
Situational Threat And Response Signals (STARS):
Public-Facing Counter-Terrorism Strategic 
Communication Campaigns 

A FRAME ANALYSIS DECEMBER  2022

CHARIS RICE
MARTIN INNES
JENNY RATCLIFFE



©2022 CREST Creative Commons 4.0 BY-NC-SA licence. www.crestresearch.ac.uk/copyright

ABOUT CREST

The Centre for Research and Evidence on Security Threats 
(CREST) is funded by the UK’s Home Office and security and 
intelligence agencies to identify and produce social science that 
enhances their understanding of security threats and capacity 
to counter them. Its funding is administered by the Economic 
and Social Research Council (ESRC Award ES/V002775/1).

www.crestresearch.ac.uk

A FRAME ANALYSIS

DECEMBER 2022

Charis Rice
Martin Innes
Jenny Ratcliffe

This report was produced as part of the Situational Threat and Response Signals (STARS) 
project. This 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. You can find all the outputs from this project at: www.crestresearch.
ac.uk/projects/situational-threat-and-response-signals-stars/

Situational Threat And Response Signals (STARS):
Public-Facing Counter-Terrorism Strategic 
Communication Campaigns 

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/about/copyright/
http://www.crestresearch.ac.uk
http://www.crestresearch.ac.uk/projects/situational-threat-and-response-signals-stars/
http://www.crestresearch.ac.uk/projects/situational-threat-and-response-signals-stars/


TABLE OF CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................4

FRAME ANALYSIS – CONCEPTS AND METHODOLOGIES .............................................................5

CAMPAIGN FRAMING COMPARISON ................................................................................................6
1. See it, Say it, Sorted (SiSiS) .....................................................................................................................7
2. Action Counters Terrorism (ACT) .........................................................................................................10
3. Security On Your Side (SOYS)  ..............................................................................................................16

CONCLUSION .........................................................................................................................................21

BIBLIOGRAPHY ....................................................................................................................................23



4

IntroductIon
A Frame Analysis

INTRODUCTION
The Situational Threat And Response Signals (STARS) 
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 Counter-Terrorism (CT) 
strategic communication campaigns. As part of this 
aim, this report contains a frame analysis of three UK 
counter-terrorism campaigns. The campaigns selected, 
in consultation with CREST’s project stakeholders and 
with attention to the theoretical underpinnings of the 
wider STARS project (see www.crestresearch.ac.uk/
resources/stars-framework-full-report/ for full report), 
were:

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

2. Action Counters Terrorism (ACT)

3. Security On Your Side (SOYS) 

Selected campaign materials provided by project 
stakeholders were analysed, with supplementary open 
source campaign materials identified by the research 
team and included where relevant. One existing 
evaluation study was received (Alsop et al, 2021) that 
contained some data on public reception towards SiSiS 
and ACT, and where relevant, we have referred to this 
data as part of our analysis. There was no existing 
data for SOYS as it is a new campaign, at the time of 
writing yet to be launched publicly.  

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-framework-full-report/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-framework-full-report/
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FRAME ANALYSIS – CONCEPTS AND 
METHODOLOGIES
Frame analysis (Entman, 1993) is a well-established 
analytical tool in communication studies. It involves 
a close reading of communicative material in order to 
unpick the strategic use of textual or visual elements 
that seek to convey a particular message and provoke 
a desired interpretation. One of its most well-known 
theorists, Entman, explains that:

“Framing essentially involves selection and 
salience. To frame is to select some aspects 
of a perceived reality and make them 
more salient in a communicating text, 
in such a way as to promote a particular 
problem definition, causal interpretation, 
moral evaluation, and/or treatment 
recommendation for the item described.”

(1993, p.52)

Based on a coding framework designed around 
Entman’s key framing components and informed 
by relevant studies applying this approach (Johnson 
et al., 2020; Sanchez Vergara et al, 2021), a frame 
analysis was conducted. In identifying frames and 
their respective qualities, the team leaned on a critical 
discourse analysis approach (CDA) that looks beyond 
latent content – what is said or shown – to consider 

the implicit messages and meanings. This involves, 
among other things, attention towards uncovering 
ideologies, power relations, socio-political symbolism 
and narratives, and sites of contradiction or tension 
within texts (Dolea, 2018; Wodak, 2008). 

In practical terms, the three members of the research 
team each individually viewed the campaign materials 
and initial thoughts and interpretations were shared 
at a team ‘brainstorming session’. Using this session 
as a basis, individual campaign materials were then 
delegated and more closely analysed by individual 
team members, with written narrative analyses shared 
across the team. Subsequent meetings and sharing of 
written drafts enabled input from all members, where 
analytical findings were discussed, edited and agreed.

In the subsequent sections, we first provide a 
comparative summary of each of the campaigns, 
followed by a detailed analysis of each separate 
campaign before ending with a conclusion drawing out 
key findings and further research priorities. 
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CAMPAIGN FRAMING COMPARISON
Using Entman’s key elements of framing, the individual 
campaign frames and their notable components are 
included below in Table 1.

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
The SiSiS campaign materials analysed were 12 
posters. This campaign is led by the British Transport 
Police and Department of Transport (with Chiltern 
Railways also listed on assets 4-12), the evident target 
of SiSiS is commuters, namely those using trains.

What can we see here?

 ● Setting – publicly accessible areas of public transport locations – a train station platform; an access 
stairway; a service area with a cash machine and arrival and departure boards.

 ● Tone of visuals – dark and grainy, like photos taken in low light. 

 ● Subject positioning – the suspicious item or actor is the focus – centred and foregrounded; the observer is 
backgrounded and much smaller in scale.

 ● Text focus –  SiSiS slogan and the questions denoting the suspicious behaviour, accompanied by 
instructions for making contact

 ● Text size and font –

1. Campaign SiSiS slogan is in large, capitalised text, centred over the image as a thought bubble from the 
observer  

2. The prompt questions raised by the observed suspicious behaviour, together with instructions for 
witnesses about what to do are in smaller, sentence case text at the bottom right of each image. 

 ● Colour palette – simple and contrasting monochrome (grey scale) and bright sky blue.

Figure 1: SiSiS assets 1-3.
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As can be seen in Figure 1, the distinctive visual 
elements of assets 1-3 are the light blue colouring, 
considered to arouse trust, (Su, Cui & Walsh, 
2021), calmness and reassurance (Biswas, 2016), 
presumably with the intention to brand the campaign 
owners with these qualities. It is doubly notable that 
the blue is not the ‘police blue’ which may undercut 
the call to action and engagement message. The dark 
and grainy tone to the posters evokes an ominous 
tone. The use of shadowing in the images consistently 
shows the threatening items or individuals in the 
‘dark’, with the negative connotations that conjures, 
and the commuters in the ‘light’, again highlighting 
their placement on the ‘moral side’.

By foregrounding the suspicious behaviour threat (the 
bag, the security recording, the intruder) and pushing 
the much smaller-scale commuter observer to the back 
of the scene, the reader is easily able to identify where 
to focus their attention, in looking for the problem in 
the scenario. The decision to place the SiSiS slogan 
in a thought bubble from the observer is perhaps 
counterintuitive, in that a more likely thought would 
be the question posed at the bottom right of the poster. 
By giving the depicted commuter-observers everyday 
distractions (a phone, a newspaper) these assets convey 
both the reality of commuting and the need to be 
vigilant despite these common distractions. 

The primary framing of SiSiS is one of engagement, 
where commuters have a call to action – specifically to 
be vigilant to their commuting surroundings and report 
suspicious behaviour (See it, Say it), with a secondary 
reassurance frame that things will be ‘Sorted’ (‘We’ll 
sort it; ‘Together we’ve got it covered’), reflecting 
an additional element of informational messaging. 
Engagement messaging seeks active participation from 
the audience, rather than to deliver an informational/
directive message (Johnson et al., 2020). The SiSiS 
phrase uses alliteration, punctuation, and short phrases 
which are memorable, concise and chime with the 
underpinning notion of competence and control that 
the supplementary short text conveys. While the SiSiS 
tagline has proven powerful in these respects (Alsop 

et al, 2021), its direct instruction utilises a ‘command 
and control’ sentiment, aligned with one-way 
informational public communication (Johnson et al., 
2020). However, this is supplemented with a strategy 
of questioning that directly engages the audience. SiSiS 
gives specific examples of the suspicious behaviour 
that commuters should recognise, e.g., ‘Have they 
left a bag unattended?’ ‘Are they checking security?’. 
The use of the term ‘they’, discursively separates the 
commuter and potential attacker, where ‘us’ or ‘we’ 
as commuters identify with the moral voice, and 
‘them’ or ‘they’ are outsiders, a foreign and potentially 
threatening entity. The use of ‘us and them’ is a 
common linguistic device signalling solidarity and 
social identification versus difference and othering 
(Dolea, 2018; Tajfel and Turner, 1979; van Leeuwen, 
2008), particularly when, for example, a less evocative 
term (e.g., ‘someone’) could have been used.

While the examples of suspicious behaviours are 
clear and unambiguous (although noting that this 
may not always lead to individuals feeling confident 
to spot them in real life – see Alsop et al, 2021), 
directives to tell, notify or text ‘staff’ leaves this 
open to interpretation. This is borne out in Pearce et 
al’s (2020) study involving SiSiS where members of 
the public reported intentions to report concerns to 
staff working in cafes within train stations, risking 
that concerns may not be passed on appropriately or 
relevant safety protocol followed, depending on the 
individual’s security knowledge and training.  

Assets 4-12 are SiSiS rail posters and contain some 
variations of note. The posters, rather than a dark and 
grainy background, consist of a bright white canvas, 
with a basic black and white pencil style drawing of the 
features of interest. Figure 2 (next page) provides typical 
examples of how the sharp tonal contrast between the 
soft greyscale background drawing and the crisp black 
and white figures (suspicious actor and observer) 
helps to focus the attention on these parts of the asset. 
In contrast to SiSiS assets 1-3, these posters make the 
prompt question about the suspicious behaviour the 
primary focus, given as the first part of the thought 
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bubble, which is large and centred in the posters. The 
SiSiS text is given as the secondary text. This balance 
between these two components arguably better 
denotes the practical application of thought to action. 
Moreover, it perhaps seeks to portray a more active role 
for members of the public, conveying the urgency of 
individuals asking themselves these questions.

What can we see here?

 ● Setting – rail/bus travel settings – a train station platform; inside a train/bus. 

 ● Tone of visuals – sharp, high contrast pencil-drawing style on a predominantly white background. 

 ● Subject positioning – where the suspicious item or actor is included, it is foregrounded with the observer 
backgrounded and much smaller in scale. Where the observer is seen reporting something suspicious to a 
member of staff, both are looking in the same direction (towards the person or item in question).

 ● Text focus –  Questions denoting the suspicious behaviour, accompanied by instructions for making contact 
and the SiSiS slogan – all included in a thought bubble from the observer. Separate text ‘together we’ve got 
it covered’ also presented in the same white font on coloured background, for attention. 

 ● Text size and font – The prompt question about the suspicious behaviour is the largest text in the poster. 
In Assets 5 and 6 where observers are shown reporting something suspicious the line ‘don’t be afraid to tell 
us’ is also included in the same large font size. The SiSiS slogan is the next biggest font size on all assets 
and is also capitalised for emphasis.

 ● Colour palette – Assets 11 and 12 depict ‘critical threat’ scenarios where suspects are visibly carrying 
dangerous weapons. These are marked with the words ‘critical threat level’ in block capitals, and the 
colour palette is red, white and black, in contrast with assets 4-10 where the colour palette is sky blue, 
white and black.

Figure 2: selected examples of SiSiS assets 4-12.
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Across all of these assets 4-12, while members of the 
public in some cases possess the everyday potential 
distractions included in assets 1-3 (e.g., mobile phones, 
earphones), here they are depicted as vigilant and, in most 
cases, staring straight at the threats. There appears to be 
an attempt to denote multiculturalism and inclusivity, with 
a range of different demographics portrayed (genders, 
race, age, physical disability) and various implied reasons 
for travel through their dress and luggage (e.g., work, 
backpacking, leisure). The same diversity is not applied 
to the perpetrators, who, while depersonalised to some 
extent, always appear to be male.

As with assets 1-3, the threats (human or object) are 
foregrounded, dark in colour, and shadowy in tone, as 
opposed to the background ‘citizen surveillant’ (Salerno, 
2016) whose faces are clear and sharp. When members 
of the public are shown to have moved to report to police 
or transport staff (assets 8 and 9), both the member of 
the public and the staff member are shown side by side 
and equally sized, visually representing the authority-
public partnership SiSiS seeks to convey. Further, these 
posters directly tackle concerns that members of the 
public may have in reporting something they have seen 
or indeed a general feeling of unease (“Don’t be afraid 
to tell us”), an issue borne out in past research (Pearce et 
al., 2020). Interestingly, while phone and text numbers 
are supplied, the reporting depicted is in-person, which 
is usually only preferred if trustful relationships have 
been established, otherwise confidential anonymous 
channels are the method of choice (Thomas et al., 2020). 

Perhaps only for the purpose of visual clarity, all of 
the SiSiS posters show empty transport settings with 
only one commuter and perpetrator. However, past 
evaluation including that of SiSiS (Alsop et al, 2021), 
found that people tend to feel less at risk in quieter, 
spacious places. Similarly, research has found that 
individuals tend to be less vigilant in familiar places 
(Keenan, 2018). Therefore, the clear depiction of 
a threat in these rather sterile and quiet locations 
challenges these implicit beliefs. Moreover, the single 
person perpetrator depicted may seek to enforce the 

1  Counter Terrorism Policing (2018) Action Counters Terrorism 2018 Campaign Toolkit 

risk of ‘lone actor’ attackers that have carried out 
several high impact terrorist attacks over recent years. 
Relatedly, asset 8 and 9’s colouring is bright red, shown 
to increase perception of danger (Pravossoudovitch 
et al., 2014) alongside the ‘Critical Threat Level’ 
text upper-right, these aspects are accompanied by an 
image of a perpetrator with a concealed gun (asset 8) 
and knife (asset 9), two of the most imminent/easily 
discharged threats. 

2. ACT
The Action Counters Terrorism (ACT) campaign 
includes a mix of video and print media assets. These 
assets form part of a toolkit of resources for regional 
police communication teams, that can be used 
alongside locally produced assets which may draw on 
and replicate the stock phrases and social media copy 
which is supplied by the Counter Terrorism Policing 
team. As a community focused campaign, the primary 
audience for the ACT campaign is adults living in 
cities and towns in the UK’s key metropolitan areas1. 
The UK (adult) population as a whole is the broader 
target audience, with a secondary aim of the campaign 
to support engagement from key sectors such as 
transport, aviation and utilities. As part of this broader 
engagement effort, the ACT campaign includes 
a toolkit of resources and information designed 
for key partners to adapt and adopt the ACT core 
messages in producing and disseminating their own 
communications messages on a more tailored sector-
specific or region-specific basis.  

The primary framing for the whole ACT campaign is 
engagement – increasing vigilance and a call to action 
for people to act if they see something that doesn’t ‘feel 
right’. This is evident in all of the assets analysed - two 
extended videos and an accompanying set of micro 
videos, together with three posters. The same core 
message of the campaign runs across all the assets, that 
is, a call to action as part of a bigger community effort 
to defeat terrorism.
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The first video, entitled ‘Life Has No Rewind Button’ 
uses the same male character in three suspicious 
scenarios (see Figure 3),with the assets prompting 
and promoting vigilance. The emphasis is on moral 
engagement, in getting the viewer to recognise these 
as problem scenarios and ‘do the right thing’ by 
reporting their suspicions. It does this with frequent 
text interactions between video clips, asking prompt 
questions of the viewer: ‘Suspicious? Would you 
report it? What about this?’ along with repetition of 
the directive command to ‘look again’, encouraging 

the viewer to really see and think about what they 
are watching. The video closes with three short, 
punchy sentences which reiterate the core message 
‘unfortunately, life doesn’t have a rewind button. If it 
doesn’t feel right, ACT. Reporting it won’t ruin lives, 
but it may save them. Communities defeat terrorism’. 
The tone here is one of collective social responsibility 
and plays to the viewers own potential sense of regret 
if they don’t act, and the ‘warm glow’ taking action 
may provide (Erlandsson et al., 2016). Although an 
element of obscurity is semantically meaningful in 

What can we see here?

 ●  ● Setting – the same male character in a series 
of public places (by communal bins, in a 
hardware store, on a street corner) acting 
suspiciously (disposing of empty hazardous 
liquid cannisters, stocking up on potential 
weaponry, covertly filming two uniformed 
officers).

 ● Viewing perspective - each scenario is 
viewed from the vantage point of a security 
camera lens, which zooms in to highlight the 
threat in each scene.

 ● Tone of visuals –  low key everyday settings, 
muted colour palette, ‘ordinary’ and diverse 
characters represented.

 ● Subject positioning – suspect always central 
within the scene, only scenario three shows 
other incidental characters.

 ● Use of text – frequent text interactions with 
questions (‘Suspicious? Would you report 
it? What about this?’) and commands ‘Look 
again’; ‘If it doesn’t feel right, ACT’).

 ● Accompanying audio – suspenseful music, 
overlaid with sounds of video rewinding and 
camera lens refocusing.

Figure 3: selected frames from ACT ‘Life Has No Rewind’ asset.
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the context of the campaign’s focus on the hidden 
risks in one’s community, recent public feedback has 
reported that the Look Again imaging lacks visual 
clarity (Alsop et al, 2021). 

The second video, entitled ‘Action Counters 
Terrorism’ complements the ‘Life Has No Rewind 
Button’ narrative and continues the focus on promoting 
public vigilance, shifting the viewing perspective to 
scenes as witnessed by members of the public. By 
showing the scenarios as seen through the eyes of 
these witnesses (see Figure 4), who represent a mixed 
demographic of gender, age and ethnicity, this asset 
emphasises that individual members of the public 
going about their daily leisure or working lives have 
a role to play in remaining vigilant and responsive to 
suspicious behaviour and the threat of terrorism. This 
underlying principle of the important role of individual 
responsibility and action is emphasised by the closing 
scenes, showing an active positive outcome from 
public reporting - a view of the suspicious character, 
removed from a rented white van, handcuffed and 
being led away by plain clothes and uniformed police 
officers to a police van. This provides encouragement 
to potentially hesitant observers of the value of 
reporting, and adds to the narrative of success through 
collective community endeavour and vigilance.

The call to action in this video is strong, both through 
the visual depiction of the different reporting options 
and the text phrases, which are clear and direct. The 
majority of the emphasis is on the visual content, with 
text only included as three dispersed lines to provide 
the narrative thread: ‘If you see something that doesn’t 
look right’ early in the sequence, ‘report it’ in the 
middle, followed by a video montage of the witnesses 
using all the different ways to report suspicious 
activity, and closing with the line ‘communities 
defeat terrorism’. It is an emotive appeal which 
emphasises the link between community reporting and 
action to remove terrorist actors and threat from real 
communities. As such it is designed to encourage the 
viewer to share in that sense of achievement and want 
to be part of that community effort against terrorism. 
This focus on the ‘insider’ is in strong contrast to the 
‘outsider’ focus of SiSiS.
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The above two videos are each extended versions at 
around one minute play time each. But there are also 
a further series of shorter video assets of around 20 
seconds length that depict these scenarios singly. 
Addressing the apathy challenges of the ‘bystander 
effect’ (Darley & Bibb Latané, 1968) and the 
‘embarrassed bystander’ (Zoccola et al, 2011), these 
shorter assets place the emphasis on vigilance and 
reporting something that you see that doesn’t feel 

right, and include text overlays with the phrases ‘trust 
your instincts’ and ‘you won’t be wasting our time’. 
These reassurance messages are confidence-boosting 
phrases designed to encourage vigilant observers to 
overcome their hesitancy and do something rather 
than nothing, and supports a more general framing 
of the ‘communities defeat terrrorism’ concept that 
every effort counts in the bigger collective approach to 
addressing terrorism threats. The audio playing behind 

What can we see here?

 ●  ● Setting – a male character in a series of 
public places (by communal bins, in a 
hardware store, on a street corner in a café), 
acting suspiciously (disposing of empty 
hazardous liquid cannisters, stocking up on 
potential weaponry, covertly filming two 
uniformed officers, using his phone to watch a 
video of a homemade explosive device).

 ● Viewing perspective - each scenario is 
viewed from the vantage point of an observant 
member of the public, seeing and then 
reporting suspicious behaviour.

 ● Tone of visuals – low key everyday settings, 
muted colour palette, ‘ordinary’ and diverse 
characters represented.

 ● Subject positioning – observers central, 
looking to suspicious character / behaviour (in 
frame / just off frame).

 ● Use of text – minimal text interactions – focus 
on visual awareness prompting and modelling 
of reporting options. 

 ● Accompanying audio – suspenseful music, 
growing to a crescendo

Figure 4: selected frames from ACT ‘Actions Counter Terrorism’ asset
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these shorter assets has a rhythmic musical quality like 
a mobile phone alarm tone, which is gentle enough to 
avoid creating a jarring or panic-inducing effect but 
still helps reinforce a sense of time-sensitivity and a 
need to act.

The poster assets included in the campaign are text-
heavy, with minimal use of stock images or graphics, 
which keeps the focus on the words. Although 
individual police forces such as West Mercia (2021) 
have used core messages and stock phrases from the 
ACT campaign toolkit to create more visually-driven 
posters, these are in the minority. Unlike the video 
assets, which both educate about possible causes for 
suspicion and vigilance as well as prompting action in 
reporting sightings, the posters are solely focused on 
the reporting function, reiterating the need to act and 
providing the contact details to do so. One of the key 
text-based poster formats is shown in Figure 5 below. 

Although visually very simple, the poster creates strong 
impact by breaking into three key sections of text, 
which relate to a simple three part formula. This is: 1). 
Statement of impact (Communities Defeat Terrorism) 
2). Call to action (call/report what you’ve witnessed) 
3). Activation of moral purpose (your call could save 
lives).  This poster is a reinvention of the original 2017 
ACT campaign ‘Make Nothing Happen’ poster asset 
(Counter Terrorism Policing, 2018). The semantic 
switch from ‘make nothing happen’ to ‘your call could 
save lives’ in the current version shifts the framing to 
one that clearly centres on action generating a more 
gratifyingly motivational and tangible outcome for the 
reporter, as compared to the less tangible absence of 
an outcome associated with making ‘nothing happen’. 

What can we see here?

 ● Text focus –  Communities Defeat Terrorism 
tagline, followed by instructions on what to 
do if you see/hear something suspicious and a 
closing line that ‘your call could save lives’. 

 ● Text size and font –

1. Communities Defeat Terrorism tagline in 
large capitalised text.  

2. Remaining text smaller, but with the 
ACT reporting contact details in bold, for 
emphasis. 

 ● Colour palette – simple and high contrast 
white text on red background. 

Figure 5: Communities Defeat Terrorism poster asset
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Another poster, shown in Figure 6 (below), utilises 
a split-screen text and visual layout to show a simple 
treatment of a scenario that reminds the potential 
reporter of the way to report a sighting or concern, and 
a reminder that reporting is confidential. This emphasis 
on being able to report without risk to themselves 
or their relationships is important in encouraging 
engagement, as identified in extant research on 
countering violent extremism (Williams et al., 2016). 

However, it should also be borne in mind, particularly 
in community reporting scenarios, that face-to-
face reporting is often preferred if authorities are 
considered trustworthy and motivated by safeguarding 
rather than punishment seeking (Thomas et al., 
2020). Further, preferred reporting mechanisms may 
be influenced by cultural and historical legacies, such 
as a preference for confidential routes in Northern 
Ireland (Alsop et al, 2021).

What can we see here?

 ● Setting – public transport setting – ticket barriers and commuters in the background. 

 ● Tone of visuals – natural close up reportage style photo in muted tones, showing a man seen reporting 
something on his phone. 

 ● Subject – the image is dominated with the central observant citizen who is looking concerned and 
reporting something to ACT, showing only a small amount of blurred out background scene beyond him. 

 ● Text focus – Call to action – ‘report your concerns’, reassurance ‘confidentially’, and the contact options 
for reporting suspicious situations. 

 ● Text size and font – minimal text, all large font and block capitals.

 ● Colour palette – simple and high contrast white text on blue background.

Figure 6: ACT poster asset
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A third poster (see Figure 7 below) is an emotional 
appeal to the social responsibility of the viewer. It 
draws on the potential reporter’s sense of community 
and social duty, but minimises the potential anxiety a 
reporter might feel about it by giving the reassurance 
message that many others report on a regular basis and 
the motivational message that this helps to make a real 
difference in keeping communities safe.

Whilst acknowledging that pragmatic reasons may 
restrict colour palette choices when producing large 
scale communication campaigns (i.e., cost of multi-
colour design/printing), nevertheless the cohesion 
and simplicity of the colour palette in this series of 
poster assets is noted for its visual impact. Although 
popularised conceptions of the emotional and 
psychological effects of colour can be oversimplified 
and don’t necessarily remain consistent across different 
demographics and cultures (O’Connor, 2021), keeping 
the colour palette tonal in cool blues and greens (which 
are often understood to convey a sense of calm and 

safety) enables the overall tone of the poster to be one 
of calm, reassuring encouragement to act. Overlaying 
this with a central pair of verbs – the doing words 
‘support’ and ‘report’ – makes measured but swift 
action the main focus, in step with the ‘don’t worry, 
don’t delay, just act’ sentiment of the ACT campaign 
(Coaffee, 2019, p6).

3. SECURITY ON YOUR SIDE
The Security On Your Side (SOYS) campaign centres 
around a series of five assets depicting different urban 
scenes (Asset 1: waterfront city skyline, Asset 2: 
outside a railway station, Asset 3: an outdoor market 
by a parkland area, Asset 4: a high street scene, Asset 
5: outside a large events arena) and typical protective 
measures found in urban settings, such as monitored 
CCTV, reinforced street furniture, security dogs, 
uniformed and plain clothes police officers. These 
are illustrated in Figure 8 below. The primary frame 
can be considered reassurance, and informational in 

What can we see here?

 ● Layout – two central intersecting speech 
bubbles saying ‘support’ and ‘report’, 
with peripheral contextual framing of the 
prevalence of reporting, the contact details, 
and an encouragement to confidentially report 
without anxiety.

 ● Text focus – Sense of social responsibility 
(‘support’); Call to action (‘report’). 

 ● Text size and font – ‘Support’ and ‘Report’ 
much larger than all other text and block 
capitals.

 ● Colour palette – tonal colour palette and 
colours which show in high contrast with the 
largely white background of the poster. 

Figure 7: ACT poster asset
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nature, but also a secondary deterrence frame, and 
there is arguably a third engagement frame which 
requires participation from the audience, when they 
are prompted to think about what they ‘can’t see’. 

What can we see here?

 ● Setting – urban setting, busy with a lot of people coming and going in 
their daily lives.

 ● Tone of visuals – vintage-inspired children’s picture book illustration 
style; pastel tones. 

 ● Visual content – everyday scenes in common busy urban settings. 

 ● Text focus – SOYS strapline, with additional cues about what you can 
and can’t see in the image. There are three different versions of each 
asset, in which the images are always the same but the accompanying 
text and text overlay to the image changes:

1. The security measures visible in the scene are given identifying 
labels over the top of the scene and at the bottom left corner of the 
asset is the tagline ‘that’s what you can see. There’s much more 
you can’t’. 

2. The security is still labelled, but the tagline is extended to ‘That’s 
what you can see. There’s much more you can’t. Areas like this are 
filled with security measures. Some of them are around you right 
now’. 

3. The security measures are not labelled but remain visible and the 
tagline changes to ‘There’s plenty you can see. There’s much more 
you can’t. Areas like this are filled with security measures. Some 
of them are around you right now’. 

 ● Text size and font – the SOYS strapline is in large, capitalised text 
above the image. Smaller text below the image references the presence 
of seen and unseen security measures. There is a hashtag running up to 
the top right corner of the poster (#unseensecurity) in small lower case 
text. 

 ● Colour palette – multicoloured pastel urban scenes within the circular 
view, in contrast to the deep blue/black surround and the high contrast 
red and white of the text and image labelling.

Figure 8: selected examples of SOYS poster assets
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There is a highly congruent style across this series 
of assets, with repeated motifs such as the circular 
containment of the viewed scene and the foregrounding 
of a vehicle coming into the bottom left of each framed 
scene, although the intended purpose of these motifs 
isn’t always entirely clear and unambiguous. In the case 
of the vehicle, this may simply be a visual technique 
used to add depth to the image, but it might carry 
more significance in drawing attention to the vehicle 
(and the hidden driver behind the opaque windows) 
as a potential source of terrorist threat. Indeed, whilst 
security measures as sources of protection are labelled 
in the assets, elements of potential risk or threat are 
not specifically highlighted or identified, leaving this 
up to the perception and perspective of the observer – 
perhaps intentionally so.

Styling the assets with a distinctive aesthetic, 
reminiscent of vintage-inspired children’s picture 
book illustrations, delivered in soft pastel tones, 
gives a visually reassuring and calming quality. 
The vintage styling is also effective in activating a 
sense of nostalgia, which has been found to increase 
audience engagement, stimulate attentiveness, attract 
more positive consumer responses and increase 
the persuasiveness of the message, more than non-
nostalgic media (Muehling & Pascal, 2012). Although 
the styling is evocative of (arguably ‘safer’) past times, 
the settings are contemporary – noticeably so in the 
case of the waterfront bridge in front of a skyscraper 
city horizon, and the vignette based around a stadium 
venue, presumably also strategically chosen as they 
have been high profile targets of terrorist threat. 
Irrespective of the vintage styling, the assets are 
able to reflect a diverse contemporary community 
demographic through the inclusion of a small number 
of modern reference items such as a woman holding 
a mobile phone in the stadium scene, the presence 
of CCTV cameras, the LGBTQ+ Pride flag, and the 
inclusion in all five assets of figures representing a 
diverse multicultural society. This enables the assets to 
‘speak’ to the broadest possible audience, enhanced by 
the inclusive representation of a wide range of ages and 

physical abilities and disabilities amongst the figures in 
the assets. 

The hashtag #unseensecurity which runs vertically up 
the right hand top corner of the asset is the only piece 
of text which does not run horizontally, left-right, and 
the relatively small font size and corner positioning 
on the page also pushes it out of the main focus, so it 
requires a conscious effort to read it, perhaps making a 
subtle nod to the SOYS campaign’s fundamental point 
about the unseen in plain sight. 

In the accompanying series of Facebook GIF animated 
assets that relate to each of the five scenarios, the 
animation shifts across a series of three overlay 
frames for each asset, building the image and message 
progressively (see the example in Figure 9). The first 
frame of ‘what you can see’ as a normal looking urban 
scene shifts into the same scene, shown in greyscale 
with the exception of the previously unnoticed security 
measures highlighted in colour and labelled, with the 
accompanying tagline ‘there’s much more you can’t’. 
The final frame is a text-only shot, with ‘security 
on your side’ as a closing message of reassurance, 
followed by #unseensecurity in smaller text beneath. 
This layered highlighting of the seen and unseen is 
an effective means of telling the story, by focusing on 
the key points for attention. The juxtaposition of the 
seen and unseen strategy in this way mirrors the ‘Look 
again’ message of ACT.
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The colour palette choice in these assets is of note. 
Colour can be a compelling persuasion tool, as part of 
a broader visual communication (Courtis, 2004) and 
there is an extensive body of literature on the ways in 
which colour can influence opinions and perceptions. 
Although variable across cultures, there are studies 
demonstrating the preference for blue as a colour 
which elicits a calming effect (Mikellides, 2012) and a 
trust response (Su, Cui & Walsh, 2021), whilst red has 

been found to be an activating colour (Courtis, 2004), 
possibly caused in part by findings that it is more 
commonly associated with a distrust response (Su, 
Cui & Walsh, 2021). As such the blue-black margin 
to the assets, with a predominance of cool blues and 
greens in the scenes is in keeping with colour theory in 
relation to eliciting calm and trusting responses, with 
the use of red labelling and text used to draw attention.

What can we see here?

 ●  ● Setting – urban setting, busy with a lot of 
people coming and going in their daily lives.

 ● Tone of visuals – vintage-inspired children’s 
picture book illustration style; pastel tones in 
first frame, predominantly greyscale in the 
second. 

 ● Visual content – everyday scenes in common 
busy urban settings, with a shift from unseen 
to seen protective measures between frames 1 
and 2.

 ● Text focus – SOYS strapline and  minimal, 
clear focus on highlighting the presence of the 
unseen.

 ● Text size and font –

1. Large, bold capitalised white text 
accompanying the images, in strong 
contrast with dark blue/black background 

2. Image labelling as white text on red boxes 
stands out well against the monochrome 
of the second frame.

 ● Colour palette – multicoloured pastel urban 
scenes, contrasting deep blue / black surround 
and the high contrast red and white of the text 
and image labelling

Figure 9: example screen sequence from one SOYS GIF asset
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Whilst acknowledging the inherent challenges 
in balancing the twin objectives of visibility and 
invisibility, as part of the dual deterrence and 
reassurance priorities for policing public spaces (Cook 
& Whowell, 2011), it is potentially problematic that 
there is sufficient ambiguity around the underlying 
purpose of these assets that they can be read as either 
reassurance-focused or deterrence-focused. Putting 
the scene within a central circular window creates an 
element of ambiguity. Circular frames to views can be 
relatively neutral and benign – for example a porthole 
window, but the same view could also be from a 
sniper’s crosshairs, and the variance in this possibility 
for interpretation of the angle of view significantly 
changes the tone of the image. It also influences the 
overall primary framing of the asset’s message, from 
one of public reassurance in the first instance to one of 
deterrence of hostile actors in the latter case. 

The labelling of the protective measures to emphasise 
their presence is another aspect of the images which 
can be read in opposing ways. If the assets are being 
used as a reassurance campaign for members of the 
public, the accompanying text ‘That’s what you can 
see. There’s much more you can’t. Areas like this are 
filled with security measures. Some of them are around 
you right now’ further reinforces this reassurance 
message. That said, there is a question over whether 
the emphatic use of language and the loading of three 
different protective deterrence measures in each image 
activates public awareness and alertness or, perhaps, 
inadvertently tips towards over-reassurance, feeding 
public passivity and de-sensitisation. If viewed as a 
deterrence communication, the emphatic language 
focusing on how many security measures are in use 
and the inference that there are more that have not been 
explicitly identified is strongly suggestive, especially 
when framed within a crosshair view, giving the 
sense of being watched at close range. However, this 
messaging is somewhat at odds with the overall pastel-
toned vintage story book visual aesthetic of the images, 
adding to the ambiguity of the communication.
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CONCLUSION
Viewed as part of a wider counter-terrorism initiative, 
the campaigns, while distinct in aesthetic quality and 
issue-targeting, disseminate a range of threat scenarios 
and their proposed solutions into the public sphere. 
While SiSiS concentrates primarily on imminent 
threats that can be readily identified through public 
vigilance, ACT and SOYS communicate background 
threats and how critical observation and protective 
security measures, respectively, can mitigate their 
execution. While the audience brings their own 
decoding lens to the interpretive process (a point 
discussed throughout the literature review here: www.
crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review), 
there is some ‘semantic noise’ (Gregory, 2021; Aly et 
al., 2014) through certain written and visual elements 
of the campaigns that may create implicit ambiguity 
around their intended meaning; this was reflected in 
public feedback towards the ‘sorted’ and ‘look again’ 
elements of SiSiS and ACT respectively (Alsop et al, 
2021). Additionally, the degree of perceived personal 
relevance of the campaigns is likely to affect their 
impact, reflected in findings that people living in 
London were more likely to be aware of SiSiS and 
ACT campaigns, than individuals living in the other 
devolved regions (Alsop et al, 2021). 

All three campaigns contain elements of 
informational and engagement messaging frames, 
though in varying combination and to varying 
degrees. In using a combination of informational 
(reassuring) and engagement frames, both within and 
across campaigns, risks remain around to what extent 
prioritising trust in authorities and their capacities 
through reassuring informational messages, undercuts 
the perceived need for personal or community-led 
preparedness (Johnson et al., 2018). This relationship 
is made more complex by the findings of recent 
market research on CT campaigns, including SiSiS 
and ACT, that people’s awareness of campaigns is 
itself driven by whether they feel they have a role to 

play in defeating terrorism (Alsop et al, 2021). This 
proposes a ‘wicked problem’ in that the campaign 
objective of raising awareness around one’s role 
in defeating terrorism is somewhat contingent on 
this perception being held in advance. Similarly, in 
Alsop et al.’s (2021) Agfora/Plus4 evaluation, SiSiS 
campaign owners, the British Transport Police, were 
‘trusted most by those who do NOT feel that they have 
a role to play in defeating terrorism and/or in keeping 
communities safe’ (Alsop et al, 2021, p.9). At the 
same time, as the literature review reveals, there is a 
delicate balance between activating fear responses and 
motivation, and in unifying and dividing communities 
through the insider/outsider lens. However, evaluation 
including public feedback on SiSiS and ACT suggests 
that on the whole, members of the public feel they 
have some responsibility in keeping communities safe 
(Alsop et al, 2021). 

Thus, the ‘success’ of strategic communication 
campaigns requires a recognition of the complex 
nuances of message dissemination and reception, 
and is dependent, in part, on clarity of purpose 
(information versus engagement, or a combination) 
tied to appropriate ‘audience’ targeting. In addition, 
campaign coherence is significant both in terms of 
1). how assets within a campaign interact in series or 
parallel to impact on the overall effectiveness of the 
campaign and 2). how a given campaign’s effectiveness 
is amplified or nullified by other previous or concurrent 
strategic communications campaigns addressing the 
same or similar issues. This involves an assessment of 
the dominance and longevity of particular discursive 
frames, and to what degree and effect these frames 
are contested and re-constructed in the public arena 
(Canel and Gurrionero, 2016). Campaign evaluation 
requires, therefore, attention towards whether these 
frames are replicated or mirrored in other forms of 
public communication, and whether counter-frames 
can be identified and to what effect. In public feedback 

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-literature-review
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towards four different campaigns, including ACT 
and SiSiS, over half of respondents believed that the 
campaigns formed a coherent set, though they would 
welcome ‘a common theme or visual identity’ across 
them (Alsop et al, 2021). Deeper analysis of audience 
interpretation in this respect will only be gained 
through further in-depth primary research.

Considering the social media realm is now central to 
communicating and publicising campaign materials, 
the level of positive interactivity with these campaigns 
will be a marker of their public engagement qualities 
(Dolea, 2018). This appears particularly pertinent 
since a preference for stronger digital presence has 
been raised in past campaign evaluation (Alsop et al, 
2021). The synchronicity and framing contests within 
and between counter terrorism campaigns is a crucial, 
though under-utilised element of campaign evaluation. 
As such, further primary research on the SiSiS, ACT 
and SOYS campaigns as part of this present study 
will provide important insight into the planned and 
perceived effectiveness of campaign asset coordination 
and rollout, with additional social media analysis 
providing further opportunity to explore and test the 
validity of these findings (please find full report here: 
www.crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-framework-
full-report/ and the social media briefing here: www.
crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/stars-social-media-
analysis).

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