism are
definitively forms of extremism.

A small number of public sector practitioners also discussed experiences of right-
wing and Islamist extremism, but these were less common.

Types of behaviours

When asked to describe their experiences of extremism, members of the public and
public sector practitioners mentioned similar types of behaviours. These included
verbal abuse, extreme views being shared, promoted or spread, and attendance at
marches, demonstrations and rallies.

In addition, public sector practitioners mentioned extreme opinions from online
sources being echoed and extreme right-wing political figures being idolised, while
the public mentioned experiences of violence and physical abuse, such as a
homophobic assault.

The broad range of experiences mentioned highlighted the wide-ranging
interpretations of what is meant by extremism. For example, it was notable that in
the research with the public, homophobic abuse was considered to be a form of
extremism, rather than a hate crime.
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In both projects, experiences typically involved the participants witnessing particular
behaviours as opposed to being victimised personally.

Experiences of extremism in Scotland — key findings

e Most members of the public and public sector practitioners had not
experienced extremism, but a significant minority indicated that they had.

e Participants interpreted the term extremism in wide-ranging ways, and this
was reflected in the types of experience that were reported. Many of the
experiences that participants reported involved intra-Christian sectarianism
or racism, which would not necessarily be considered extremism in
conventional understandings of the term.

e However, some had also experienced other forms of extremism, such as
right-wing or Islamist extremism.

e Behaviours commonly mentioned included extreme views being expressed,
protests and verbal abuse.

Views on Prevent in Scotland

00o The projects also sought to explore participants’ views on Prevent in
Scotland. Reflecting the research participants’ differing levels of
knowledge, awareness and involvement in Prevent, the approach to the questions
varied between the different research projects. In particular, the public were asked
about their awareness and perceptions of Prevent, while stakeholders and public
sector practitioners were asked more detailed questions regarding how Prevent is
delivered in Scotland.

Awareness of Prevent

Members of the public and public sector practitioners were asked if they were
aware of Prevent. This was not included in the research with stakeholders, since
most participants were either involved in Prevent delivery or had a wider interest in
the policy.

In both projects, awareness was low. While the public would not necessarily be
expected to know about Prevent, greater awareness would be expected among
public sector practitioners, given their statutory obligation to fulfil the Prevent duty.
Prior to being shown a definition of Prevent, only half (54%) of public sector
practitioners said that they thought Prevent was part of their role, while a significant
minority (16%) said they had never heard of Prevent.

After being shown a definition of the Prevent duty, however, eight in ten (80%)
public sector practitioners said that they thought Prevent was part of their role.
There was consensus that tackling extremism in Scotland was important, and that
wider promotion of Prevent would therefore be beneficial.
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Similarly, in the research with the public, while no participants had heard of
Prevent, impressions were largely favourable when the purpose of Prevent was
explained, and there was a desire for more awareness of how it works in practice.
Notably, however, questions on Prevent were only asked in the qualitative
component of the research with the public, meaning that wider inferences about
awareness of Prevent among the Scottish population as a whole cannot be drawn.

Views on Prevent delivery

Stakeholders and public sector practitioners who were aware of Prevent were
asked for their views on how it is delivered in Scotland.

In both projects, there was uncertainty around the effectiveness of Prevent. This
was explicit in the research with stakeholders, with some commenting that it is
difficult to establish the effectiveness of Prevent due to inherent challenges in
evaluating programmes that are preventative in nature. For example, some
discussed how it is difficult to determine whether an individual disengaging from
extremism following Prevent support did so as a direct result of Prevent
intervention, or other factors.

In the research with public sector practitioners this was more implicit, with views on
Prevent often mostly uncertain or neutral among participants. For example, over
half (53%) answered ‘neither agree nor disagree’ or ‘don’t know’ in response to
being asked whether ‘Prevent is effective in tackling extremism in Scotland’, and a
higher proportion (61%) answered in this way in response to whether ‘Prevent is
delivered in the right way in Scotland’.

Nevertheless, some stakeholders and public sector practitioners were able to point
to aspects of Prevent in Scotland that work well.

Within Scotland, Prevent has been more closely aligned to areas of policy that
promote community cohesion and integration than those that focus more on
security and justice related aspects of countering terrorism, and is grounded in
early intervention and safeguarding.

In both the research with stakeholders and public sector practitioners, participants
who were aware of this approach were supportive of it. Public sector practitioners
felt that this approach was the right direction for Prevent in Scotland, and should be
more widely known.

Further positive aspects of Prevent delivery in Scotland that were mentioned by
stakeholders included the introduction of the Prevent Multi-Agency Panel (PMAP)’
guidance (Home Office, 2021d), which was viewed as having provided greater
clarity around processes and responsibilities for those involved in PMAPS; tools and

" PMAPs are a key part of Prevent and involve using a multi-agency approach to assess the
nature and extent of an individual’s vulnerability and develop an appropriate support plan.
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resources used within Prevent such as Intervention Providers?®; and the involvement
of a range of sectors in the delivery of Prevent (such as the police, education, social
care services, health sector services, children and youth services), which was
viewed as helpful for ensuring that individuals involved are able to access a holistic,
bespoke package of support which is tailored to their needs.

However, stakeholders and public sector practitioners also highlighted concerns
regarding how Prevent is delivered in Scotland. In particular, some stakeholders
and public sector practitioners felt that Prevent has a negative reputation, for
reasons such as a perception of excessive surveillance and an overemphasis on
Islamist extremism. Some stakeholders felt this had reduced the credibility of
Prevent, leading to a lack of buy-in from Scottish communities and sectors.

Some participants in both projects felt that that cooperation between partners
involved in Prevent in Scotland could be improved. In particular, some commented
that some sectors contribute less to delivery in comparison with others, and that
information sharing between sectors on individuals of concern could be better.

Both stakeholders and public sector practitioners also felt that improvements could
be made to Prevent-related training in Scotland. For example, in both projects there
was a feeling that training is somewhat of a ‘tick box’ exercise and could be made
more interactive.

There were also some areas of concern that were only highlighted by stakeholders.
In particular, some stakeholders felt that at present there is not enough resource
and funding dedicated to Prevent in Scotland, meaning that it is difficult for sectors
to contribute at the level required.

Some stakeholders were also critical of the fact that the focus of Prevent in
Scotland is largely on the second objective outlined in CONTEST (Home Office,
2018): ‘safeguarding and supporting those most at risk of radicalisation through
early intervention, identifying them and offering support’. It was felt that less work is
carried out in relation to the first objective: ‘tackling the causes of radicalisation and
responding to the ideological challenge of terrorism’.

Key areas for improvement suggested were therefore similar between stakeholders
and public sector practitioners. These included raising awareness of Prevent, and
in particular of the safeguarding approach taken to Prevent in Scotland, as well as
Improving training, flows of information and collaboration between partners.

Additionally, stakeholders also felt that Prevent’s reputation could be improved if
there was greater grassroots engagement with communities, third sector
organisations and faith groups, support of projects and initiatives to encourage
community cohesion and integration, and events and workshops, with the purpose
of raising awareness of Prevent and challenging extremism at a local level.

8 Intervention Providers are specialists who are commissioned to increase ideological or
theological understanding, and to challenge extremist ideas and fixated thinking among individuals
referred to Prevent.
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Fulfilling the Prevent duty

In addition to asking about levels of awareness of Prevent and views on the policy
more broadly, the research with public sector practitioners also explored how
confident, well-equipped and supported participants felt in their ability to deliver
Prevent, including in their ability to recognise and respond to extremism.

This was also covered to a lesser extent in the research with stakeholders. Given
that some participants in this project represented sectors with a statutory obligation
to fulfil the Prevent duty (local authorities, health, prisons, the police and
education), these participants were asked their views on the ability of those working
in the sector they represented to deliver Prevent, including to identify and support
those vulnerable to extremism.

The majority of public sector practitioners felt confident that they could identify
someone at risk of being drawn into extremism. However, only a minority felt ‘very
confident’, and public sector practitioners often struggled to clearly articulate the
signs of extremism they would look out for. Levels of confidence in knowing what to
do if they came across someone at risk of being drawn into extremism were slightly
higher.

These findings suggest that increasing confidence in identifying susceptible
persons and improved understanding of what to do in the event of such an
identification are important areas to address in terms of increasing practitioner
confidence. Building practitioners’ confidence in how to identify a susceptible
person appears to be a particular priority.

This was reflected in the research with stakeholders. Many stakeholders felt that
practitioners are well-placed to identify and support vulnerable individuals. For
example, a local authority sector representative discussed how local authority
practitioners tend to be connected to individuals and families in a range of ways,
meaning they are able to notice changes in behaviours or views that may indicate
vulnerability.

However, participants across the sectors felt that training on behaviours and signs
that might indicate susceptibility to extremism would be beneficial, particularly as
this may not be something they encounter or are dealing with on a regular basis.
Stakeholders also highlighted a need for greater resources and funding to deliver
Prevent in Scotland.
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Views on Prevent in Scotland — key findings

Levels of awareness of Prevent were low among the public and public sector
practitioners. While the public would not necessarily be expected to know
about Prevent, greater awareness would be expected among practitioners,
given their statutory obligation to fulfil the Prevent duty.

Although awareness was low, there was general support for the policy in
principle, and a desire for more awareness of how it works in practice.

Positive aspects of Prevent delivery identified by stakeholders and
practitioners included: the positioning of Prevent as a policy that supports
community cohesion and integration in Scotland; the PMAP guidance;
resources and approaches used within Prevent such as Intervention
Providers; and the involvement of a range of sectors in the delivery of
Prevent.

Concerns raised by stakeholders and practitioners included: the view that
Prevent has a negative reputation, for reasons such as a perception of
excessive surveillance and an overemphasis on Islamist extremism; that the
training could be made more engaging; and a perceived lack of resources
and funding.

Stakeholders also felt there is a lack of work to tackle the causes of
radicalisation, and that Prevent’s reputation could be improved if there were
greater grassroots engagement with communities, third sector organisations
and faith groups; support of projects and initiatives to encourage community
cohesion and integration; and events and workshops, with the purpose of
raising awareness of Prevent and challenging extremism at a local level.

Most public sector practitioners felt confident that they could identify someone
at risk of being drawn into extremism. However, only a minority felt ‘very
confident’, and many struggled to clearly articulate the signs of extremism
they would look out for. Their levels of confidence in knowing what to do if
they came across someone at risk of being drawn into extremism were
slightly higher.

This suggests that increasing confidence in identifying individuals who may
be susceptible to extremism — and improved understanding of what to do in
the event of such an identification — are important areas that could be more
effectively addressed. Building practitioner confidence in how to identify a
susceptible person emerged as a particular priority.

This was reflected in the research with stakeholders, who felt that training for
practitioners on behaviours which indicate susceptibility to extremism would
be beneficial.
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Conclusion

The aim of this research was to explore how stakeholders, the public and public
sector practitioners define and understand extremism; their views on the extent to
which extremism is a problem in Scotland; the types of extremism that are more
and less prevalent; and how well they perceive current approaches to countering
extremism in Scotland to be working. As well as providing significant insights in
these areas, this research has highlighted where further research may be beneficial
and recommendations for policymakers and agencies involved in Prevent delivery
in Scotland, which are discussed below.

Further research

q It was notable that the perceptions held by stakeholders, public sector
practitioners and members of the public on the threat posed by extremism
in Scotland broadly aligned with findings from the evidence review carried out by
the Scottish Government (2023a), which indicated that levels of extremism may be
lower in Scotland than elsewhere in the UK, and that there may be differences in
the types of extremism that are more and less common in Scotland when compared
with other parts of Britain.

However, the evidence review also highlighted a lack of research exploring the real
extent and nature of extremism in Scotland, and this was also reflected across the
research with stakeholders, public sector practitioners and the public.

In each of these projects, there were relatively high levels of uncertainty about the
extent of extremism in Scotland, and the types of extremism that are more and less
prevalent.

In the research with stakeholders, participants were supportive of further research
being carried out on this topic in Scotland. In the research with the public, it was
suggested that further research which seeks to develop understanding of the level
of threat, drawing on different data, would be beneficial for informing Scottish
Government efforts to counter extremism in Scotland.

The findings from this work therefore suggest that research exploring extremist
activity taking place in Scotland in greater detail would be helpful. This might
include work to explore the influence and reach of particular extremist groups in
Scotland in comparison with the rest of the UK, and more detailed examination of
the data on referrals to Prevent and hate crime in Scotland in comparison with
England and Wales.

It is likely that such research would support those with responsibility for delivering
Prevent in Scotland to do so more effectively, by improving their understanding of
extremism in Scotland and their awareness of any Scotland-specific risks.

In addition, a further suggestion presented in the research with stakeholders was
that there would be benefit in work to explore the impact and effectiveness of
Prevent in Scotland in more depth, for example, undertaking independent in-
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depth case studies of, or ethnographic research with people who have been
through Prevent in Scotland. Exploring the experience of Prevent from their
perspectives, including developing understanding of the circumstances and factors
that led to their referral, how the programme has worked with them and what the
results of this have been, would support a more in-depth, multifaceted
understanding of what works to address the needs of those at risk.

A further suggestion presented in the research with public sector practitioners was
to undertake a programme of communications testing research to identify the
best way to communicate with public sector practitioners on the complex topic of
extremism and the Prevent duty.

Finally, the research with the public suggested that further research could seek to
explore differences in the views and experiences of different demographic
groups in more detail, as well as how perceptions and views may change in future
(e.g., through repetition of the survey).

Recommendations

I::hc‘) The research also provided recommendations for policymakers and
agencies involved in Prevent delivery in Scotland.

Understanding of extremism

That stakeholders, public sector practitioners and members of the public had such
wide-ranging understandings of extremism was notable. In particular, while the
public would not necessarily be expected to have a consistent understanding of
extremism, it might have been anticipated that stakeholders and public sector
practitioners involved in the delivery of Prevent in Scotland may have a broadly
similar understanding of the concept. However, even among stakeholders and
practitioners, a range of different interpretations of extremism were presented.

Although this was to some extent surprising, it may reflect the fact that the Scottish
Government does not currently have an official definition of extremism, having not
adopted the UK Government definition (Home Office, 2011). The findings from this
research suggest that the absence of an official definition of extremism in Scotland,
combined with the subjective and relative nature of the term, has led to it being
interpreted in varied, and at times contradictory ways.

As was noted in the research with stakeholders, there are potential difficulties with
not having a shared understanding of the term extremism, particularly in the context
of Prevent delivery. For example, it may lead to different thresholds for what
constitutes a referral, and for their subsequent adoption into the Prevent
programme.

It therefore appears that it would be useful to give consideration to the merits of
having an official definition of extremism for use in Scotland, or at least to set
out the views, behaviours and activities that are considered to constitute extremism
in the context of Prevent more clearly. This should help to ensure there is a shared
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understanding of what is meant by the term among those responsible for tackling it
in the Prevent arena as a means to stop individuals being drawn into terrorism (as
opposed to those seeking to tackle hate crime and sectarianism, for example).

It may also be beneficial to be more explicit about the views, behaviours and
activities that might indicate the presence of extremism if further research is carried
out on this topic in Scotland. As noted previously, although a significant minority of
participants in both the research with the public and with public sector practitioners
indicated that they had experienced extremism in some way, participants in both
projects interpreted the term extremism in wide-ranging ways, and this was
reflected in the types of experiences that were reported. For example, experiences
of racism were often mentioned, which would not necessarily be considered as
extremism in more conventional understandings of the term. Providing more
guidance to research participants may therefore allow for a more robust estimate of
the extent of experiences of extremism among different groups.

Prevent delivery

The research highlighted ways in which Prevent delivery in Scotland could be
enhanced. Firstly, levels of awareness of Prevent were low among public sector
practitioners and the public. Although awareness was low, there was support for the
policy in principle, and a desire for more knowledge of how it works in practice. It
may therefore be beneficial to seek to raise awareness of Prevent, particularly
among public sector practitioners with a statutory obligation to fulfil the
Prevent duty.

Participants in both the research with public sector practitioners and stakeholders
also felt that more training and resources around the different types of
extremism that exist, and the views, behaviours and signs that could indicate
vulnerability to extremist narratives, would be useful, to support those working
to deliver Prevent in Scotland to identify those at risk of radicalisation more
effectively.

In addition to the above, a range of other suggestions for improvement were also
raised across the projects, including raising awareness of the positioning of Prevent
as a policy that supports community cohesion and integration in Scotland;
Increasing transparency around how the policy is delivered; carrying out greater
community engagement work; and improving information flows.

Although the UK Government retains overall responsibility for national policy on
counter-terrorism, the suggestions largely relate to improving existing processes,
perceptions and understanding of Prevent, rather than the underlying principles of
the programme or the mechanisms through which it is delivered. The research
recommended that the Scottish Government and statutory partners give
consideration to whether and how these suggestions could be taken forward to
foster improvements in Prevent delivery in Scotland.
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