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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

OVERVIEW
The Situational Threats and Response Signals 
(STARS) project responds to the challenge of how 
to communicate effectively with the public about 
terrorism risks and threats in an increasingly complex 
and fragmented information environment. The 
‘STARS framework’ helps practitioners to ensure 
that all the main elements and tensions potentially ‘in 
play’ are being considered in public-facing counter-
terrorism (CT) strategic communication campaigns, 
with corresponding options for actions and techniques 
to tackle common problems. 

The study’s main finding is that how campaigns 
are ‘read’, is influenced by a range of ‘situational’ 
factors. Understanding what these are and how they 
interact with campaign communications assets, can 
help to make them more effective while minimising 
unintended consequences. The research provides 
practitioners with a step-by-step framework to this 
effect, included at the end of this report.

The study started with a broad multi-disciplinary 
review of academic literature, available here: www.
crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review  
Our literature review identified a wide range of 
intersecting variables that impact on the strategic 
communication process, providing a strong foundation 
for the subsequent primary data collection phase of the 
project. Figure 1, page 8, provides a brief summary of 
the main findings from the literature review.

We centred the rest of our data gathering around three 
UK CT campaigns: See it, Say it, Sorted (SiSiS), 
Action Counters Terrorism (ACT) and Security On 
Your Side (SOYS). Taking a view that context is likely 
to matter, we included a comparative angle through 
attention to different (urban and rural) parts of the UK: 
England, Wales, and Northern Ireland.

We analysed the campaigns in four ways: 

1. A ‘frame analysis’ studying the visuals and 
language of campaign assets; 

2. 20 in-depth practitioner interviews exploring the 
campaign materials and their use ‘in context’;

3. 7 Focus groups including 52 members of the 
public. Specific assets from the three campaigns 
were discussed and used as a starting point 
for wider conversation about terrorism and 
CT interventions;

4. Social media analysis of reactions and engagement 
towards the campaigns, where data was available.

IF A CAMPAIGN IS THE 
ANSWER, WHAT IS THE 
PROBLEM?
The key problem that campaign delivery teams 
encounter in their practice is constructing a ‘normal’ 
terror threat, without it tipping into fear mongering, 
or becoming so normalised that people disengage. At 
the same time, campaign messaging needs to highlight 
particular features (e.g., unattended bags) that should 
signal to people that there is a need to be alarmed, in 
order that they decide to act. 

WHEN IS ‘NORMAL’ NOT 
NORMAL?
SiSiS, ACT and SOYS all frame terrorism threats in 
ordinary, routine contexts, making the point that – 
although rare – terror attacks arise in normal rather 
than exceptional circumstances. This study finds that 
threats in ‘normal’ scenarios are communicated and 
processed in two main ways:

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
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 ● Normalisation: when previously unusual or 
exceptional situations or objects are translated into 
accepted and expected events or scenarios. 

 ● Anomalisation: when things or situations which 
appear orderly and ‘normal’ are specifically 
presented as potential threats.

FAME AND FEAR
In conducting this study, we identified two key tensions 
that frustrate the design and delivery of CT campaigns: 

1. It is easy to be lured into a ‘fear trap’. When 
CT campaigns try to ‘outbid’ other risks or 
even different types of terrorist threat, they 
can – without meaning to – create the negative 
emotional reactions being sought by terrorists. 
This is particularly problematic when audiences 
have been directly affected by terrorism or 
routinely encounter violence and threat, running 
the risk that such messaging could be traumatic. 
Equally, balancing levels of reassurance against 
enough fear to command public attention is 
challenging, particularly within those communities 
where terrorism or threat is relatively ‘normal’.

2. Alternatively, creating ‘too much’ awareness of 
terrorism in the general population can be a ‘fame 
trap’. It comes from trying to get attention and 
cut through in the crowded, noisy information 
environment. Additionally, there is the issue 
that publics are probably most receptive to CT 
messaging in the aftermath of ‘signal events’, 
when it is actually required less; and accessing 
the right audience segments while not diluting 
the core message involves seeking a ‘Goldilocks 
moment’ that is ‘just right’. 

FIVE KEY TAKE-AWAYS
1. What is ‘normal’ varies across time and 

location. In some places, terrorism is ‘normal’; 
this also stands in terms of the types of ‘normal’ 
crime risks people are more attuned to. Regardless 
of ‘the facts’ about terrorism, it is easy for people 
to explain away a sense of risk. 

2. Certain terrorism incidents act as agenda 
setters – they frame ‘what terrorism looks 
like’ and where it can be expected. At the same 
time, people make risk judgements based on 
gut feelings about others’ behaviour, rather than 
(solely) specified objects of concern.

3. There is such a thing as bad publicity: when 
people become over-exposed to messages they 
‘tune out’ - familiarity doesn’t always equal 
engagement. Over time, CT campaigns create a 
narrative in the way publics receive and ‘read’ 
them. Coordinating across campaigns is likely 
to enhance effectiveness and efficiency. Equally, 
sometimes it is better to do nothing. 

4. Wider context impacts message cut-through, in 
particular the trust climate. Where conventional 
routes and authorities are distrusted, local 
community alternatives may bring benefits. 
Tackling distrust, as opposed to building trust, 
requires different interventions.

5. While social media can increase reach, people 
remember campaign messages delivered 
through traditional and ‘up close’ methods. The 
‘right balance’ for campaigns is between, not just 
managing the tensions that underpin particular 
techniques, but also between broad mass mediated 
and more ‘traditional’ local approaches. 
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INTRODUCTION
This report explores some of the complexities and 
challenges involved in messaging the public when it 
comes to risks and threats of terrorism, and what can 
be done in relation to these. Through a combination 
of original empirical data blended with insights co-
opted from other policy domains where strategic 
communications are used to influence public 
understanding (see literature review for full details), the 
analysis maps some of the challenges and offers some 
potential solutions. Framed in this way, we anticipate 
the findings will be of interest to counter-terrorism 
professionals who have responsibility for trying to 
manage the risks of terrorism, as well as researchers 
involved in studying the societal impacts of terror events 
and/or strategic communication more generally. 

Terrorism involves the conduct of violence as a 
communicative act, designed to induce profound fear, 
in pursuit of a political objective. Over the past two 
decades a range of responses and counter-measures 
have been designed and delivered, reflecting the 
increase in public and political concern about 
terrorism associated with a growing number of 
attacks and increasing diversity in the methods used 
in these. Some of these have adopted a preventative 
posture seeking to interdict causal factors prior to 
the onset of violence, including measures seeking 
deterrence, and disruption. Other responses are more 
concerned with managing and mitigating the harms 
when the violence cannot be prevented. In practical 
terms, this can encompass forms of displacement, as 
well as community impact management. 

Within this toolkit of policy and practice responses, one 
particular set of measures are public facing counter-
terrorism (CT) strategic communication campaigns. 
These are a series of messages, often with a common 
theme, communicated via media or increasingly social 
media, with the intent that they should reduce the risk, 
threat or impact of terrorist violence in some way. 

While practitioners often refer to ‘CT communication’, 
we find this term too ambiguous. Instead, by accenting 
the ‘public-facing’ dimension and that the research 
is concerned with strategic campaigns (rather than 
isolated messages), our focus on a series of planned 
and linked messaging assets is clarified. That said, it 
is acknowledged that such campaigns sit as part of a 
wider strategic communication agenda within the 
counter-terrorism space. Different campaigns are 
variously focused on informing the public on terrorism 
risks and threats, promoting public vigilance, calls 
to action to help mitigate threats, and also deterring 
potential perpetrators. 

This study seeks to explore how factors associated 
with both the transmission (design and delivery) 
of particular messages and their reception (how 
messages are ‘read’, interpreted and understood by the 
public), shapes the overall impacts and effects of CT 
strategic communication campaigns. Integrating both 
dimensions of message transmission and reception is 
relatively innovative, inasmuch as many studies attend 
to either one or the other, reflecting deeper structural 
dynamics in the organisation of communication 
studies. Analysis of the transmission of CT messaging 
is focused upon the content of what is constructed and 
communicated, including assessments of what key 
messages are trying to achieve, how and why. In the 
context of the current research, this includes looking 
at the individual communication assets associated 
with specific campaigns, and, through 20 practitioner 
interviews, how they are designed and delivered. 

Using insights derived from seven focus groups 
including 52 members of the public and analysis of 
social media content [find the social media briefing 
here: www.crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-social-
media-analysis] the research also explores how such 
communications are received, in terms of processes of 
audience interpretation and sense-making. Given that 

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-social-media-analysis
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-social-media-analysis
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contemporary media audiences are heterogeneous and 
the topic of counter-terrorism contentious, it cannot 
be assumed that all of those exposed to the same 
message will ‘read’ it in the same way. This, in turn, 
has important implications for the future planning and 
production of counter-terrorism campaign materials 
and underpins our logic for including a comparative 
angle in our primary data collection through attention 
to different parts of the UK: England, Wales, and 
Northern Ireland.

The principal finding of the study is that how public-
facing CT strategic communications campaigns are 
read and interpreted, is influenced by a range of 
contextual conditioning factors. Understanding these 
and how they interact with campaign communications 
assets, can help to improve the effectiveness and 
efficiency of communicating CT issues to the public, 
whilst minimising the potential for unintended 
cognitive and affective ‘side-effects’.  As described in 
more detail in later sections of this report, these side 
effects are captured within two key tensions: 

1. It is easy to be lured into a ‘fear trap’. When 
CT campaigns try to ‘outbid’ other risks or 
even different types of terrorist threat, they 
can – without meaning to – create the negative 
emotional reactions being sought by terrorists. 
This is particularly problematic when audiences 
have been directly affected by terrorism or 
routinely encounter violence and threat, running 
the risk that such messaging could be traumatic. 
Equally, balancing levels of reassurance against 
enough fear to command public attention is 
challenging, particularly within those communities 
where terrorism is relatively ‘normal’.

2. Alternatively, creating ‘too much’ awareness of 
terrorism in the general population can be a ‘fame 
trap’. It comes from trying to get attention and 
cut through in the crowded, noisy information 
environment. Additionally, there is the issue 

1  For a full and detailed account of the methodology, please see Appendix 1.

that publics are probably most receptive to CT 
messaging in the aftermath of ‘signal events’, 
when it is actually required less; and accessing 
the right audience segments while not diluting 
the core message involves seeking a ‘Goldilocks 
moment’ that is ‘just right’. 

The rest of this report will elaborate on these tensions 
and their wider context.

METHOD1 AND REPORT 
STRUCTURE 
The study started with a literature review on counter-
terrorism communication spanning several academic 
disciplines. This included insights from analogous 
contexts and specialist areas as a way of capturing 
what we already know about the factors that public-
facing campaigns need to be responsive to in their 
construction and communication. An overview of 
the headline findings is included in Figure 1 on the 
next page (the full review is available here: www.
crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review).  

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
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Figure 1: What we know from past research

Situations Particular situations, contexts, and local norms transform threat and risk  

 ● Terrorism ‘problems’ are situated within wider socio-political dynamics, which impact 
on public responses to CT messaging. 

 ● People often equate ‘home’ and routine with safety even when they live in places directly 
affected by conflict and terrorism.

 ● Persistent, sensationalised media coverage can reduce vigilance when it doesn’t reflect 
lived experience. 

Threats Threat and risk perception relies on knowledge and trust 

 ● Some threats are less easily understood and recognised than others. These need different 
communication strategies to make them easier to grasp – such as visual messaging, 
metaphor, references to popular culture. 

 ● CT professionals and the public sometimes understand ‘suspicious activity’ differently; 
working towards shared understanding enables better guidance.

 ● People listen to – and feel safe to raise concerns to – those (people or organisations) that 
they trust.

Responses Demographics, social interactions and life experiences inform responses to threats 

 ● Human perceptions are skewed by bias and lived experience as part of a particular social 
group – gender, ethnicity, national and social identities affect what risks and threats we 
perceive and how we deal with them. 

 ● Social networks – ‘those like us’ - are an effective means of conveying threat and risk 
information.

Signals Campaign signalling can produce intended and unintended effects 

 ● Signals are sent (sometimes unintentionally) via social cues and context, as well as by 
design. 

 ● People often perceive risk and threat based on their gut feelings. 

 ● Messages intended to cause particular positive or negative emotions, such as ‘fear 
appeals’, must find the right balance to trigger motivation, rather than disengagement or 
other adverse reaction.

 ● Narratives and community-based initiatives can be effective ‘nudges’.

 ● One-way’ information-sharing campaigns can unintentionally cause public complacency 
–  calls to action and participation are necessary.
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Building on this learning, to understand the 
construction, transmission, and reception of public 
facing CT strategic communications in the UK 
specifically, and gather primary data in an organised 
and relevant fashion, we analysed three campaigns. 

The campaigns ‘See it, Say it, Sorted’ (SiSiS) and 
‘Action Counters Terrorism’ (ACT) were selected 
because they are well established, nationally delivered 
campaigns2, with slightly contrasting intended 
purposes. The third campaign, ‘Security On Your Side’ 
(SOYS), was entirely unfamiliar to the public as a 
brand new campaign which, at the time of conducting 
the interviews and focus groups, had not yet been 
released. It was also different from the other two 
campaigns in terms of its aesthetics and driving logics.

The three campaigns were subject to multiple 
analytic treatments: 

 ● A ‘frame analysis’ deconstructing their visual and 
linguistic configuration, considering these features 
against how they are envisaged to work; 

 ● Qualitative practitioner interviews exploring in 
some depth the campaign materials and their 
deployment across wider contexts;

 ● Focus groups with members of the public. 
Specific assets from the three campaigns were 
introduced into the discussions as stimuli, 
with participants encouraged to reflect on their 
features, as well as their perceptions of terrorism 
and counter-terrorism interventions;

 ● Social media analysis of reactions and engagement 
towards the campaigns, where data was available.

In working with these data, the rest of this report has 
been divided into seven sections. The first section 
presents a frame analysis of assets from the above 
mentioned campaigns. Second, we present our 
conceptual and theoretical framework, centring on 
the idea of normality and anomaly. Third, we present 

2  The campaign assets are principally delivered across England, with varying use of the campaign brands, taglines and assets across the rest of the UK.

data from our interviews and focus groups pertaining 
to current campaign practice and audience reception. 
Fourth, from these same interviews and focus groups, 
we present a series of ‘atmospheric’ factors which help 
explain why campaigns are produced and received 
as they are. Fifth, we present some insights on what 
a ‘user-led’ campaign would include and entail. 
Sixth, we present the STARS framework as a tool 
practitioners can utilise when designing and evaluating 
campaigns. Lastly, in our seventh section, we present 
our conclusion.

FRAME ANALYSIS 
An overview of the frame analysis is given below, 
with further analysis and a more detailed methodology 
available here: www.crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/
frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/ 
In the ‘transmission’ and ‘reception’ sections of the 
below frame analysis, where relevant, we corroborate 
our analysis with insights from our primary data 
and from other empirical research and campaign 
evaluations.

THE OPERATIONAL FRAMEWORK

The individual campaign frames and their notable 
components are presented and compared utilising 
Entman’s (1993) key framing elements in Table 1. 
Entman asserts that understanding how an issue or 
object is being actively framed, can be systematically 
accomplished by examining six principal features.

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/
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Frame elements SiSiS ACT SOYS

Primary and supplementary 
frames

1. Engagement

2. Informational – 

reassurance 

1. Engagement

2. Informational – 
prompting public 
confidence to act

1. Informational - 
reassurance

2. Deterrence

Selection and Salience  ● Imminent threat

 ● Foregrounds threat to self

 ● Specific suspicious 
behaviours / threats

 ● ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ 

 ● Longer-term threat

 ● Threat to the community

 ● The ‘normality’ of threat

 ● Omnipresence of 
protective security 
measures (visible and 
invisible) to combat 
wide range of threats / 
terrorism

Problem definition  ● Transport based terrorism  ● Community based 
terrorism

 ● Public/crowded spaces 
based terrorism

Causal interpretation  ● Malevolent others 
–‘outsiders’

 ● Malevolent others – 
‘insiders’

 ● Non-descript

Moral evaluation  ● Immoral ‘them’ and 
moral ‘us’

 ● Reporting concerns is the 
right thing to do

 ● Reporting concerns is 
the right thing to do – 
protects community

 ● Police/security services 
are protectors of 
multicultural society

Treatment  ● Vigilance in transport 
settings

 ● Raise concern to 
authorities – partnership 
working

 ● Critical observation of 
others in community

 ● Trust your instincts

 ● Community action

 ● Raise concern to 
authorities 

 ● Protective security 
measures 

 ● Trust the physical, 
technological and people 
capabilities of security 
services

Table 1: Campaigns and their frames
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1. SiSiS
This is a commuter-focused campaign led by British 
Transport Police and the Department of Transport. 
First deployed in 20163  it is still regularly used, 
mainly across England and is commonly considered 
the most publicly familiar campaign. It has been 
subject to several design refreshes and it integrates 
visual and audio based messages – namely relayed 
in transport settings, with the audio policy 
mandated to play at intervals on Network Rail. 
Analysis focused on 12 SiSiS campaign posters 
(see here for full frame analysis and materials: 
www.crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-
of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/).

3  www.gov.uk/government/news/new-national-rail-security-campaign-starts-today-see-it-say-it-sorted

What's happening here?

 ● Transmission - these assets show recognisable public transport settings. Everyday distractions (phones, 
newspapers) convey the reality that terrorist attacks can occur in everyday contexts (e.g., work, leisure). 
Commuters appear vigilant and are shown as being aware of the threats. The use of shadowing consistently 
implies the threatening items or individuals in the ‘dark’, and the commuters in the ‘light’, implying their 
place on the ‘moral side’. Sharp tonal contrast helps focus attention on key details. The threats (human 
or object) are foregrounded, as opposed to the background ‘citizen surveillant’ (Salerno, 2016). When 
reporting to police or transport staff , the commuter and staff member are shown side by side, visually 
representing the authority-public partnership SiSiS seeks to convey.

 ● Reception - in some assets, the prompt question about the suspicious behaviour is the primary focus with 
the SiSiS text secondary. This balance arguably better denotes the practical application of thought to action. 
Moreover, it perhaps portrays a more active commuter role, conveying the urgency of thinking and acting. 

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/
 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-national-rail-security-campaign-starts-today-see-it-say-it-sorted
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These posters address concerns that commuters may have in reporting something (“Don’t be afraid to tell 
us”), an issue borne out in past research (Pearce et al., 2020). While phone numbers are supplied in the 
text, the accompanying visuals depict in-person reporting. Past research (Thomas et al., 2020) suggests 
confidential anonymous channels are usually preferred, unless pre-existing trustful relations are in place. 
Comments in all seven focus groups indicated that the SiSiS tagline is memorable, in part because it is 
alliterative and concise. The suspicious behaviour examples depicted are clear and unambiguous, although 
this does not automatically guarantee confidence or skill in spotting them (see Alsop et al, 2021). By 
contrast, the directives to inform ‘staff’ are more open to interpretation. This carries a risk that concerns 
may be passed to someone without the training or knowledge to respond appropriately or adequately. This 
is born out in feedback from multiple focus groups, and is supported by Pearce et al.’s (2020) study that 
showed citizens reporting concerns to staff working in cafes within train stations.

 ● Tying in the theory - perhaps for visual clarity and focus, every asset shows empty transport settings 
with only one commuter and perpetrator. However, past evaluations, including of SiSiS, found people 
tend to feel less at risk in quieter, spacious places (Alsop et al, 2021), and also less vigilant in familiar 
places (Keenan, 2018). Therefore, the clear depiction of a threat in these sterile, quiet locations challenges 
these implicit beliefs. Moreover, the depiction of a single person perpetrator may seek to enforce the risk 
of ‘lone actor’ attackers, associated with several high impact terrorist attacks in recent years. The assets 
also directly engage the audience to question potentially suspicious behaviour e.g. ‘Have they left a bag 
unattended?’. The use of ‘they’ discursively separates the commuter and potential attacker, creating an ‘us 
and them’ distinction; a commonly used linguistic device, signalling solidarity and social identification 
versus difference and othering (Dolea, 2018; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Figure 2 (continued): selected examples of SiSiS poster assets.

2. ACT
Launched initially in 20174, The Action Counters 
Terrorism (ACT) campaign includes both video and 
print media assets. These form part of a toolkit of 
resources for regional police communication teams, 
for use alongside locally produced messaging tailored 
from content supplied by Counter Terrorism Policing. 
The frame analysis focused on two extended videos 
and an accompanying set of micro videos, together 
with three posters5. The same core message runs 
across all the assets – a call to action as part of a bigger 
community effort to ‘defeat’ terrorism.

4  www.gov.uk/government/news/action-counters-terrorism
5  For consistency, focus group participants only viewed posters across all three campaigns, in an effort to avoid ‘medium effects’ in responses to the assets we 
introduced as discussion stimuli. In the frame analysis, we have selected video stills to portray, in our minds, the most impactful assets, and the fundamental character 
of the ACT campaign.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/action-counters-terrorism
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What's happening here?

 ● Transmission –  a male character is 
observed in public places acting suspiciously 
(e.g., disposing of empty hazardous liquid 
cannisters, stocking up on weaponry). By 
showing the scenarios as seen through the 
eyes of witnesses (mixed genders, ages, 
ethnicities), the emphasis is that individual 
citizens going about their daily lives play 
a role in remaining vigilant and responsive 
to suspicious behaviour and the threat of 
terrorism. The closing scenes show police 
interception of the suspicious character, 
demonstrating a positive outcome from public 
reporting. This provides encouragement to 
hesitant observers of the value of reporting, 
and adds to the narrative of success through 
collective endeavour and vigilance. This focus 
on the ‘insider’ contrasts with the ‘outsider’ 
focus of SiSiS. 

 ● Reception – while for consistency across 
campaigns, focus groups only viewed two 
posters and not the campaign video assets, 
general feedback demonstrated that the core 
takeaways were about acting on concerns in 
the interests of helping communities and CT 
policing, and that any concerns would be kept 
confidential.

Feedback on the posters indicated that text-heavy assets struggle to capture attention. The video assets are not 
only arguably more engaging and effective in addressing key issues and means of reporting, they also only 
use text very sparingly as prompts. In one poster (see appendix 2) concerns were also raised about centrally 
placing a white man as the ‘reporter’, given the sensitivities around being seen to typecast either reporters or 
suspects, given stereotypes of ‘what terrorists look like’. The video assets navigate this issue in different ways. 
The ‘Action Counters Terrorism’ video asset shows only the suspect, making the visual focus their actions 
rather than their identifying features or personhood. The ‘Life Has No Rewind’ asset pre-empts the issue by 
portraying a diverse set of observer-reporters of different genders and ethnicities.
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3. SECURITY ON YOUR SIDE
We analysed five assets from the not yet publicly 
launched Security On Your Side (SOYS) campaign, 
depicting different urban scenes and typical urban 
protective measures, such as CCTV, security dogs, 
plain clothes police officers. 

 ● Tying in the theory – the tone across this campaign is one of collective social responsibility and plays 
to the viewers own potential sense of regret from inaction, and the ‘warm glow’ that taking action may 
provide (Erlandsson et al., 2016). The two full length ACT video assets are also split into a series of 
shorter video assets (around 20 seconds). Addressing the apathy challenges of the ‘bystander effect’ 
(Darley & Bibb Latané, 1968) and the ‘embarrassed bystander’ (Zoccola et al, 2011), these shorter 
assets emphasise vigilance and reporting something that doesn’t feel right. The text overlays (‘trust your 
instincts’, ‘you won’t be wasting our time’) support this. These reassurance messages are confidence-
boosting phrases designed to encourage vigilant observers to overcome their hesitancy and trust their sense 
that something is amiss, supporting a more general framing of the ‘communities defeat terrorism’ concept 
that every effort counts in the bigger collective approach to addressing terrorism threats.

Figure 3 (continued): selected frames from ACT ‘Action Counters Terrorism’ 

Figure 4: selected examples of SOYS poster assets
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Figure 4 (continued): selected examples of SOYS poster assets

What's happening here?

 ● Transmission – the circular frame and foregrounded vehicle are repeated motifs. Regarding the vehicle, 
this may simply be a means of adding visual depth using a normal object, but may be drawing attention 
to the vehicle (driver) as a potential terrorist threat. The circular frame can be relatively neutral and 
benign (a porthole window), but could also intimate a sniper’s crosshairs, significantly changing the 
tone.

 ● Reception – these assets are sufficiently and perhaps deliberately ambiguous, such that they can be read 
as either reassurance or deterrence focused, and this was repeatedly reflected in the discussion across 
the focus groups. The labelling of protective measures can also be read in opposing ways, depending 
on whether assets are being used for public reassurance, or deterrence, where the emphatic language 
around security measures and the inference of unseen others is strongly suggestive. However, this 
messaging contradicts the pacifying aesthetics, further adding to the overall ambiguity. Practitioner 
interviews confirmed that the primary intention was deterrence, with public reassurance envisaged as a 
positive secondary effect. There is, however, a concern that already cynical publics may become further 
distrusting when messaging is ambiguous, as intimated in the focus groups in discussion of the ‘real 
reason’ for such measures being about public surveillance. 

The distinctive pastel palette and vintage picture-book aesthetic is visually reassuring and calming. It 
activates a sense of nostalgia, which has been found to attract positive responses, greater attentiveness 
and message persuasiveness (Muehling & Pascal, 2012, p114). The styling evokes (arguably ‘safer’) past 
times which some focus group participants found unrealistic, but the settings – particularly the bridge/
skyscraper city horizon scene, and stadium street scene – are contemporary and presumably strategically 
chosen as known, high profile targets of terrorist threat. Irrespective of the vintage styling, the assets 
‘speak’ to the broadest possible audience by using figures representing a diverse multicultural society and 
modern reference items (mobile phones, CCTV cameras, LGBTQ+ Pride flag).

 ● Tying in the theory – the ambiguity around the reassurance and/or deterrence purpose of these assets 
reflects the visibility-invisibility dynamic central to the dual deterrence and reassurance priorities for 
policing public spaces (Cook & Whowell, 2011).
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CONCEPTS AND THEORY
The frame analysis of the principal communications 
assets has started to illuminate some of the 
similarities and differences between the three 
campaigns. The salience of this is that it highlights 
how CT public messaging campaigns can adopt 
different approaches in terms of target audiences, 
the behaviours they are seeking to influence and 
prompt, and the specific strategic communication 
techniques aligned to these. This notwithstanding 
however, at a more conceptual level there are some 
common features that run across them. 

Visually all three campaigns, to varying extents, 
frame the terrorism threat to be countered in 
terms of ordinary, routine and mundane settings. 
The message connoted is that the risks of terror 
attacks are not to be understood as exceptional, but 
rather arise in normal circumstances. This reflects 
how although terror attacks remain relatively rare 
events, they do arise in routine contexts. Moreover, 
this focus may reflect the aforementioned trend, 
where complex ‘spectacular’ plots have become 
less frequent compared with attacks closer in 
their design and delivery to violent crimes. As 
such, a key task for the messaging campaigns is to 
persuade their audience of the need to be alert to the 
possibility that the ordinary scenes and settings they 
are navigating in their everyday lives could contain 
risks and threats. 

That said, each campaign also highlights specific 
aspects of these ordinary scenes that it wants the 
public to attend to. The substance of the threats 
is implicitly rather than explicitly rendered. In 
the SiSiS campaign this is, for example, in the 
form of an unattended bag, whereas for SOYS 
it is the protective security measures built into 
the environment. The third component to the 
communications is the highlighting of counter-
measures that affect the threat. In two of the 

campaigns – SiSiS and ACT - these are behaviours 
that members of the public can take, whereas in 
SOYS the action has been taken by the authorities. 
It is notable that some of these cues and indications 
are quite subtle, but a key point of the messaging 
is to set out how and why they are anomalous in 
some way, such that they warrant concern. For the 
purposes of this report, we are especially interested 
in understanding how processes of normalisation 
and anomalisation are accomplished, interpreting 
these as two pivotal techniques in the design and 
delivery of CT public messaging campaigns. This 
interplay between elements of the messaging aimed 
at the ‘normalisation’ of the terror threat, whilst 
simultaneously engaging in ‘anomalisation’ in 
terms of constructing potential threat indicators 
embedded within a scene that on the surface appears 
to conform to orderly and ‘normal’ appearances, 
appears to be the defining quality of this particular 
type of CT strategic communications campaign.

In terms of deconstructing what is going on in these 
depictions, notions of normality and normalisation, 
and how such cognitive and affective states are 
disrupted, are important. The sociologist Erving 
Goffman is best known for his high resolution 
studies of ‘the interaction order’ - how people behave 
and organise their conduct when in the presence of 
others. In his essay ‘Normal Appearances’, Goffman 
(1971) attends to the ways aspects of the settings and 
situations in which interactions occur, conditions 
what people do. Specifically, he highlights how there 
are an array of rituals, rhythms and routines that are 
associated with what is understood as ‘normal’ for 
situations of a particular type. The performance of 
which are important for conveying that the setting 
is orderly. In the process he also documents how 
and why breaches of this situated orderliness occur. 
As he describes it, people are routinely scanning 
their environments for indicators of risk or threat 
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to the state of orderliness. These take two principal 
forms: signals of alarm are based upon monitoring 
the conduct of other social actors in the scene, and 
picking up on any cues that they may be troubled 
or concerned; signals for alarm, in contrast are 
experienced more directly as threat perceptions.

Goffman’s work in this regard has had substantive 
influence on Innes’ (2014) empirical studies of 
signal crimes, signal disorder and control signals, 
and Vaughan’s (1996) ‘normalisation of deviance’ 
construct. Innes’ work on signal crimes contends 
that not all crime and disorder incidents impact upon 
and affect public perceptions and understandings of 
crime, order and safety. Instead, there are certain 
‘signal events’ that have a defined influence upon 
how people, think, feel and act with regards to their 
safety, and what is and is not interpreted as normal 
across particular settings and situations. This applies 
equally to terrorist risks and threats.

In the context of the present study, Vaughan’s concept 
of the ‘normalisation of deviance’ is important for 
integrating a processual dimension. She empirically 
evidences how groups of workers at NASA did not 
interpret potential warning signals as indicators of 
a growing danger in the lead up to the Challenger 
Space Shuttle disaster, instead, as a result of gradual 
cultural processes, they tolerated the risk signals and 
accepted them. The point to be derived from both of 
these studies is that what is constructed as ‘normal’ 
and what indicates risk is not stable or constant across 
social space and time. Rather, it shifts and evolves. 
This helps to frame our conceptual understanding 
of what is going on in the communications assets 
that have been assessed through a frame analytic 
perspective in the passages above. Each of the three 
campaigns, as part of its messaging, seeks to embed 
the potential risk or threat to be countered, within a 
‘normal’ or ordinary setting. 

Layered on to this, is a third aspect of normalisation 
that is relevant to how CT communication campaigns 
are being constructed by practitioners and received 
by the public. In his analysis of terrorism and 

propaganda, Altheide (2009) discusses how the 
circulation of narratives by governments and media 
have served to “normalize the terrorist condition” 
(p.286). Additionally pertinent to the present study, 
however, is Altheide’s contention that within this 
condition, “advertising, entertainment, and popular 
culture becomes taken-for-granted as a ‘normal 
form’ of communication” (p. 294). 

This introduces another variable of normalisation 
for CT communication campaigns: not only do 
campaigns have to strike the right balance between 
normal and anomaly in terms of communicating 
terrorist risks and threats in everyday contexts, 
but they must both ‘fit’ and be captivating – 
different – enough to attract attention within this 
wider ‘promotional culture’ (Davis, 2007; 2013). 
Government communication of all kinds now 
competes in an arena where strategic communication, 
advertising, marketing and public relations activities 
and techniques are routinely deployed by public and 
private entities. One consequence of a promotional 
culture is that information becomes essentially 
another ‘product’ in the consumer marketplace. 
This presents a tension in that by competing 
in the crowded information marketplace, these 
‘normal communication’ campaigns, may lose their 
distinctive draw as signals of alarm. By adhering to 
the professional and mediatised logics of strategic 
communication, CT campaigns risk becoming 
viewed as, in the words of one focus group 
participant, ‘just advertising’. 

In the rest of this report, we want to develop these 
two concepts of normalisation and anomalisation 
and the interplay between them, to evidence the 
extent that they afford particular analytic purchase 
in understanding how and why public-facing CT 
strategic communications campaigns are envisaged to 
work. Ultimately, we claim that there is a dialectic of 
normalisation and anomalisation being deployed to 
shape and guide how members of the public perceive 
and understand potential threats of terror attacks. 
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CAMPAIGNS AND THEIR RECEPTION

NORMALISATION
Informed by the conceptual discussions of 
normalisation outlined above, it is possible to define 
it as a process whereby the previously unusual or 
exceptional are translated into accepted and expected 
events. As will be drawn out in the following discussion, 
this process of conversion can be both intended and 
unintended. In its intentional form, normalisation 
involves inducing a desired state such as the acceptance 
of terrorism risk in everyday places, which promotes 
public vigilance. Equally importantly however, there is 
recognition of a possibility of unintentionally inducing 
a situation where people cognitively and emotionally 
disengage from messages being transmitted.

Across focus group discussions with members of 
the public, there were a variety of opinions and 
perspectives offered on the desirability, aesthetics and 
effectiveness of the different campaigns, and of CT 
strategic communication in general. The presence of 
this variety and diversity is important in acknowledging 
the challenges that confront those engaged in the design 
and delivery of such campaigns. This notwithstanding, 
analysis of the empirical data informed by the principal 
concepts of normalisation and anomalisation, does 
suggest some key patterns, in terms of how specific 
facets of a communication induces an effect upon 
audience behaviour, or perception. 

‘HABITUALISED NORMALISATION’  

Habitualised normalisation describes how the 
repetition of a message, or a communicative tactic 
associated with it, functions to normalise it, increasing 
its familiarity and therefore acceptance by the audience. 
This is particularly impactful when it is encountered in 
the same places and situations as part of individuals’ 
routines and everyday rituals. Ultimately, this may 
lead public understanding to see whatever is being 

conveyed as an accepted and almost intrinsic aspect 
of the situation. However, there is always an attendant 
risk of over-use, resulting in the message just fading 
into the background noise of everyday life, such that 
its intended targets have ‘tuned out’. 

That normalisation is an aim of CT strategic 
communication campaigns was confirmed in the 
interviews with practitioners. A number of them talked 
about the importance of establishing and sustaining 
‘the drumbeat’ of CT messaging. Their perception 
was that in a crowded information environment, CT 
messages are competing for audience attention, and 
so need to be constantly pushed if they are to exert 
sufficient influence to make a difference. This logic has 
clearly underpinned the use of SiSiS and ACT, which 
are long-standing campaigns. As one practitioner 
reflected regarding SiSiS:

“That, kind of, frequency of messaging 
that you get on the trains and the fact that 
it's almost like a jingle that everybody 
hears when they're on the underground…
in terms of it being a catchy campaign 
that people are aware of, yes, I think 
it has done that more than any of the 
campaigns…it's almost like those, kind 
of, TV adverts that have the really catchy 
jingle that we all, kind of, know, but 
would we ever go and actually buy the 
product or go to wherever it's telling us 
to? Probably not. So, yes, it does create an 
awareness to an extent but whether that 
awareness translates into action, yes, I'm 
not entirely convinced by that.” 

(P10, England)
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This extract neatly elaborates the sense in which 
the ‘drumbeat’ to CT communications was seen 
as important. Equally important though is the 
equivocation about the ultimate impact that creeps 
into the concluding phrase. The SiSiS campaign was 
praised by practitioners for getting the campaign design 
“fundamentals right” (P9, England) - a clear, concise 
message and call to action and a memorable slogan 
- and this was, overall, confirmed by focus group 
feedback. The fact that the train network is policy 
mandated to play the SiSiS audio announcements was 
considered paramount to its public traction. However, 
there was acknowledgement that its constant repetition 
was found to be irritating by some members of the 
public. Consequently, it was also perceived as suffering 
from over-use, which was degrading its overall impact. 

Similar sentiments and perceptions were conveyed 
in the focus groups, extending the point to the 
normalisation of the campaigns into the fabric of 
everyday lives:

“It's a bit irritating but I think maybe it's 
because some of us hear it so often that 
it's become virtually clichéd and it's lost 
any, sort of, significant meaning because 
we hear it so often.” 

(London – Urban, Male, 50, White)

“There is a possibility that message just 
becomes part of the everyday you know, 
like the stations that are read out…it's 
being absorbed without you actually 
acting upon it. I realise that there's a 
phrase, and it's the same three words 
repeated to, sort of, stick in your mind, 
but if it was slightly altered, it might have 
more impact.” 

(Yorkshire – Rural, Male, 48, White)

Individuals discussed both irritation at hearing SiSiS 
repeatedly and their consequent disengagement from 
the message altogether. This is consistent with the 

key dilemma encountered by advertisers in getting the 
right balance between ‘wear in’ and ‘wear out’ effects 
(Schmidt and Eisend, 2015) of repetitive advertising 
as a means of capturing audience attention. Albeit 
mostly based on student samples, Schmidt and Eisend 
(2015) found that maximising exposure to advertising 
through increased frequency is advantageous over low 
frequency, but that positive repetition effects decay 
over time. Effects were also found to be contingent 
on a range of factors such as personal involvement, 
brand and specific advert awareness, and surrounding  
competition in the advertising space. Relatedly, Graton 
and Mailiez (2019), based upon a review of the ‘guilt 
appeal’ literature, contend that the amount of attention 
caused by one’s emotional reaction to a message is 
a better predictor of message effectiveness than the 
emotional response itself; in other words, the longer 
you pay attention to a message, the more inclined you 
may be to not only recall it but to translate that recall 
into the desired attitude and behaviour. In terms of 
SiSiS, it appears people are not generally attending to 
the message for any length of time anymore. 

Our findings show that most of the London-based 
participants had previous experience of one or all of 
the SiSiS assets and/or the audio messages. This is not 
unimportant inasmuch as it suggests the campaign had 
achieved ‘cut through’ with the public, but was also a 
‘sticky message’ in terms of audience recall. 

However, it is equally fair to say that in other focus 
groups awareness was much less consistent, with many 
participants claiming they had not seen the materials, or 
had only ever seen them in London. Some specifically 
commented that although they maybe hadn’t seen the 
campaign assets, they had heard the audio message. 
This perhaps suggests that, in a visually crowded space 
typical in public transport settings, the audio message 
may have an advantage in standing out and being 
noticed, rather than fading into the background as the 
visual assets might do. However, comments from those 
with knowledge of the slogan suggested that the audio 
messaging was not immune to the risk of triggering 
disengagement through over-exposure.
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In any case, an additional reason why such effects are 
difficult to ascertain was expressed by a member of the 
focus group conducted in London, who said:

“I think a lot of people kind of suspend 
those thoughts of terrorism because they 
need to do things, they need to use the 
public transport, they need to do lots 
of things to facilitate their life. If they 
dwelled too much on the thought of a 
terrorist attack it would stop them from 
functioning.” 

(London – Urban, Female, 54, Asian) 

As this respondent implies there is a certain sense 
of cognitive and affective self-protection in play, in 
terms of how, when and why people are willing to 
think about their exposure to terrorist threats. It is a 
sentiment that resonates strongly with Goffman’s work 
on ‘normal appearances’, where he describes how the 
cognitive and emotional load of being on a ‘heightened 
state of alert’ is too high for most people to sustain 
over an extended period of time. 

Looking across both the practitioner interviews and 
public focus groups, however, there was a clear sense 
that SiSiS was perceived as the most effective of the 
campaigns exemplifying the significance of recurrent 
influence techniques that result in habitualised 
normalisation. 

‘LOCALISED NORMALISATION’  

Repetition of a CT message is clearly a key technique 
for seeking to influence public behaviour and sense-
making. However, it was not the only mechanism 
involved. Whether a message ‘landed’ in terms of its 
interpretation and engagement by audiences, or not, 
was also strongly influenced by their local context and 
situation. Given the terrorism and conflict history of 
Northern Ireland, it is unsurprising that the workings 
of this localised normalisation were most apparent 

6  A key example was: I Wanna Be Like You (1993 Northern Ireland advert) - YouTube

there, but this finding was also detectable in non-urban 
areas across England and Wales, although underpinned 
by different experiences. 

It was a key thread of the conversation that took 
place in the two Northern Ireland focus groups that 
Northern Ireland’s history of conflict and the collective 
memories associated with this, shaped the ways 
contemporary messaging campaigns were interpreted. 
In terms of the local situational influences upon 
whether a process of normalisation gains traction, 
several focus group respondents spontaneously started 
talking about both recent counter-terrorism campaigns 
related to paramilitarism and older campaigns from the 
1990s6. One individual explained:

“It was about a young boy who idolised 
his dad but his dad was, like, an IRA man 
or a UDR man, whatever way you want 
to look at it. And his dad ended up shot 
dead and stuff and it showed him being 
buried. God, the advert hasn't been on 
TV in years. But I think that advert stuck 
in everybody's head.” 

(Northern Ireland – Rural, Female, 42, White)

These CT campaign-specific recollections were limited 
to the Northern Ireland focus groups. By contrast, 
other focus groups sporadically referred to historical 
high-impact road safety campaigns, but did not express 
comparable recollections of specific previous CT 
campaigns. Where mention was made by focus groups 
respondents in England and Wales, it was not tied to a 
specific campaign, but discussed in general terms:

“Back from the 1970s, those of us of 
a certain age, because of the IRA…it 
was always, 'Be careful of unattended 
luggage,' we've been given that message 
for a long time.” 

(Cardiff – Urban, Female, 59, White)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5x-m2YPcIZg
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According to their shared recollections of such 
campaigns, these historic campaigns in Northern 
Ireland and more recent campaigns produced 
specifically for screening in Northern Ireland are 
noticeably more graphic and violent than the SiSiS, 
ACT and SOYS assets they were being asked to review: 

“I personally know those [recent] 
adverts that Nicola was talking about…I 
was actually traumatized… so graphic 
and so barbaric…But yes, that's all 
it is - reality. And I think we can't be 
shocking enough.” 

(Northern Ireland – Rural, Female, 50, White)

As they described it, in the context of Northern 
Ireland where terrorism and paramilitary related 
violence has become familiar and fairly routine, 
enhancing the emotional impact of CT messaging 
was necessary to get ‘cut through’ and capture the 
public’s attention. The fact that even decades after 
the earlier campaigns, these are still the unprompted 
reference point for comparison, suggest it may have 
had a certain kind of effectiveness in this regard. That 
said, it was also clear that a number of those who 
had viewed such campaigns found them upsetting 
and disturbing. There is also the issue, as discussed 
by some Northern Ireland practitioners, about what 
the call to action is in these kinds of campaigns, 
and whether they may re-traumatise those who are 
actually vulnerable to, or have directly been affected 
by, paramilitarism. At the same time practitioners 
commented about the risk of the campaigns feeling 
too removed to people watching from the privileged 
position of having no lived experience of such crimes 
– they are thus neither normal, nor relevant threats, 
prompting disengagement from the message. These 
points also resonate with comments from Northern 
Ireland group participants that distinguished between 
local paramilitarism and ‘terrorism’ as characterised 
by that seen in other parts of the UK:

“You grow up with it [paramilitarism], 
you hear it on the TV, you don't pass any 
remarks on it because it's the same thing 
over and over and over again. It just gets 
repetitive if you know what I mean. Like, 
you hear on the TV, you know, somebody 
in Belfast or something has been shot you 
know. And you're sitting there [thinking], 
well, he wasn't shot for nothing, if you 
know what I mean. That sort of thing 
we've grown up with in this country…
They don't go out shooting innocent 
people. They still shouldn't be doing it, 
but they don't go out shooting innocent 
people. It's something we've grown up 
with. You hear it on the TV and you go, 
'Well, that’s the same thing we've heard 
for the past twenty years,' you know. So, 
I don't think in this country really there 
is a way they could spice it [campaign 
messaging] up, because you're going to 
hear and it's going to go, ah well sure, 
we've heard that ten times over.” 

(Northern Ireland – Urban, Male, 27, White)

Normalisation processes here work to entrench an 
acceptance of paramilitarism as a kind of social 
problem, that sometimes has legitimate underpinnings, 
rather than an imminent terrorist threat. 

A second iteration in terms of how the context in 
which a campaign is delivered shapes audience 
reception and sense-making, related to how in rural 
areas the CT threat message is so out of place that 
people were minded to ignore it.  Participants across 
all focus groups tended to see terrorist threat as a more 
normalised part of urban, rather than rural settings, 
with London recognised as a particular hotspot 
prompting public vigilance: 

“Oh, I don't think I would have that on my 
radar at all in Yorkshire. I think it a very, 
sort of, London-centric thing…tourist 
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attractions, things that are perceived to 
be of value that you might want to blow 
up, or you might want to target. You're 
not going to target trees and Help the 
Aged, are you?” 

(London – Urban, Female, 29, White)

While the urban-rural distinction is critical in the 
perceived ‘normal appearance’ of terrorism, the 
‘hyperlocal’ context plays a strong role, in that 
particular areas even within urban locations were 
considered relatively ‘safe’: 

“I don't feel like I have to be concerned 
that much because I don't really go into 
central London, and central London 
does tend to be where all of the incidents 
happen, do you know what I mean? 
London Bridge, Westminster, like, 
nothing's happening in Brixton or in 
Wimbledon.”

(London – Urban, Female, 29, Black)

While this presents a challenge in terms of seeking 
public engagement, the potential to raise undue alarm 
is another important issue for practitioners focused on 
rural areas and the perception that CT communication 
in these areas can feel, not just out of place, but even 
threatening to publics, as one practitioner recounted:

“Particularly tend to find the more rural 
forces that can be quite nervous about 
referring to terrorism…I think they 
worry that it's going to scare the public 
if they say we're bringing a counter-
terrorism tactic to [for example] the rural 
idyll of Norfolk. And people say why? 
Even though our message will always 
be, you know it can happen anywhere. 
It might not be the attack happening 
there, but someone might be planning an 
attack that you know, that sort of thing 
and people don't kind of tend to see that 

bigger picture, and we probably haven't 
done a thorough job of communicating 
that in a way that it tends to be at the 
front of people’s mind.” 

(P2, England)

There is therefore a two-pronged tension here in terms 
of engaging-reassuring publics, whilst also tailoring 
campaign messages to different locales, without 
diffusing and diluting the message to the point of 
insignificance. One tactic discussed in this respect was 
to communicate successful local disruptions so as to 
personalise and make relevant the wider threat message. 

Another increasingly important way to normalise 
such communications and cut through  hyperlocal 
sensemaking barriers, is to target them on a far more 
personalised and dynamic basis -  social media is 
increasingly the medium that individuals have with 
them wherever they are. This tool was especially 
important for younger members of the public, for 
whom targeted (social) media driven approaches 
generated more awareness than general public 
messaging on posters:

“Utilising social media is a really good 
idea. Like ads on TikTok feeds and 
Instagram feeds tend to be the ones people 
pick up on more, or like the beginning of 
YouTube videos. That's what people are 
seeing these days because adverts between 
like TV shows aren't watched as much 
because people record and fast forward.” 

(Cardiff – Urban, Female, 20, White)

There was also a general appreciation of the need to 
target campaigns to different audiences with different 
message framing and through different mediums, in 
line with generational and social norms in accessing 
information. The challenge of reaching younger 
people was thus a recurring discussion point amongst 
practitioners:
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“We don't reach these [younger] 
audiences, let alone influence them…
we're very good at getting in the Daily 
Telegraph and on Radio 4…So I think 
there's a big question for us about 
channels. And then about the tone and 
style of our messaging as well.” 

(P11, England)

The need to ‘localise’ communication and make it 
personally relevant to publics through audience and 
area segmentation, while at the same time not diluting 
the message that terrorism risks and threats are 
anywhere and ever-present is a recurring tension for 
practitioners involved in designing and delivering CT 
messaging campaigns.  

ANOMALISATION
In terms of the conceptual apparatus that we are 
constructing to inform the empirical analysis of the CT 
strategic communications campaigns, ‘anomalisation’ 
represents a second and differently oriented 
communicative technique.  Whereas normalisation 
centres on making the extraordinary or unusual appear 
or feel ordinary or more routine, anomalisation is the 
act of selectively highlighting particular facets of a 
scene that may seem familiar and making them seem 
‘out of place’ and signals for alarm and concern.

‘SPECIFIC ANOMALISATION’ 

‘Specific anomalisation’ involves trying to isolate 
particular combinations of factors, that appear on the 
surface to be normal, suggesting the occurrence of this 
specific combination is a signal for alarm. The ability 
of any one of the campaigns to address the broad range 
of terrorist threats was mentioned by both practitioners 
and members of the focus groups. In the case of SiSiS, 
predominantly focusing on the tools of terrorism (the 
unattended bag, the mobile phone being used for 
surveillance, the knife) rather than the consequences 
of terrorism (a bomb explosion, a knife attack, a 

poisoning) made the focus on objects. By contrast, 
people often felt more inclined to act and more able to 
get a sense of problems / ‘a gut feeling’ about unusual 
or suspicious behaviour: 

“For me it would be more the way someone 
is behaving, I think that would be more 
suspicious for me. If, for example, I was 
to see a bag, I wouldn't necessarily think 
something negative, I would just be thinking 
someone has left something. So, for me 
it would be more maybe how someone is 
acting, if they're acting a bit dodgy.” 

(London – Urban, Female, 24, Black)

However, despite being an equally common item, 
seeing a bag which was left unattended in a public place 
was more readily perceived as a threat, comparatively 
speaking. For the Northern Ireland focus groups this 
was repeatedly referred to as a habitual suspicion of 
the association between abandoned bags and bombs, 
derived from years of living through violent conflict. 
Prompted by the SiSiS campaign asset, one participant 
explained: 

“I think, to live in a state of terrorism, 
when you're speaking to people in 
Northern Ireland over a certain age, 
we have vast experience of nearly a 
normalisation of it. There is a degree 
of the unusual, in the sense that it's not 
something - an unattended bag is quite 
an innocuous thing, in a public place, yet 
when there is a threat attached to it, it 
becomes a very dangerous thing.” 

(Northern Ireland – Urban, Male, 58, White)

This was also mentioned in the Cardiff focus group 
as a long-time association between abandoned bags 
and IRA bombs. For the Northern Ireland participants 
as well as across the other focus groups, suspicions 
about bags were linked to known terrorist events, with 
extensive reference to the more recent Manchester 
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Arena bomb in this context. There is an element of 
the paradoxical here then, in that on the one hand, 
threat is potentially everywhere, attached to normal 
objects and normal places, but in being ‘everywhere’, 
threat is at the same time, nowhere. Herein lies an 
example of Goffman’s ‘frame trap’ which captures 
these paradoxical qualities. Misztal (2001) discusses 
the issue in a way that has particular resonance in the 
perception of threat and risk when normalised, and the 
spillover for public vigilance:

“A frame trap means that what is 
"abnormal" is framed as "the real" 
and consequently, it is confirmed as 
"normal" (Goffman 1974:480). As 
people become suspicious of those 
indicators that ordinarily pacify them, 
long-term consequences of a frame 
trap can leave individuals unsure as to 
what is happening around them. A lack 
of capacity and resources to see or to 
combat incorrect interpretive frameworks 
leads people to attach wrong meanings to 
all occurrences.”

(p.321)

Tied to this, was the concern, across all focus groups, 
about misidentifying certain issues and scenarios 
and the consequences of that potential mistake. A 
key concern was wasting police time. The ACT 
campaign emphasises that reporters “won’t be wasting 
our time”. This was welcomed among focus groups 
as giving reassurance to hesitant reporters. Making 
potential terrorism scenarios and situations feel 
more tangible and increasing inclination to report 
them was also discussed by a number of the groups, 
generating suggestions for how this might be done – 
a strong theme of which was around demonstrating 
responsiveness and the specific outcomes of reporting: 

“Some kind of stats are quite helpful, 
as well, to bring things to life. So, you 
know, whatever, 100 reports from x, 
y and z people in the public helped to 

get however many amounts of people 
in the UK monitored or imprisoned or 
protected from whatever. You know, 
some kind of something that, kind of, 
brings it to life that is a motivator…
rather than just instructing us, like, 'Do 
this.' We need the 'Why?'” 

(London – Urban, Female, 31, Black).

Compounding this was the acknowledgement that 
taking the time to recognise potential threat was not 
always practical in fast-paced modern life. 

‘AGENDA-SETTING ANOMALISATION’

When making judgements about whether perceived 
anomalies are legitimate causes for concern, 
individuals lean on high profile incidents in their 
sensemaking. Certain events can be ‘agenda-setting’ 
on public perceptions of terrorism risks and threats 
- borrowing McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) term for 
explaining how the media can influence the salience 
that particular issues have in the public sphere through 
priming and framing effects. The Manchester Arena 
bomb was a singular signal crime that was talked about 
by every focus group as particularly harrowing, given 
its direct targeting of “mums and their kids” (Northern 
Ireland – Rural, Female, 42, White) and as prompting 
vigilance in crowded places such as stadiums. 

Public awareness of terrorism risks and threats is 
heightened during the wake of an attack, before a 
return to normality. Acknowledging this, practitioners 
appreciated that in the aftermath of a terrorist attack, 
campaign communications could be ramped up for 
better cut-through of the message, while gradually, this 
task becomes more difficult as time passes:

“It sounds awful, but capitalising on 
those moments after something has 
happened, when it's in the public 
conscience, is really important.”

(P4, England)
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Focus group participants, particularly those living in 
London, concurred that they felt most vulnerable and 
alert to risks during these times.

However, again in somewhat contradictory terms, 
while capturing public consciousness, these type of 
events were considered so dramatic and exceptional 
that their likelihood was still considered low, with 
common statements being:

“I think we are all aware it's really 
quite unusual and even though we see 
it happen in London the chances of you 
being involved in it are quite slim. So, I 
don't think we go around, you know, in 
a state of fear.” 

(London – Urban, Male, 43, White) 

This concurs with Vaughan’s (1996) explanation of 
how deviance can be tolerated and explained away 
when it is viewed as an “idiosyncratic incident” (p161). 
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WHY IS COMMUNICATION PRODUCED 
AND RECEIVED LIKE THIS? 

WIDER ATMOSPHERICS 
SHAPING NORMALISATION 
AND ANOMALISATION
So far, we have presented empirical findings on public 
reactions to campaign assets and messages. The 
following section presents data on the wider contextual 
factors that appear to shape and influence these 
reactions to CT strategic communication campaigns 
specifically, and to CT messaging more widely. As 
with the previous section, these factors relate to both 
the production logics and practice surrounding public 
facing CT communication campaigns, as well as to the 
wider atmospherics that inform public perceptions of 
this kind of strategic communication. 

OVERLAPPING AND OUTBIDDING 
DYNAMICS IN CT COMMUNICATION

As suggested in the theoretical discussion, the impact 
of the normalisation of a wider promotional culture 
and the practice of government communication 
operating within this has particular implications for the 
production and reception of CT messaging campaigns. 
Government communication is, at least theoretically, 
distinct from other kinds of strategic communication, 
advertising, marketing, and public relations given its 
public service basis. The appropriation of methods and 
techniques from such historically commercial arenas, 
introduces logics and norms of practice that can be 
both useful and problematic, and in both respects 
informs the enactment of normalisation. These can 
be useful in capturing audience attention, through 
improved visual appeal or technological innovations 
for reach and evaluation, but our data also suggests that 
these logics cannot be translated unproblematically.   

‘FAME TRAPS’ 
Fame traps encapsulate the finding that there are 
various CT communications, ‘owned’ and managed 
by different parts of government, which can lead to 
overlap and competition between these campaigns, to 
be the most well-known, or ‘famous’. This is evident 
in the previous discussion regarding SiSiS. A fame 
focus however, can inadvertently jeopardise public 
engagement with any singular campaign. Individual 
campaigns have different brandings, different messages 
and calls to action, various mediums of reporting, but 
often occupy similar physical spaces and are trying to 
reach the same end-user audiences. This induces a risk 
of diluting the potency of individual campaigns. One 
practitioner explained this common sentiment: 

“Everyone wants to achieve the same 
thing, but we're all doing it in slightly 
different ways and maybe that can be 
confusing…there doesn't seem to be that 
kind of overarching narrative you know 
around it - everyone is telling slightly 
different stories.” 

(P2, England)

There was strong acknowledgement among the 
practitioner community of the need to get structural, 
role and policy clarification around how (and which) 
campaigns should operate, to avoid ‘outbidding’ 
each other. Buy-in from political and security 
leadership is critical in this respect, according to 
practitioner interviewees.

Reflecting this concern, focus group discussants did 
describe being bombarded with so many materials, it 
became hard to distinguish between them and engage 
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with any one of them effectively. For example, one 
participant commented: 

“I would wonder about the fact that there 
are so many different, kind of, specifics 
coming out in the different posters, that it 
could be quite confusing. And forgive me, 
I'm not assuming people are stupid in any 
way, but people might assume that if there 
are three posters, or six posters, those 
are the only three or six things you need 
to watch out for. Whereas what really, I 
think, is trying to be communicated here, 
is that there's a level of vigilance now 
necessary, I think, for ordinary people.” 

(Northern Ireland – Urban, Male, 58, White) 

Another London based participant said:

“If we do see something suspicious…it's 
kind of who do you report it to? You'd 
naturally just report it to your local police, 
you wouldn't necessarily remember the 
telephone numbers on those posters…
There's no kind of hotline or if there is I 
don't know about it…you want to give the 
information but you want to give it to the 
right people, and the right people to deal 
with it are only as good as the information 
they're getting.” 

(London – Urban, Female, 54, Asian)

There are various initiatives underway to strengthen 
inter-agency collaboration and thereby improve inter-
campaign coherence (e.g., inter-agency forums, regular 
calls and information sharing meetings, through to 
nascent work on the possibility of having one CT 
‘brand’ to encompass all the different campaigns). 
However, there was repeated mentions of the insular 
and siloed nature of different elements of CT work and 
‘protectionism’ over the ownership of campaigns that 
often limited collaboration and the ability to speak 
with ‘one voice’. 

Inter-campaign coherence is a pertinent issue in terms 
of the clarity and frequency of  messages around CT 
campaigns, especially when viewed via a ‘reception’ 
rather than ‘transmission’ lens. One unintended 
consequence of which is contributing to a sense of 
normalisation around CT messaging, that has a knock 
on effect in terms of the public paying limited attention 
to the messages that are broadcast. It is revealing of a 
wider market logic informing practitioner views. For 
instance, it was not uncommon for practitioners to 
refer to, or advocate for, the adoption of marketing 
approaches used by big commercial brands:

“You want to be Coca Cola on this stuff, 
or McDonald's or whatever, you want 
to be hammering people with the same 
thing seven times a day, in seven different 
places and we don't. We hammer them 
once a day and then they get a slightly 
different message the next day and then 
they get on the tube and that's a bit 
different and then they might go to the 
O2 and see something a bit different 
there and it's a shame.”

(P11, England)

Focus group feedback provides some nuance to this 
view, in pointing to the risk that competing recurring 
CT communication may actually switch off public 
engagement. Sentiments in this respect indicated a 
sense of public saturation towards a wider promotional 
culture, where all public facing information is lumped 
together and often dismissed:

“I think we get a little bit cheesed off with 
posters and signs, and what have you…
It's a bit like watching the television, as 
soon as the adverts come on, I pause the 
television or I mute it.” 

(Cardiff – Rural, Male, 74, White)

In some respects, implicitly acknowledging this point, 
one practitioner made a wider point about how CT 
communication campaigns ‘sit’ within the broader 
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government communication environment, and that the 
collective amount of communication, on various topics, 
risked diluting public attention towards any of them:

“There's a bigger question I think about 
the sheer number of things that I think 
we as government want to communicate 
to the general public - about Covid, and 
paying your taxes, and being security-
aware, all of these things, there's an awful 
lot in there and I think the government 
has high expectations of the public 
anyway, at least at the minute. So, I think 
there is probably something about how we 
communicate and the expectations that we 
maybe have from those communications, 
and how they play out with those other 
issues that I've mentioned.” 

(P9, England)

At the same time, it was clear from discussion across the 
different focus groups that the branding and presentation 
of CT campaigns was important for public engagement. 
In particular, the ACT campaign posters (as opposed 
to the videos which may have returned a different 
response) generally didn’t generate strong engagement 
or highly emotive comments in either direction:

“It looks quite dated. I don't think it's 
very creative with the design at all…it 
just looks a bit boring.”

(Cardiff – Urban, Male, 19, White)

The visual loading of the images was a concern 
for a number of contributors on the different focus 
groups. There was a sense that if materials were too 
complex or too ‘arty’, it was harder to engage with the 
subject, especially in fast-paced environments such as 
commuting/public transport settings, as illustrated by 
this comment about the SOYS campaign: 

“It doesn't really make me think of 
security and I think if, for example, 

these were to be in the Underground, 
and you're walking past, I would think it 
was something to do with a market. Only 
if I really looked at it, I would realise, 
obviously, what it is.”

(London – Urban, Female, 24, Black)

Herein lies the tension between both needing to 
embrace creative promotional techniques and marketing 
logics, in an environment where this is expected and 
normal, and to stand out as a distinct signal meriting 
attention. This tension in terms of the presentation and 
purpose of campaign materials, and the element of 
dissonance between the aesthetics and the messaging, 
made the SOYS campaign distinctive from the other 
CT campaigns considered by focus group participants. 
The risk around the ‘cognitive friction’ (P15, England) 
this style provokes, based on focus group feedback, 
however, is that the unconventional aesthetics of the 
SOYS materials were sufficiently different from what 
would be expected as the norm for counter-terrorism 
materials that – at a quick glance without reading 
further – participants mistook them for tourism or 
advertising posters:

“If I was just walking past and I just 
looked at it I just feel like it's the closest 
market stall.” 

(London – Urban, Female, 36, Black)

The feedback indicates a degree of potential risk to public 
engagement and campaign asset effectiveness in over-
normalising the scene setting. However, focus group 
participants also recognised the significant difference 
in visual tone between the SiSiS and SOYS campaign 
materials, and some felt that the SOYS approach was 
more engaging precisely because it was less expected.

‘FEAR TRAPS’
Another way to get cut through in a saturated 
information environment, is to integrate an element of 
shock or fear in CT campaign messaging. The ‘trap’ 
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here is that in increasing the fear quotient, it may 
actually provoke the affective reaction – fear – that 
counter-terrorism is more widely seeking to prevent. 

In this respect, a common point of discussion among 
practitioners was that fear and shock tactics were not 
advisable in the CT realm. This was considered an 
authentic sensitivity, yet was perceived by several 
practitioners to be a little overplayed, largely due to 
political concerns. One practitioner explained:

“This is a bit more of a government view 
of, we don't want to terrify the whole 
country into never going to the shops and 
never going to the cinema, and all the rest 
of it, which I don't subscribe to.” 

(P9, England)

A few practitioners went further and argued that 
there was a productive role for fear and shock in CT 
messaging, using examples from analogous contexts, 
with one practitioner recounting the ‘Belt Up in the 
Back’ road safety advert that had aired in the UK in the 
early 70s:

“At the time, there was a real debate about 
whether or not that should be permitted, 
because it was scaring people…Well, you 
can scare people and educate them at the 
same time. So, whenever we hear people 
saying, 'Well, we shouldn't make people 
concerned about terrorists,' I think there 
are grounds to at least make them aware 
of… just how much threat is out there.” 

(P19, England)

There was much considered discussion from 
practitioners in Northern Ireland in this respect which 
speaks to the idea of localised normalisation presented 
previously. Northern Ireland’s CT campaigns (and 
campaigns around road safety) have been historically 
comparatively graphic in UK terms, to challenge the 
feeling that:

“There's a level of chaos and violence in 
Northern Ireland in certain communities 
that is just a way of life, for a lot of people, 
and it's just not recognised as being 
anything out of the ordinary at all.”

(P20, Northern Ireland)

The use of shock and fear however was considered 
problematic, providing the basis for a ‘fear trap’ concept:

“I think, over time, people become inured 
to things. So, what is really shocking to 
somebody in England maybe is less so 
to somebody here…one of which was a 
road-safety ad and the other was one of 
the anti-terror, anti-paramilitary ads 
from, I think, around the mid-'90s. Chris 
Tarrant played those [on his show], and 
the studio audience just sat stunned 
afterwards. There was complete silence, 
and, you know, it was clear that what had 
become normal to us was just completely 
shocking to another audience. I guess the 
problem is that, you know, if there's a level 
of community violence that people become 
used to, to the point where you're, kind 
of, almost ignoring it, oblivious to it, then 
the need to shock has to be above that, and 
then, as that shock wears off, then you have 
to go beyond it, you have to, kind of, elevate 
on each occasion and intensify.”

(P8, Northern Ireland)

The notion of there being a ‘fear trap’ describes 
getting locked into a dynamic of having to increase the 
shock quotient of successive messages, just to sustain 
audience engagement. There was thus an understanding 
that the fear dial could not be exponentially increased 
without potentially (re-)traumatising audiences. 
Additionally, and resonating with the idea of 
habitualised normalisation, practitioners were aware 
that recalling a piece of communication because of its 
shock value was not the same as creating an ‘emotional 
connection’ (P20, Northern Ireland) and further, 
instigating any desired behavioural change.
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TRUST, CRIME, AND TERRORISM 
An additional set of conditioning atmospheric 
influences upon the reception of CT public facing 
strategic communication campaigns and CT strategic 
communication more widely, are issues of trust. In 
the most basic terms, trust shapes how a message is 
interpreted. Trust in turn, raises a number of issues that 
speak to the idea of normalisation and impact the cut 
through and reception of campaign assets. 

‘NORMAL’ CRIME, AND 
TERRORISM 
Trust is theorised as critical to maintaining social 
order (Misztal, 2001). Trust that within one’s normal 
environment, ‘all is well’, is an important part of what 
enables people to go about their daily lives without the 
constant guesswork Goffman suggests would otherwise 
be necessary in his concept of normal appearances. 
However, all the CT campaigns we reviewed 
communicate to some extent the fact that terrorist 
threat may come from within one’s community, from 
a fellow citizen encountered in normal circumstances 
in everyday places. As Salerno (2017) remarks, 
campaigns are therefore at once seeking to bond 
communities in order to look out for the collective 
good, and to break bonds of trusts so that the public is 
vigilant to threat (see Salerno’s (2017) analysis of the 
‘One London’ CT campaign and for other historical 
examples). This ‘insider’ theme is particularly strong 
in the community focused ACT campaign. 

This tension has arguably become more potent given 
the diversification of terrorist threat attack types which 
destabilises the social order. Such diversification is 
relevant to the ability of members of the public being 
able to spot anomalies, either depicted in campaign 
assets or otherwise. Practitioners discussed the problem 
of the public attending to well-known signals for alarm 
such as bombs, rather than ‘newer’ techniques:

“In general, the public still thinks about 
terrorism as bombs rather than knives or 
lorries or cars. The public still has this 
big thing about unattended bags and all 
of that, which is not unhelpful, but isn't 
often the reality that's most important. 
There are things about, kind of, 
reconnaissance, which are not necessarily 
front of mind for people.” 

(P11, England)

While it was clear that this may be due to the impact 
of particular signal crimes of terrorism using these 
methods which prime them in people’s minds, 
discussion in the focus groups also suggested that 
individuals seek to anchor their sensemaking around 
potential events and methodologies to avoid feeling 
overwhelmed by a sense of pervasive threat:

“There seems to be like smaller acts of 
terrorism which seem to be more insidious 
now than the kind of huge Manchester 
bombing type of event.” 

(London – Urban, Female, 54, Asian)

It is interesting that these ‘smaller’ acts of terrorism 
were talked about as ‘insidious’, appearing to some 
extent in this discourse because they were a break from 
what people had come to perceive as ‘normal’ acts 
of terrorism. Mirroring this, an interesting point was 
made by both of the Northern Ireland groups about the 
anxiety associated with the loss of ‘certainty’ around 
(sectarian) terrorist threat:

“Before, we only had either a Protestant 
organisation that was planting a bomb, 
or the IRA planting a bomb. Now we 
have loads of cultures planting bombs, 
or shootings or stabbings. There's a 
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greater risk of terrorism now, I think, 
and our children are growing up, as we 
grew up, [but] we sort of knew what was 
happening, now you don't.”

(Northern Ireland – Rural, Female, 52, White)

Discussion within the Northern Ireland focus groups 
at times differentiated between local terrorism 
and ‘international’ terrorism that implied a lower 
gradient of severity to local acts. Thus confirming 
how normalisation can soften threat perceptions, 
particularly when terrorist acts can be seen to have 
been to some extent offset by a positive outcome:

“I think what's really different now is that 
the types of terrorism, so even though 
terrorism in Northern Ireland during 
the Troubles was often quite random, 
and unexpected, and unpredictable, 
there were organised groups behind it, 
who were planning it, and in many ways 
could, at times, be negotiated with. And 
indeed, in the end, through the peace 
process, whether you agreed with it 
or not, were brought to the table. The 
difference here is that I think you have 
individuals, or small cells of individuals, 
who are being radicalised, and who are 
randomly carrying out acts of terror for 
an ideology, on behalf of an ideology. 
And that's much more pervasive, and it's 
much more difficult to bring to the table, 
and to negotiate with.”

(Northern Ireland – Urban, Male, 58, White)

Somewhat related to this point on a pervasive sense of 
threat, was wider discussion around the security concerns 
that were more tangible, often directly or vicariously 
experienced through close others and therefore more 
routinely in individuals’ minds. Knife crime, gangs, being 
out as a lone female at night, and avoiding those under the 
influence of alcohol or drugs were common concerns. For 
example, one individual explained:

“My main concerns are knife crime which 
it seems to be on the rise in recent years and 
thievery, that seems to be a big problem 
in London as well so just always trying to 
make sure my stuff is on me and safe rather 
than terrorism and stuff like that.” 

(London – Urban, Male, 25, Asian)

Practitioners accordingly discussed the positive 
benefits of a deliberate strategy to link crime and 
terrorism: 

“There is a lot of evidence to suggest that 
the way to get people to care more about 
terrorism is to appeal to, kind of, broader 
concerns about crime. So, like, knife crime, 
of course, is much more prevalent than 
terrorism, as you might expect. I think the 
same principle should probably be applied 
to campaigns as well where possible.” 

(P9, England)

The challenge here is therefore how best to try and 
prime public attention towards attending to and 
reporting more general social problems and crimes that 
may be more relevant to their everyday lives, whilst not 
overshadowing the terrorism risk altogether. On the 
contrary, some evidence suggests that a dual strategy 
would actually lead to counter-terrorism as a high 
impact problem type, implicitly being prioritised over 
more subtle crime in the minds of the public and the 
actions of local practitioners (e.g., see Innes, 2014). 

This may point to the most appropriate approach for 
campaigns being to focus more on the behavioural 
response desired (e.g., vigilance, reporting to police), 
rather than the content of the crime or terrorism threat 
(e.g., bombs in bags, pickpocketing). Indeed, prompting 
the public to report crime concerns is an important 
means of developing ‘community intelligence’ on 
an array of relevant factors such as ‘risky’ people 
and places, networks, and tensions that are useful in 
steering both crime prevention and counter-terrorism 
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(Innes, 2006; Bjorgo, 2015). The three campaigns this 
study analysed were to varying degrees multi-purpose 
in respect of emphasising threats and appropriate 
responses. The one that foregrounded the behavioural 
response in most detail appears to be ACT. 

However, focus group participants frequently 
mentioned reporting crime concerns, but getting no 
feedback or follow-up from police, leaving them 
reticent to report in the future: 

“My trust in the police for a 'Sorted', 
kind of, method has gone down just from 
hearing experiences from friends and 
family where the incident has happened, 
the police have come, they've done their 
investigation and then nothing, nothing at 
all. It wouldn't really be resolved, if they 
were robbed they wouldn't get their stuff 
back, the police just come in to, like, note 
down, 'Okay, this has happened.' But it 
just, kind of, gets left in the dust and then 
the investigation's closed afterwards. So, 
my trust in them being able to actually 
solve an issue is definitely, like, low.” 

(London – Urban, Male, 25, Asian)

This is an important issue to consider when 
understanding the potential limitations of a dual crime-
terrorism communication strategy, in that perceived 
inadequacies in tackling crime, can spillover into 
counter-terrorism prevention efforts and negatively 
impact upon public engagement as well. Similarly, 
while participants acknowledged that campaign 
messaging was to “report anything suspicious” 
(London - Urban, Male, 43, White), they did not make 
explicit connections about campaign assets relating to 
crime reporting, as opposed to terrorism. 

NORMALISED DISTRUST
The success of any such strategy will clearly be 
impacted by the public’s sense of trust in the 
messenger. The issue of trust most resonated with 

how authorities – government and the police - were 
viewed by communities, and therefore the degree of 
trust they would afford their communication. This was 
an issue discussed at length within both practitioner 
interviews and the focus groups. Levels of trust 
were considered to be problematically low, impacted 
negatively by high profile incidents which feature as 
a form of ‘signal crime’ in the minds of the public. 
Traditional and social media was considered to inflame 
and sensationalise negativity around these issues and 
events, intensify distrustful counter-narratives, and to 
spread misinformation and disinformation. All of this 
indicated a degree of ‘normal’ routine distrust towards 
authorities, which practitioners appreciated created a 
barrier for public engagement with their messaging.

Manchester Arena was distinctive in being used as an 
example of the ways in which members of the public 
perceive a disconnect between CT messaging and CT 
action, and how this mismatch has undermined public 
confidence and trust:

“My initial reaction, when I saw that, 
'See it, Say it, Sorted,' strap-line, was to 
think of Manchester Arena, and how it 
was said, and not sorted, so there's that 
lack of trust.”

(Northern Ireland - Urban, Female, 54, White) 

This relates to focus group discussion on reports that a 
member of the public did report suspicious behaviour 
at Manchester Arena, but that this information was not 
appropriately acted upon, contributing to the incident 
unfolding catastrophically: 

“Even at the Manchester bombing, 
somebody thought it was a little bit 
suspicious [how] this guy was acting, and 
actually, nothing was done, even though it 
was reported. So that's another concern, 
is when you report it, is somebody going 
to take an action?”

(Cardiff – Urban, Male, 66, White)
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Uncertainty about trust in the authorities was 
something that came across strongly across all the 
different focus groups, and was expressed from the 
perspective of feeling at a socio-cultural or economic 
disadvantage by women, young people, ethnic 
minorities, and male participants (the latter in respect 
of social class and deprivation). The significance of 
this, given the interests of this study, was the belief that 
it can impact on public willingness to report anomalies:

“I think there's definitely a trust issue. 
I think, even from personal experience, 
because I'm Black, I feel that if I'm, 
say, on my way home from work and I 
witness an incident and I'm in, kind of, 
work attire, versus if I'm, say, dressed 
down on the way to the gym, the way that 
what I'm communicating will be received 
differently. It's almost like there's this 
innate sense of suspicion before what I say 
is actually taken on board. So, I have to 
make a decision in that moment whether 
to just push past that and to be insistent 
on communicating the information that 
needs to be communicated for the greater 
good or to, kind of, just decide that I tried 
to do my bit and it's not being received in 
the way that it needs to.”

(London - Urban, Male, 38, Black)

This in turn impacts on feelings of vulnerability and 
confidence in reporting suspected terrorist activity. In 
looking at the ACT materials, the specific reference 
to confidentiality for those reporting concerns was 
welcomed, although there remained a considerable 
degree of scepticism about how far you could trust 
that ‘confidential’ really did mean confidential and 
protected. This was also a particular issue raised by 
individuals from Northern Ireland, citing remaining 
‘legacy’ issues:

“Do you trust the person that you're 
passing details on to? Because we hear so 

much about collusion here in Northern 
Ireland… You have to be so careful. And 
probably that's why we still have the Crime 
Stoppers number in Northern Ireland 
because you don't give your details.”

(Northern Ireland - Rural, Female, 52, White)

In reflecting both concerns about confidentiality and 
also the speed of reporting, participants in one of the 
Cardiff focus groups suggested that a QR code might 
be valuable and another suggestion was a livechat 
reporting function.

In a related respect, the SOYS campaign split opinion, 
with a lot of talk about the surveillance aspects 
depicted and very mixed views on whether this was 
welcome as a safety measure or unwelcome as an 
overly intrusive measure of state control. There was 
also divided opinion about whether the campaign was 
intended to be reassuring to the public or unsettling to 
would-be criminals and terrorists (a mix of deterrence 
and surveillance). The vintage picture book style and 
the focus on all the protective measures in place also 
produced polarised opinion. A number of participants 
picked up on a two track purposing of the materials 
around reassurance and surveillance/deterrence, with 
some receiving this positively: 

“I think it's really clever…it's not only 
reassuring for a non-attacker if you're 
just going about your life, but I do think 
that serves as quite a beautiful deterrent 
to know you're being watched…So, it has 
that quality that I don't think the other 
posters - 'See it, Say it, Sorted' have. 
How it felt like the, sort of, person that 
had abandoned the bag or the person 
breaching the boundary of where they 
shouldn't have been was the focus…
there's more control that's being taken 
back in this image. It feels more powerful 
rather than, you know, dis-empowered we 
have to report these people because that's 
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the only thing we can do. It feels like no 
we've got all this on our side.”

(London – Urban, Female, 29, White)

Other focus group members felt, however, that the 
aesthetics belied the intention and that it was quite 
sinister as a result:

“I feel like it's the sort of nicer way of 
saying, 'we're always watching,' sort of 
thing…like the wording, ‘we're on your 
side’ but realistically what it is just sort 
of Big Brother type of thing. It's security 
cameras just everywhere.”

(Cardiff – Urban, Male, 19, White)

This neatly reflects the delicate balance between 
reassuring and deterring when this strategy is 
employed, and how the interpretation of a campaign 
message is heavily informed by the situated levels 
of trust or distrust that the receiver places in the 
messenger. There is a risk that in introducing 
ambiguity into this kind of messaging, that it will 
fuel cynicism and distrust among those already that 
way inclined.
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A USER-LED APPROACH: WHAT 
WOULD THIS LOOK LIKE?
Acknowledging the wider atmospherics that inform 
campaign reception, in our focus groups, we captured 
insights on what a ‘user-led’ campaign would look 
like and entail. Additionally, we distilled insights 
from practitioners on current public engagement 
problems, what works well, and what appeared 
promising. In condensing and understanding these 
findings, it is helpful to think about the five inter-
related elements below. 

PROBLEMS

In current times, public trust is a key problem for CT, 
and there is a tentative awareness among practitioners 
that tackling distrust requires a different set of 
objectives and measures to that of building trust 
(Rice et al., 2021). A related problem concerns how 
resonant current campaigns are with lived experience. 

“The problem is that a lot of the people that 
are developing these campaigns are also 
living in those nicely middle-class suburbs 
and don't have the lived experience, don't 
know how this is going to land. So a lot of 
working effort needs to go into actually 
thinking through the audiences that we're 
trying to speak to…their experiences…
whether they are aware that they're even 
being affected by this.” 

(P10, Northern Ireland)

PEOPLE

Speaking to both of these issues, practitioners discussed 
direct, face to face public engagement methods as 
critical to public trust building - local police patrols 
and interactions with the public, and specifically 
Project Servator deployments, as well as outsourcing 
communication to “community messengers” (P15, 

England). More unconventional community-led 
disruptive effects appear underappreciated but informally 
recognised as evidence of campaign cut-through. 

“The other measure I also give, is it [the 
campaign] gets mimicked in television and 
radio comedy. And sort of, it's got into 
people's social conscious, when people 
start parodying it…people modifying the 
poster and the artwork, to use it in their 
own campaign.” 

(P6, England)

This is particularly interesting in that the re-use of the 
message was not always a positive spin and could be 
critical of authorities. This sentiment was somewhat 
mirrored by a practitioner from Northern Ireland when 
they explained how terrorism can be undermined 
through humour and satire delivered through popular 
TV shows or shared between friends.

“I've seen local little websites…that 
take the piss out of these people, and 
that gets repeated, and that undermines 
them…people share memes and jokes… 
a local website… there was a Dissident 
Republican attack, in Derry, and they 
put a wee article up the next day saying 
that the dissidents were planning their 
next attack and they knew this because 
the corner shop had sold out of crayons, 
for them to draw up their next plan…
Everyone in the Creggan is now telling 
that story and they're sharing it, and 
it's theirs, and it hasn't come from us, 
because if it comes from us, it's poisonous, 
it's propaganda, it's the state, and we'll 
get it wrong.”

(P18, Northern Ireland)
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Sentiments here suggest that sometimes merely 
dialling back on planned strategic communication and 
instead permitting more space for unconventional 
civil society led grassroots communication, such 
as memes, could be worthwhile. This may be helpful 
both for widening dissemination, but also because 
civil society groups are able to message and engage in 
ways it would not be appropriate for governments to 
try and replicate. 

PLACES

Rendering a message persuasive and impactful can 
be accomplished by innovating through the mediums 
and the delivery spaces, as much as message content. 
In addition to the social media arena, practitioners 
saw promise in cost-effective localisation delivery 
measures through local authorities and councils, local 
business forums, or community organisations. 

When discussing the right places and mediums for CT 
public facing communication campaigns in the focus 
groups, participants mentioned traditional methods 
such as television and radio adverts, schools based 
initiatives and face to face education, in addition to 
online (social) media avenues. Examples were given 
of health promotion communication campaigns in this 
respect and initiatives such as the green cross code.

“It worked because they came around 
the school and they ask questions and 
the children got involved, and you had a 
little badge and things, but you know, I'm 
talking about 60 years ago, and I can still 
remember those.” 

(Cardiff – Urban, Male, 66, White)

PRODUCTS

Relatedly, product suggestions included physical 
assets such as messages on train tickets or posters 
inside public toilet doors (similar to the ‘Ask Angela’ 
notices) and ‘token’ marketing such as key rings. This 
reflects the approach of community ‘nudges’ and 
‘ritual models’ that have proved successful in other 
contexts such as natural disaster preparations (Heath 
et al., 2017). This in some respects, pushes back 
against the ‘fame trap’ of modern mediated advertising 
and marketing logics, acknowledged in research on 
localised and decentralised political marketing: ‘Not 
big brand names but corner shops’ (Lilleker and 
Negrine, 2003, p.55). 

POSSIBILITIES

This notwithstanding, commercial techniques and 
new technologies present new possibilities for 
improving campaign pre-testing and evaluation 
(e.g., testing emotional responses through facial 
recognition software) rather than solely for the 
transmission of campaign messaging. The power of 
narrative and storytelling was considered by several 
practitioners to be an under-used technique in the CT 
space, underpinning to some extent the reasons why 
community messengers were considered effective. 
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THEORY AND DATA INTO PRACTICE: 
‘THE STARS FRAMEWORK’
The preceding sections have developed a set of 
empirically-led concepts to help understand some 
key features of how contemporary public-facing CT 
strategic communications messages are sent and 
‘read’. This section takes these findings, blending them 
with insights from the literature review and frame 
analysis, to explore their implications for the design 
and delivery of future campaigns (the emphasis here 
is on campaigns, rather than single messages). These 
elements are all distilled into ‘the STARS framework’ 
- a structured approach that those constructing CT 
campaigns can work through to help focus their 
communicative activity and its potential impacts.

IF A CAMPAIGN IS THE 
ANSWER, WHAT IS THE 
PROBLEM?
The need for such a framework reflects how, 
situated in an increasingly busy and ‘noisy’ 
information environment, contemporary CT 
public-facing strategic communication campaigns 
are intrinsically paradoxical, having to negotiate a 
series of tensions, as they seek to influence public 
perceptions and behaviour. 

Smith and Lewis (2011: 387) helpfully define a 
paradox as involving: “Contradictory yet interrelated 
elements (dualities) that exist simultaneously and 
persist over time; such elements seem logical when 
considered in isolation, but irrational, inconsistent, 
and absurd when juxtaposed.” For example, that a 
bag in a busy location is most of the time a normal 
unthreatening object, but should at the same time be 
considered a potential terrorist threat. Likewise, any 
public messaging has to convey that there are risks, 
but they are controllable, even though the history of 
terrorist attacks shows that not all such risks have 

been successfully controlled. There is then a complex 
web of tensions to be negotiated and trade-offs to be 
conveyed when communicating about two or more 
seemingly contradictory things, where ultimately it is 
not ‘either, or’, but, ‘how much of each?’ 

Informed by our empirical data capturing the views of 
CT practitioners and members of the public, we have 
derived two key tensions that frustrate the design and 
delivery of CT messaging campaigns: 

1. It is easy to be lured into a ‘fear trap’ in terms of 
‘outbidding’ other risks or even different types 
of terrorist threat, but in the process inducing the 
emotional reactions being sought by terrorists. 
Equally, balancing levels of reassurance against 
enough fear to command public attention 
is challenging.

2. Alternatively, a ‘fame trap’ can result by 
promoting too much awareness of terrorism 
in the general population, just to achieve ‘cut 
through’ amongst the ‘noise’ created by other 
forms of promotional communication, including 
that from government. Additionally, there is the 
issue that publics are probably most receptive to 
CT messaging in the aftermath of ‘signal events’, 
when it is actually required less; and accessing 
the right audience segments for deterrence or 
reassurance messaging while not diluting the core 
message is really seeking a ‘Goldilocks moment’ 
that is ‘just right’. 

It is because of the recurring presence of these 
inherent contradictions and tensions, that we 
have argued, in a more conceptual register, that 
contemporary CT public facing campaigns are best 
understood as engaging a dialectic of normality and 
anomaly. The key problem campaign delivery teams 
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encounter in their practice is constructing a ‘normal’ 
terror threat, without it tipping into fear mongering, 
or becoming so normalised that people disengage. 
At the same time, their campaign messaging needs 
to isolate and illuminate the anomalous features that 
should signal to people that there is a need to be 
alarmed, in order that they decide to act. 

It is because of how those responsible for designing 
CT communications campaigns are having to navigate 
and negotiate these sometimes coherent, other times 
contradictory considerations, that the structured  
STARS framework has utility – it helps to ensure that 
all the principal elements and tensions potentially ‘in 
play’ are being considered.

USING THE FRAMEWORK
The framework addresses the key considerations, 
techniques, mitigating and moderating factors 
in relation to the 'S - Situation', 'T - Threat', 'R - 
Response', 'S - Signals' parts of the framework. The key 
components of the framework are outlined alongside: 

 ● Considerations: fundamental critical questions 
that practitioners must consider that align with key 
communicative and contextual challenges; 

 ● Technique: common messaging / influencing 
techniques available and adopted by practitioners 
when seeking to respond to these considerations; 

 ● Mitigate: linked environmental tensions that 
practitioners should think about when planning to 
employ a technique; 

 ● Moderate: actions and strategies that may help to 
moderate or alleviate the impact of these tensions. 

The 'A - Adapt' element of the STARS acronym acts as 
a recurring prompt woven throughout the framework, 
rather than sitting as a separate consideration.

The framework is not an exhaustive list, nor a set 
of ‘must do’ binary choices, but a series of options, 
derived from empirical research. Similarly, while for 
clarity and practicality we hold the components and 
categories apart, in reality, they will overlap.  
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 y What is the location and likely activity of the intended 
audience to be influenced, e.g., urban, rural, travelling?

 y Are the principal audiences likely to trust messaging from 
government / police?

 y Is the threat being centred the right one, and does it 
cohere with public concerns?

 y What is the temporal threat situation like? E.g., have there 
been recent terror attacks?

Continually reviewing and adapting assets, methods, 
and logics in light of evolving contexts is a key thread 

of good practice, e.g., can new technologies be used to 
develop and deliver the message in innovative ways? 

Should ‘new’ threat scenarios be portrayed?

 y What cognitive, emotional and behavioural responses are 
being sought and is this clearly communicated?

 y What other messages are being sent by government?

 y Have assets been used recurrently / in the same form? 

 y Within deployed assets, are the signals of risk that the 
public should attend to clearly demarcated?

 y How can and why would the public ‘signal back’?

Key Considerations

STARS

T

A

R

S

Threat

Adapt

Response

Signals

S
Situation
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Considerations – what are the key questions here?

Technique – what are the tools for addressing this?

Mitigate – what are the issues in the way?

Moderate – what approaches might work?

 y What is the location and likely activity of the intended audience to be 
influenced, e.g., urban, rural, travelling?

 y Are the principal audiences likely to trust messaging from 
government / police?

 � Localised, ‘normal’, everyday scenes

 �one-way dissemination 

 � Partnership seeking 

 � Community messengers

 ³ Public’s hyperlocal preoccupation

 ³ diffusion of the message

 ³ (dis)Trust Climate  

 9 Identify local norms of risk and threat in areas / activities for ‘hooks’ for 
core message

 9 Communicate successful local disruptions

 9 Consider tailored methods (not just messages)  

 9 Think small: ‘micro areas’ for captive audience 

 9 Set a realistic trust benchmark

 9 Identify avenues for community engagement and delivery 

SITUATIonS
Situation
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 y Is the threat being centred the right one, and does it cohere with 
public concerns?

 y What is the temporal threat situation like? E.g., have there been 
recent terror attacks?

 � Fear or reassurance appeals

 � Appeals to wider crime or public safety concerns

 � Aftermath targeting 

 ³ ‘Fear traps’

 ³ Reinforcement of (crime) concerns / dilution of terrorism threat

 ³ Agenda-setting framing

 9 Communicate broader benefits for crime and public safety – link to a 
wider inclusive agenda - but don’t disguise CT central goal

 9 Be mindful of potential traumatic effects and risk of ‘turning off’ the 
audience

 9 Consider when and how agenda setting events should be reinforced 
e.g., anniversaries rather than direct aftermath

THREAT

Considerations – what are the key questions here?

Technique – what are the tools for addressing this?

Mitigate – what are the issues in the way?

Moderate – what approaches might work?

T
Threat
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 y What cognitive, emotional and behavioural responses are being 
sought and is this clearly communicated?

 y What other messages are being sent by government?

 y Have assets been used recurrently / in the same form?

 �Graphics, framing, discourse, and design

 � Recurrent techniques 

 �Multiple mediums

 ³ ‘Fame  traps’ 

 9 Clear call to action, accessible words / visuals

 9 Pursue emotional connection and narrative

 9 Communicate desired behavioural response and the positive outcomes, 
not just the threat

 9 Evaluation: capture metrics beyond recall, pre and post delivery 

 9 Build planned-for review and refresh stages for visual and audio assets

 9 Identify coordination and conflict points across government / authorities

 9 Embrace new media but don’t neglect ‘traditional’ / face to face methods

 9 Leave space for grassroots ‘re-framing’

RESPonSE

Considerations – what are the key questions here?

Technique – what are the tools for addressing this?

Mitigate – what are the issues in the way?

Moderate – what approaches might work?

R
Response
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 y Within deployed assets, are the signals of risk that the public should 
attend to clearly demarcated?

 y How can and why would the public ‘signal back’?

 � Specify what to spot

 9 Exploit ‘gut plays’ 

 9 demonstrate responsiveness and outcomes – legitimate anomalies 

 9 Explain ‘confidential reporting’ 

 9 Signpost clear reporting mechanisms

 9 Reassure the audience that it is better to report even when uncertain, 
than to do nothing – it won’t get them in trouble or waste police time

SIGnALS

Considerations – what are the key questions here?

Technique – what are the tools for addressing this?

Mitigate – what are the issues in the way?

Moderate – what approaches might work?

 ³ ‘Fame  traps’ 

S
Signals
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CONCLUSION: MOVING FORWARD
In conclusion, the argument developed in this 
report pivots around a double movement. First, at 
the practical level it has been argued that through 
adopting a more 'situational' approach to public 
communication, messaging assets can be created 
with an increasing power to influence their intended 
targets. Integrating a notion of the 'situational' 
provides a way of thinking about how there are 
multiple audiences who may interpret and receive the 
same message that is sent in very different ways.  In 
particular attending to how, where and when messages 
are likely to be received, and what can be done to 
vary them appropriately for the specific context, has 
considerable value in mitigating the risks of inducing 
fear-traps and fame-traps. However, the problem 
with this as a policy solution is that it is not really 
practicable, as it suggests an almost infinite degree 
of localisation. This is where the second movement 
helps and functions as a counter-weight.

At the same time as we have highlighted the 
importance of local situations in shaping how CT 
messages are interpreted, we have captured some key 
patterns in terms of how campaigns are being designed 
and delivered. Specifically, we have documented how 
such campaigns portray scenes and settings that are 
sufficiently normal that viewers will perceive them as 
relevant to themselves, whilst avoiding the problem of 
over-normalising the terror threat. At the same time, 

these same assets have to isolate and highlight the 
threat signal that they want members of the public to 
react to, should they see it in real life.

It is through this double-movement that we can start 
to understand and tackle some of the complexities 
involved in contemporary CT public communications. 
The double-movement requires attention towards 
both the practical local considerations, as well as the 
more abstract fundamental tensions associated with 
normalisation and anomalisation that practitioners 
routinely face in their work, but have little time to 
reflect upon. 

The STARS framework provides one means of 
capturing, and critically reflecting on, some of the 
fundamental tensions that accompany CT public 
facing strategic communication campaigns, as they 
are currently practised in the UK. Further and ongoing 
research is required to test and refine its tenets in the 
evolving threat landscape and across innovations to 
campaign assets. Nonetheless, our research findings 
suggest that a key point in getting the ‘right balance’ 
for CT strategic communication campaigns is between 
not just managing the tensions that underpin particular 
techniques, but also between broad mass mediated and 
more ‘traditional’ local approaches. 
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APPENDIX 1: RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY

AIM, OBJECTIVES, AND 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The aim of this study is to synthesise and produce 
empirical evidence on what constitutes effective 
communication in public facing counter-terrorism 
(CT) strategic communication campaigns.

The objectives of the study are to:

a. Develop new data on the effectiveness of strategic 
government communication to inform publics and 
deter terrorist risks and threats, accounting for the 
influence of key actors and contextual factors; 

b. Empirically test theoretical and methodological 
precepts within the contemporary 
media ecosystem;

c. Derive and distil the implications for 
contemporary policy and practice in terms of 
‘what is working?’, ‘what’s promising?’ and ‘what 
needs to change?’, including configuring the 
evidence-led STARS framework. 

The research questions are: 

1. How are public messaging campaigns constructed 
and communicated, both strategically and 
tactically, to try to deter terrorist risks and threats, 
accounting for contextual variations in levels and 
types of terrorism?

2. Who are the primary definers and counter-definers 
of CT messages in the UK, and how do they 
interpret, ‘translate’ and enact public facing CT 
strategic communication campaigns?

3. Informed by the precepts of ‘signalling theory’, 
what implications do the findings have for policy 

and practice development to secure the ‘right 
balance’ of communication in public-facing CT 
strategic communication campaigns?

RESEARCH DESIGN AND 
METHOD
We employed a four-phase research design, 
incorporating a comparative public-engagement 
dimension across urban and rural areas of England, 
Wales, and Northern Ireland (differing experiences 
and ‘types’ of terrorism, different local histories), and 
covering synthetic and empirical components. These 
are outlined in further detail below.

1. DOCUMENTARY ANALYSIS

1.1 Thematic literature review: The thematic 
review considered the literature on counter-terrorism 
communication, drawing in insights from analogous 
contexts and specialist areas. The aim of the literature 
review was to provide an overview of current theory 
and practice that is instructive for the project’s research 
objectives, particularly objective: a) Develop new 
data on the effectiveness of strategic government 
communication to inform publics and deter terrorist 
risks and threats, accounting for the influence of key 
actors and contextual factors.

The review followed a Rapid Evidence Assessment 
(REA) approach. Interdisciplinary and specialist peer-
reviewed databases were searched using combinations 
of key terms, with a supplementary targeted search 
of grey literature, practitioner/specialist outlets, 
high profile academic journals in terrorism, key 
communication texts, and web search engines that 
enabled comprehensive capture of evidence. Full 
details of our approach and the review findings are 
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available here: www.crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/
stars-literature-review

1.2 Frame analysis: we conducted a frame analysis of 
three existing campaigns. The campaigns selected, in 
consultation with CREST’s project stakeholders and 
with attention to the theoretical underpinnings of the 
STARS project, were:

1. See it, Say it, Sorted (SiSiS)

2. Action Counters Terrorism (ACT)

3. Security On Your Side (SOYS)

As outlined in section one of the report (‘Frame 
Analysis’), we applied Entman’s (1993) conceptual 
framework. Full details of the approach and the 
complete frame analysis is available here: www.
crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-
counter-terrorism-campaigns.

1.3 Review of the campaign metrics: In addition to 
the above, we reviewed any available evaluation data 
on the three campaigns. We accessed this data through 
our CREST stakeholder group. Rather than this being a 
systematic review, our engagement with any evaluation 
data (which was on the whole, limited) was merely for 
wider contextual information. Data points informed 
our understanding of how these campaigns appear to 
have been received in the past, and on some occasions 
this informed the development of interview and focus 
group questions and/or probes.  

2. QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

2.1 Online semi-structured elite interviews: Our 
understanding of the design and content of these 
campaigns, in terms of their underpinning intent 
and uses, was enhanced by data from interviews 
with 20 practitioners (14 based in England, 5 
based in Northern Ireland and 1 based in Wales). A 

7  E.g., See: Uberoi, E. & Johnston, N. (2021) Political disengagement in the UK: who is disengaged? Briefing Paper, Number CBP-7501, 25 February 2021. House 
of Commons Library.  Political disengagement in the UK: who is disengaged? (parliament.uk); Thomas, P., Grossman, M., Christmann, K. and Miah, S. (2020) 
Community reporting on violent extremism by ‘intimates’: emergent findings from international evidence, Critical Studies on Terrorism, 13(4): 638-659; Coaffee, J., 
and Fussey, P. (2015) Constructing resilience through security and surveillance: The politics, practices and tensions of security-driven resilience, Security Dialogue, 
46(1): 86–105.

snowball sampling strategy was employed whereby 
interviewees referred the PI to others considered to 
have relevant experience. Existing contacts were 
also exploited and our CREST project stakeholder 
team were instrumental in referrals to appropriate 
professionals. Members of our final interview cohort 
were all working within the security arena, including: 
in government roles on various aspects of security 
policy (i.e., PROTECT and PREVENT); policing 
and justice, counter-terrorism policing; CT advisory, 
intelligence, media and communications roles; and in 
one instance an individual formerly working in such a 
role, but at the time of interview, was in a community 
and voluntary sector role. 

Interviews covered individuals’ current role, general 
tasks and working relationships; the design, logic 
and messages of particular campaigns; barriers 
and facilitators of effective public communication; 
contextual/regional impacts on the production, 
communication and interpretation of messaging/
campaigns; areas of success, promise, and those in 
need of change.

2.2 Online focus groups: We also carried out seven 
online focus groups, including 52 members of the 
public. These crossed urban and rural/suburban areas: 
two in London, one in Yorkshire, two in Cardiff, one 
rural/suburban in Belfast, and one in rural/suburban 
Northern Ireland. Individuals were recruited through a 
fieldwork agency on the basis of a sampling criteria in 
consultation with the research team.

The age range for participants was 18-74, with an 
average age of forty years old. There was a fairly 
even mix of males and females, a range of socio-
economic groups, occupations, family status. Younger 
adults and ethnic minority participants were present 
across multiple focus groups, but due to recognised 
issues regarding these groups’ engagement with CT 
communication and interventions7, our cohort included 

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/frame-analysis-of-three-counter-terrorism-campaigns/
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one group where ethnic minority community members 
(London based) were specifically selected, and one 
group comprised only younger adults (18-25, Cardiff 
based). The focus groups were facilitated by the PI or 
Co-I and lasted around 1.5 hours. They were structured 
to cover two main areas: 1) discussion and reactions 
to posters from three different UK counter-terrorism 
communication campaigns (‘See it, Say it, Sorted’ 
(SiSiS), ‘Action Counters Terrorism’ (ACT), and 
‘Security On Your Side’ (SOYS); 2) general discussion 
on security risks and threats, terrorism and counter-
terrorism interventions and their communication. 

2.3 Thematic analysis: for both of our primary 
qualitative data sources, we adopted a thematic 
analysis approach. All of our primary data was 
transcribed verbatim. Practically, we followed an 
‘open’ and inductive logic to coding whereby we 
moved from ‘first order codes’ assigned to extracts of 
transcripts that appeared salient in understanding the 
transmission or reception of CT campaigns (‘units of 
meaning’, MacPhail et al., 2016). Next, we moved to 
‘second order themes’ (Brown and Coupland, 2015) 
that captured recurring perceptions and/or linked parts 
of coding together into wider themes. Our coding was 
conducted via NVivo and was cross-checked across the 
research team for agreement in terms of interpretation 
and assignment to codes. The interview data and 
focus group data were analysed separately and then 
the two datasets and their individual themes were 
combined and macro themes derived. For the purposes 
of reporting the data contained in this report, we have 
structured our discussion around the specific aspect of 
CT public-facing strategic communication campaigns, 
but our wider data set contained rich insights on wider 
CT issues, socio-political perceptions and topics.

3. SOCIAL MEDIA ANALYSIS 

We also investigated the role of social media in 
disseminating public facing counter-terrorism 
strategic communications messages, exploring what 
happens outside of crisis situations and in terms 
of more positive preventative messaging, that is 
the principal focus of the STARS project. We used 

the Brandwatch tool to collect Twitter data for 
posts between May 19th 2021 and May 26th 2022 
relating to five key counter-terrorism communication 
campaign hashtags: 

#ACTEarly
#CommunitiesDefeatTerrorism
#ActionCountersTerrorism
#ProjectServator
#SeeItSayItSorted 

The resulting data were analysed in two main ways: 
(1) temporally to examine increases and decreases in 
posting volumes over time and some of the causes and 
consequences associated with these patterns, especially 
relating to the resulting sentiments generated; and (2) 
in terms of who the principal authors are relating to 
each campaign, and the levels of reach and engagement 
they are achieving. 

The findings are presented in a separate social media 
briefing, available here: www.crestresearch.ac.uk/
resources/stars-social-media-analysis. 

4. OVERALL ANALYSIS 

In addition to the analysis attached to each specific 
research method, our overall analysis involved ‘pooling’ 
and identifying links between the key findings from 
our primary and secondary data. At this stage we 
sought the ‘broader picture’ and overall message from 
the research in order to derive theoretical and practical 
implications. As with all stages of data analysis, this 
was an iterative, reflexive, and collaborative process 
across the three members of the research team.

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-social-media-analysis


50

APPEndIX 2: CAMPAIGn ASSETS dISPLAYEd In FoCUS GRoUPS
Public-facing Counter-Terrorism Strategic Communication Campaigns

APPENDIX 2: CAMPAIGN ASSETS 
DISPLAYED IN FOCUS GROUPS
CAMPAIGN 1: ‘SEE IT, SAY IT, SORTED’ (SiSiS)

CAMPAIGN 2: ‘ACTION COUNTERS TERRORISM’ (ACT)

CAMPAIGN 3: ‘SECURITY ON YOUR SIDE’ (SOYS)
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