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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

In response to the rise of the so-called Islamic State and its effective Received 14 August 2024

use of propaganda to recruit and radicalise followers, countering Accepted 17 October 2024

the communication strategies of a range of terrorist and violent

extremist actors has become a significant challenge for St : S
g 0 rategic communications;

policymakers and practitioners. Over the past decade, counter- counter-messaging;

messaging campaigns have increasingly played a central role terrorism; violent extremism

within  Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) programming.

However, evidence supporting the effectiveness of these

campaigns remains limited. While previous systematic reviews

have focused on empirical and theoretical contributions, this

paper makes a valuable contribution by conducting the first

systematic review of evaluations of ‘live’ CVE counter-messaging

campaigns. The study provides important insights into the

effectiveness of current campaigns and offers recommendations

for improving future strategies.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

In the wake of the rise of the so-called Islamic state and their seemingly effective appli-
cation of propaganda to recruit and radicalise followers, countering the communication
strategies of a range of terrorist and violent extremist actors has become a major chal-
lenge for policy makers and practitioners. One key response has been the use of com-
munication campaigns to counter or prevent violent extremism, which has been widely
promoted by national governments, international organisations and multilateral
forums, civil society organisations and the communications technology industry,
backed up by significant financial investment (Briggs & Feve, 2013; Reed et al., 2017).
Often designated as ‘counter-messaging’, ‘counter-narrative’ or ‘alternative narrative’ pro-
grammes, P/CVE communications interventions typically seek to challenge, undermine or
crowd out violent extremist propaganda (counter-narrative), and sometimes seek to

CONTACT Alastair Reed @ alastair.reed@swansea.ac.uk
@ Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/19434472.2024.2419390.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly
cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author
(s) or with their consent.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19434472.2024.2419390&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-11-06
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:alastair.reed@swansea.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1080/19434472.2024.2419390
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (& S.TREACYETAL

provide non-violent, pro-social content in its place (alternative narrative) (Braddock &
Horgan, 2016; Briggs & Feve, 2013.)

Over the past decade counter-messaging campaigns have become a central plank of
CVE programming globally, with support from policy makers and practitioners for
further funding and implementation (Reed et al., 2017). However, the evidence base for
such campaigns remains limited (Ferguson, 2016). This paper adds to the insights
gained by a previous systematic review of counter-narratives by Carthy et al. (2020),
which found little evidence of their effectiveness in preventing violent radicalisation.
However, the studies under review were largely theoretical and experimental contri-
butions, and it is the aim of this review to address the knowledge gap by focusing on
‘live’ CVE counter-messaging campaigns, or those that were intended to be. Through
reviewing all publicly available campaign evaluations that we were able to identify, this
study will provide an overview of the types of campaigns implemented, how they were
evaluated, and what we can learn from the findings of these evaluations. This review is
as far as we are aware, the first review to address ‘live’ CVE counter-messaging campaigns,
and as such makes a unique contribution to the field.

Research questions

To meet the aims of this review, the following questions were formulated:

(1) What types of communications campaigns have been designed and developed that
make use of counter-narratives or alternative narratives in countering or preventing
violent extremism?

(2) What counter-narratives or alternative narratives were described by the research?

(3) How were the communications campaigns evaluated and what were the findings of
these evaluations?

(4) What was the quality of the research conducted?

Methods

It was clear that there were a range of communications campaigns being developed by a
variety of state and non-state actors, using counter-messaging narratives. However, it was
unclear how much of this had been evaluated, and how much would appear in the peer-
reviewed literature. Therefore, it was decided that a systematic integrative review meth-
odology was the most appropriate to use. This approach accommodates a wide variety of
study methods, giving a ‘broader, more inclusive view of a topic’ than a traditional sys-
tematic review (Lubbe et al., 2020, p. 308), but also applies a systematic means of conduct-
ing the literature review to ensure rigour.

The particular methodology adopted for this review was an adaptation of Whittemore
and Knafl's (2005) updated integrative review method, with the addition of a
validated quality appraisal tool to facilitate data evaluation - MetaQAT (Rosella et al.,
2016). Reporting of the review also adhered to PRISMA systematic review guidelines
(Page et al., 2021), including completion of the PRISMA 2020 checklist, see Appendix
1. Using this combination of approaches, the following four steps were followed during
the course of this review:
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Table 1. Review search terms.

Intervention Field of study

counter-narrative* OR counter-messag* OR counter fram*  terror* OR counter-terror* OR CT OR anti-terror* OR
OR alternative narrative* OR alternative messag* OR extremis* OR countering violent extremism OR CVE OR
alternative fram* OR strategic communication* OR anti- PVE OR P/CVE OR P-CVE OR radicalization OR
messag* OR anti-radicalis* OR contested narrative* OR radicalisation or de-radicalisation OR de-radicalization
disrupt*

Additional for updated search

Communication* campaign OR awareness campaign OR
advertising campaign OR propaganda OR communication*
intervention OR information campaign

Literature search

The review search strategy was devised by the research team, and further refined by a
series of pilot searches. This was followed by systematic searching of nine electronic data-
bases related to the social sciences and criminal justice, which were: Applied Social
Sciences Index and Abstracts, Campbell Collaboration, Criminal Justice Database,
Digital National Security Archive, European Sources Online, International Bibliography
of Social Sciences, Proquest Central, Scopus and Web of Science. Searches were com-
pleted on all databases by 15th May 2023. It is of note that the searches took place at
two main time points, the first being 29th October 2019, and the second search was com-
pleted in two parts in May 2023 (5th and 15th), which updated the first search, but also
included some additional search terms, as the research questions were refined. The search
terms were split into two categories: type of intervention (original search and additional
one) and field of study, as presented in Table 1.

Whilst no filters were applied to seven of the databases searched, there were filters
applied to both ProQuest Central and Web of Science, which returned a very large
number of articles initially. These were then filtered by ‘language’ (English), ‘article type’
for ProQuest (excluding article types that were excluded by our inclusion criteria, such as
newspapers, magazines and podcasts), and ‘topic area’ for Web of Science (excluding
science, engineering and unrelated social science topics such as radiology, material sciences
and archaeology). Appendices 2a, 2b, and 2c give an example of the search strategy at the
different time points, and Appendix 3 has the list of filters applied to each database.

In addition to the electronic database search, an extensive hand search strategy was
also employed which involved reference mining, internet searches with Google and
Google Scholar and searching the websites of 62 organisations and institutions, including
governments, academic departments, think-tanks, 3rd sector organisations, and social
media companies and groups. These covered the full range of publications up to June
2023, and the specific websites searched are listed in Appendix 4.

Data evaluation

Papers returned by the search were screened by title, abstract and then full-text by two
independent reviewers. These were considered for inclusion in the review if they met the
following criteria:

(@) Involved a ‘live’ communication campaign, or aspects of one, run by any group. For
the purposes of this review, a communication campaign was defined as: ‘purposive
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attempts to inform or influence behaviors in large audiences ... using an organised
set of communication activities and featuring an array of mediated messages in mul-
tiple channels generally to produce non-commercial benefits to individuals and
society’ (Atkin & Rice, 2013, p. 3). In this context, ‘live’ means that the campaign
has been run, or has appeared, in or on various forms of media or social media;

(b) Is focused on preventing or countering terrorism or violent extremism — by any ter-
rorist or violent extremist group;

(c) The campaign explicitly uses counter-narratives or alternative narratives to those
posited by the targeted terrorist or violent extremist group;

(d) Any article, paper or report that includes a description of some form of evaluation of
the communication campaign, or aspects of a campaign, with an identifiable
methods section;

(e) That it is published in English.

Articles and reports were therefore included if they detailed an evaluation of a live
communication campaign which used counter-narratives and alternative narratives in tar-
geting the narratives promoted by any terrorist or violent extremist group.

Papers were excluded from the review if they: (i) involved counter-messaging, counter-
narratives or alternative narratives which were only devised for use in a study, which had
not been run or posted live nor was explicitly intended to be; (ii) targeted non-violent
groups or hate speech more broadly; (iii) detailed educational, deradicalisation or ‘take-
down’ approaches or one-to-one interactive messaging only; (iv) did not explicitly evalu-
ate a communication campaign but nevertheless provided recommendations for them in
the form of toolkits, handbooks or guidance documents; (v) papers which presented an
analysis of a campaign, but not an evaluation, such as a discourse analysis of an advert;
(vi) papers which detailed narrative or counter-narrative theory, rather than evaluating
a live campaign; and (vii) newspapers, magazines, blogs, podcasts, books, working papers.

Initial extraction of data used a structured summary approach, following Tricco et al.
(2018), which described the aims, campaign description, methods, results, and con-
clusions for each paper. This was combined with the ACME (Audience, Channel,
Message and Evaluation) framework (Noar, 2012) to guide data extraction regarding
the communication campaign description, and was folded into a standardised extraction
form based on the Population, Intervention, Comparator and Outcomes (PICO) formula
(Richardson et al, 1995). The data extracted were: author; article data; campaign:
country, name, developer, goals, activities, theory, messages, channels, target audience;
evaluation: aim, design, sample size and description, outcome measures, intervention
group, control group, main outcomes, conclusions, recommendations and limitations.
Half of the studies were extracted by two reviewers to check for consistency.

Quality appraisal

The search returned papers that used a variety of methodologies. A validated tool
designed to evaluate the quality of studies with a range of methods was considered to
be the most appropriate way to allow for both an assessment, and comparison, of
quality across the studies. The Meta Quality Appraisal Tool (MetaQAT) was selected for
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this purpose (Rosella et al., 2016), and the Revised Cochrane risk-of-bias tool for random-
ised trials (RoB 2) (Higgins et al., 2019) was also incorporated.

As the MetaQAT does not have a particular categorisation system, the GRADE criteria
(Ryan & Hill, 2016) was adapted, and High, Moderate and Low ratings were applied to
each study to indicate whether there were no concerns, serious concerns, or very
serious concerns in each quality appraisal domain: relevancy, reliability, validity and appli-
cability. The overall quality score was an average of each of the domain scores. Given the
inclusive and exploratory nature of this review, no papers were excluded from the review
on the basis of quality alone.

Data analysis

It was not possible to conduct a meta-analysis to synthesise the findings of this review,
given the variety of methodologies used in the evaluations, and the type of data gener-
ated (Harden & Thomas, 2005). Instead, a narrative synthesis approach was undertaken
which, together with the data extraction tool employed, enabled each research question
to be addressed (Popay et al., 2006).

Results

Thirty reports met the inclusion criteria for the review, representing twenty-five communi-
cation campaigns - seven of the studies emanated from the Breaking the ISIS Brand
counter-narratives project. Despite there being no date restriction on the search, the
studies meeting the inclusion criteria for this review, are from the last decade only,
2013-2023. Figure 1 summarises the stages of the search and screening process in
PRISMA format below.

ion of studies via Identification of studies via other methods

)

Identification

[

Screening

Records identified from
databases (n = 16,687)

Records removed before
screening:
Duplicate records removed

Records identified from:
Websites (n =91)
Citation searching (n = 25)
Word of mouth (n=5)

(n=5821) Search engine (n=5)
Total (n= 126)
Records screened Records excluded
(n =10,866) (n=9,987)
| |
Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved
(n=879) (n =599) (n=125) (n=55)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n =280)

4

[ Included ] [

Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram depicting the stages of the search and screening process under-
taken. From: Page et al. (2021).

Reports included
n =30

Campaigns included in reports
(n=25)

Reports excluded:
No evaluation (n = 149)
Not communications
campaign (n = 90)
Not about CVE or CT (n=16)
Not narratives (n=6)
Full text unavailable (n= 3)
Not in English (n = 2)
TOTAL (n = 266)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=70)

Reports excluded:
No ion (n =35)

Not communications

campaign (n = 12)

Not CVE/CT (n = 4)

Findings not disaggregated

(n=2)

Not narratives (n = 1)

TOTAL (n = 54)




6 (&) S.TREACYETAL.

A description of the included papers, and of the twenty-five communication cam-
paigns they evaluated, are presented in Table 2, which will be used to describe campaign
characteristics, and to address the first two of the review’s research questions. This will be
followed by the presentation of Tables 3 and 4, and consideration of the third and fourth
research questions.

The communication campaigns predominantly targeted Islamist or jihadist extremism
(n=21), with two at the far-right, one at extremism generally, and one which targeted
both Islamist and far-right extremism. The studies were conducted on campaigns that
were based or run in North America (n =9, seven situated in the USA, and three in
Canada); nine in Europe (including four in the UK); seven in countries of the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA) region; five in Asian countries (with three in Indonesia);
five in sub-Saharan African countries, mostly in West Africa; two in Australia, and one in
Trinidad and Tobago. It is of note that a number of the campaigns were run in multiple
countries. There was no clear funding or sponsor information for eight of the campaigns.
For the rest, twelve were government- or EU-funded (mostly by the US government, n=7,
although there were others involved in funding some campaigns), three by non-profit
organisations (one of which stated that they were also funded by state grants), and
two by Facebook and Edventure’s Peer-to-Peer challenge, one of which was also partly
funded by the US government.

The audience targeted by the campaigns mostly involved young people (n=14),
including students, from as young as 13 or 14 years old (Search for Common Ground,
2020; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard et al., 2018a); described
as potentially ‘at risk’ of either exposure to extremist content or recruitment to an extre-
mist cause (Al-Rawi, 2013; Ali et al., 2020; Ihidero, 2019; Monaci, 2020; Search for Common
Ground, 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020; Voogt, 2017), or sympathetic to
violent extremism (Ali et al,, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a). Others were targeted at
broader swathes of selected communities: such as Sunni Muslims (Al-Rawi, 2013; Bélanger
et al,, 2023), and Somali-Americans (Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard et al., 2019). Two
were targeted at the network around potentially ‘at risk’ people - family and friends
(Al-Rawi, 2013), described as the halo audience in one study (SecDev Foundation,
2016). The target audience was not stated for eight campaigns.

Review question 1: what types of campaign were included?

Most of the campaigns (n = 19) presented goals which sought to challenge violent extre-
mism and its associated ideology (Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al,, 2014; Bean & Edgar, 2017;
Bélanger et al., 2023; Bilali, 2022; Bodine-Baron et al., 2020; El Damanhoury, 2020, 2023;
Ihidero, 2019; Marrone et al., 2020; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017; Monaci, 2020; Octavia
& Wahyuni, 2014; Schmitt et al., 2018; Search for Common Ground, 2020; SecDevFounda-
tion, 2016; Silverman et al.,, 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a,
2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al. 2020, Speckhard, Ellenberg, &
Ahmed, 2020; Voogt, 2017; Wilner & Rigato, 2017). For some campaigns this challenge
also included the presentation of ‘real’ Islam as a corrective to that presented in extremist
messaging, exposing the workings of extremist recruitment strategies, offering a space
and support for disengagement from groups including highlighting the negative
impact of group membership, and seeking to educate the audience regarding critical
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thinking and fake news. Ten campaigns aimed to present alternatives to extremist mess-
ages and violence as a solution to social problems, as a means to prevent or counter ter-
rorism or extremism, by explicitly advocating peace, inclusion, diversity, tolerance and
civic engagement (Aldrich, 2014; Ali et al., 2020; Bodine-Baron et al., 2020; Effendi et al.,
2022; El Damanhoury, 2020, 2023; Monaci, 2020; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; Search for
Common Ground, 2021; SecDev Foundation, 2016).

Most of the campaigns were run online using social media platforms (n = 20, studies
1-25), and the remaining five used largely radio programmes, with one also using
videos, and another a comic book (studies 26-30). Of the online campaigns included,
fifteen were run on Facebook, thirteen on YouTube, eight on Twitter, six campaigns
had their own websites, two used Instagram, one used Vimeo, and one also used Tel-
egram and WhatsApp. These online campaigns were augmented by offline media ones
in four instances, with three in the MENA region using TV channels (Al-Rawi, 2013;
Aly et al., 2014; EI Damanhoury, 2020, 2023). One study also ran campaign materials
at a university campus (lhidero, 2019) through concerts, theatre and sports, and
three within the community (Effendi et al.,, 2022; Search for Common Ground, 2021;
Voogt, 2017). Most of the campaigns did not report the use of any theory or guideline
driving its creation or development (n=16). Of the rest, the public health approach
(Ihidero, 2019; Wilner & Rigato, 2017) and Braddock & Horgan’s guidelines (studies
12-18 in Table 2; Wilner & Rigato, 2017) were mentioned by two campaigns each,
and the development of a Theory of Change was detailed in one study (Marrone
et al., 2020), and stated, but not described, in another (SFCG, 2021)

The activities of the campaigns were closely linked with the channels of the cam-
paign. Three of the campaigns described conducting formative research as a part of
the campaigns’ development (Bodine-Baron et al., 2020; Search for Common Ground,
2020; Wilner & Rigato, 2017). Many of the online campaigns (n = 14) produced videos,
although one of the radio campaigns also filmed videos for use in the community
(Octavia and Wahyuni 2014), and a comic book campaign also used videos (Search
for Common Ground, 2020). Of the videos, seven campaigns featured ex-members
of terrorist or violent extremist groups, or their family members, telling stories of
their experience within the organisation and also of leaving it (Ali et al., 2020;
Bodine-Baron et al., 2020; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Sil-
verman et al., 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b,
2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati,2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020;
Voogt, 2017). Three campaigns also used influencers, or ‘credible’ people locally
and nationally, to deliver their messages (lhidero, 2019; Schmitt et al., 2018; Search
for Common Ground, 2021). A number of campaigns (n=4) described developing
messages to post on social media, which included designing images and infographics
(Berman, 2019; Bélanger et al., 2023; Effendi et al., 2022; Wilner & Rigato, 2017), and
adverts and posters for their content (Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al., 2014; Voogt, 2017).
There were two campaigns which were centred around drama series, one for the
radio (Bilali, 2022) and one for the TV (EIl Damanhoury, 2020, 2023), and there were
other radio programming, and indeed radio stations, created for the offline cam-
paigns (Aldrich, 2014; Bilali, 2022; Marrone et al., 2020; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014).
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Review question 2: what counter-messaging was described by the studies?

The messages of the campaigns cleaved into two main areas, (i) counter and (i) alterna-
tive messages, consistent with the types of messaging described in the literature, and
explored further in this section. Sixteen campaigns presented alternative narratives,
and twenty-one used counter-narratives. However, these forms of messaging were not
mutually exclusive, with thirteen campaigns using elements of both.

Counter-messages

There were a variety of counter-messages or narratives deployed across the campaigns. A
number of these focused on undermining extremist groups and their members, by pre-
senting them as criminals, but also ascribing to them a range of other negative character-
istics: corruption, lying, hypocrisy, failure (n=9; Aldrich, 2014; Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al,,
2014; Bean & Edgar, 2017; Berman, 2019; EI Damanhoury, 2020, 2023; McDowell-
Smith et al,, 2017; Schmitt et al., 2018; Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg,
2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020;
Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020). One campaign also suggested that extremist
groups encouraged criticism of Muslims, and were presented as enemies of Muslims
(Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al., 2014).

Eight campaigns also sought to counter extremist messaging in general, targeting us
v them binary depictions of the conflict, and seeking to cast doubt on their narratives
by using personal stories of trauma experienced by former members, and with ‘facts’
(Ali et al., 2020; lhidero, 2019; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014;
Schmitt et al., 2018; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Silverman et al.,, 2016; Speckhard &
Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati,
et al,, 2020, Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020; Voogt, 2017). Extremist use of the
Qu'ran and of the practice of Islam more broadly was also presented as a distortion,
not ‘true’ or ‘real’ Islam (Al-Rawi, 2013; Berman, 2019; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017;
Schmitt et al, 2018; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b,
2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al, 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed,
2020; Voogt, 2017).

Some of the campaigns focused on the machinations of extremist groups’ recruitment
techniques and strategies, including the exploitation of vulnerable people and children,
and presented warning signs and information about what might draw people to such
groups (n=8; Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al,, 2014; Bélanger et al., 2023; Ihidero, 2019; McDo-
well-Smith et al, 2017; Monaci, 2020; Search for Common Ground, 2020; Silverman
etal., 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2019, Speckhard,
Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020; Wilner & Rigato,
2017). The negative impact of joining extremist groups on individuals, particularly their
future employment prospects, and the wider community, was also highlighted in three
campaigns (Bilali, 2022; Silverman et al., 2016; Voogt, 2017).

Although some campaigns included a ‘call to action’ as part of their narrative, many did
not. The actions that were called for were: to report extremists (Al-Rawi, 2013; Bilali, 2022;
Wilner & Rigato, 2017); to learn how best to respond to signs of radicalisation (Effendi
et al,, 2022); to not support terrorist groups, and protect against them (Aly et al., 2014),
and to engage in forms of civic and community action (Aldrich, 2014; Marrone et al.,



BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES OF TERRORISM AND POLITICAL AGGRESSION 15

2020). Two campaigns also appealed more directly to group members in promoting their
exit from the groups (Schmitt et al., 2018; Wilner & Rigato, 2017).

Alternative messages

Much of the alternative messaging or narratives developed for the campaigns focused on
the promotion of values which were seen as divergent or missing from that of extremist
groups. These included diversity, religious freedom, unity, inclusion, integration, commu-
nity and tolerance, as well as family values and education (n = 10; Aldrich, 2014; Al-Rawi,
2013; Bélanger et al., 2023; Bodine-Baron et al., 2020; Effendi et al., 2022; Marrone et al.,
2020; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; Search for Common Ground., 2021; Silverman et al.,
2016; Wilner & Rigato, 2017). Three campaigns also focused explicitly on the promotion
of ‘democracy’ and of the United States more generally (Aldrich, 2014; Monaci, 2020; Sil-
verman et al.,, 2016).

Two campaigns sought to address grievances articulated by extremist groups, such as
denouncing racism and police corruption (Ali et al., 2020; Bilali, 2022). In addition, some of
the campaigns were anti-violence as a solution to extremist group grievances, and pro-
moted peace more broadly (n=5; Aldrich, 2014; Ali et al., 2020; Ihidero, 2019; Octavia
& Wahyuni, 2014; Silverman et al., 2016).

Review question three: how were campaigns evaluated and what were
the findings?

This question will be answered by outlining the types of evaluation undertaken by the
studies in the first section, and will summarise their findings and outcomes in the
second section.

Section 1: evaluation
There were a variety of methods used to evaluate campaigns, as detailed in Table 3, which
gives an overview of the aims, designs and outcome measures used in each study. The
social media campaigns predominantly used some form of descriptive quantitative
social media metrics (n=17), however, only three studies used metrics alone (Berman,
2019; El Damanhoury, 2023; Wilner & Rigato, 2017). Eight studies used mixed methods
which involved an analysis of the comments made in response to campaign social
media posts alongside metrics (Al-Rawi, 2013; El Damanhoury, 2020; SecDev Foundation,
2016; Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b,
Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020). The qualitative analytic method used was
unclear in a number of these studies, but was stated as either a sentiment analysis (Speck-
hard & Ellenberg, 2020) or content analysis (El Damanhoury, 2020) in two papers. Four
other studies used a mix of social media metrics alongside semi-structured interviews,
focus groups and surveys (Effendi et al., 2022; lhidero, 2019; Search for Common
Ground, 2021; Voogt, 2017). Two studies conducted a network analysis alongside
metrics to explore the likes of viewers who had ‘liked’ the campaign (Ali et al., 2020), or
the connectedness of the campaign - the videos that were connected to the videos of
the campaign (Schmitt et al., 2018).

Of the studies that did not use social media metrics, there were six mixed methods
studies which combined surveys with focus groups and/or interviews (McDowell-Smith
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et al.,, 2017; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; Search for Common Ground, 2020; Speckhard et al.,
2019, 2020). A further study also used mixed methods with focus groups, but paired this
with the application of a Message Sensation Index (Monaci, 2020).

Four of the studies (all post-2020) used some form of randomisation in their study
design with a randomised controlled trial (Bélanger et al., 2023), a cluster randomised con-
trolled trial (Bilali, 2022) and two using a ‘randomised encouragement design’ (Bodine-
Baron et al., 2020; Marrone et al., 2020). All of these used surveys as part of the evaluation,
with one administering these using SMS messaging in a harder to reach area (Marrone
et al,, 2020), and another also using facilitated discussions (Bilali, 2022). The sample
sizes for these studies was between n=1579 to n=2904, and the follow-up period
ranged from none to 20 weeks post-intervention. A further study also used a quasi-exper-
imental non-randomised design, which used surveys (Aldrich, 2014).

The remaining two studies sought to assess campaign videos for their sonic attributes
when compared to those of ISIS (Bean & Edgar, 2017), and another assessed the Say No to
Terror campaign against a set of pre-existing criteria of effectiveness (Aly et al., 2014).

Section two: findings

Table 4 gives an overview of the main findings, limitations, and recommendations gener-
ated by each study, which will be explored further in this section which will present: (i) the
impact or effects of campaigns; (ii) the qualities of the campaigns themselves; and (iii) rec-
ommendations made by studies regarding campaigns and campaign evaluations.

Impacts and effects. This section will explore the impacts and effects of the communi-
cations campaigns as reported in the included studies. These will include: (a) the
number of views, likes, reach and comments made as measured by social media
metrics; (b) attitudes and beliefs regarding extremism and extremist groups; (c) views
of the US and its allies; (d) civic or community engagement; and (e) emotional effects.

Social media metrics

A number of metrics were used in the studies, which differed by social media platform,
and also in the time frame in which they were under assessment, from 13 days (Speck-
hard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020) to two years and 10 months (Al-Rawi, 2013;
lhidero, 2019).

The number of campaign views were reported by ten studies, ranging from 18,132
views for four videos of the Exit USA campaign (Schmitt et al., 2018) to 11.5 million for
30 episodes of the TV drama al-Siham al-Marika (EIl Damanhoury, 2020), both across the
course of a year. It is of note that one of the Breaking the ISIS Brand videos had ‘close’
to 1.7 million views in a 24-day period (Speckhard et al., 2018b).

Nine studies reported the number of Facebook likes received by campaigns, with the
most liked being Say No to Terror (n =954,000; Al-Rawi, 2013), and the least number of
campaign likes for the Harakut-ut-Taleem page (n = 116; Silverman et al., 2016).

The number of comments made on campaigns were far lower than the number of
views across all campaigns. The highest number of comments received were on al-
Siham al-Marika’s YouTube channel (8615 comments), which represents around 0.007%
of views (EI Damanhoury, 2020). The lowest number of comments received was for
Harakut-ut-Taleem (Silverman et al., 2016) with 40 comments. The comments were
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eported to be a mixture of mostly positive for some studies and campaigns (Say No to
Terror on Facebook, Al-Rawi, 2013; El Damanhoury, 2020; lhidero, 2019; SecDev Foun-
dation, 2016; Average Mohamed in Silverman et al., 2016), mostly negative for a couple
of others (Say No to Terror on YouTube, Al-Rawi, 2013; Exit USA in Silverman et al.,
2016) and mixed for Harakat-ut-Taleem (Silverman et al., 2016).

There were mixed results regarding whether campaigns reached or were viewed by the
audience targeted by campaigns. All of the studies reported that targets had been
reached at least in part (Ali et al.,, 2020; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg,
2020; Speckhard et al.,, 2018a, 2018b). However, there were also reports that audiences
were older, and either mostly male or mostly female contrary to the desired audience
(SecDev Foundation, 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a), or
Shia Muslims, when Sunni Muslims were the target (Speckhard et al., 2018b). It is of
note that a number of studies reported that the audience to their campaigns appeared
to be, or were likely to be, anti-extremist violence (Aldrich, 2014; McDowell-Smith et al.,
2017; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellen-
berg, Shaghati, et al., 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020).

Extremism and extremist groups

Only three studies sought to directly measure changes to attitudes and beliefs around
extremism or extremist groups. Of these, either no significant differences were reported
(Aldrich, 2014; Bilali, 2022) or there were mixed effects (Bélanger et al., 2023) - some
better, some worse. Only Bilali (2022) used baseline measures.

Three studies reported that the campaign had helped viewers to feel more equipped
to challenge extremism amongst their peers or community (lhidero, 2019; Octavia &
Wahyuni, 2014; SFCG, 2020). It was also suggested by two campaigns that some respon-
dents felt campaigns could prevent people from joining, or further exploring involvement
with, extremism or extremist groups (McDowell-Smith et al., 2017; Speckhard et al., 2019,
Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020; Voogt, 2017).

Views of the US and allies

Some of the comments made in response to campaigns were considered to be anti-US or
anti-Israel, with some conspiracy theories regarding their involvement in the origins of
ISIS present in some posts (Al-Rawi, 2013; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard
et al, 2018a, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020). Aldrich (2014) reported
USAID radio programming had no significant effect regarding pro-US sentiment.

Civic/community engagement

It was in the area of civic/community engagement that the (quasi-) experimental studies
found the most effects, both positive and negative. Endorsement of pro-civic engage-
ment items, including intention to collaborate with the police regarding extremism
(Bilali, 2022), and to participate in local decision-making processes (Aldrich, 2014)
reached statistical significance, as did the importance of being a role model (Marrone
et al,, 2020). However, Bilali (2022) also found little difference in attitudes regarding
police collaboration, and Octavia and Wahyuni (2014) found little impact on tolerance
and religious difference.
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There were also some significantly negative effects on items such as ‘living in separated
communities’ and ‘judging by appearance’ in another study (Bodine-Baron et al., 2020),
and Octavia and Wahyuni (2014) reported more negative attitudes regarding religious
freedom in some areas. Despite this, they also concluded that pesantren-run radio pro-
gramming resulted in better relationships between the pesantrens or schools and the
local community.

Emotional impact

There were few findings reported regarding how campaigns made people feel, or
impacted them psychologically. There were mixed results regarding ‘psychological reac-
tance’ or resistance activated when beliefs are challenged or threatened, with one inter-
vention group having lower scores, and the other higher, than the control group
(Bélanger et al., 2023). People described themselves as feeling angry at the campaign
sponsor as highlighted by the studies in the next section, and one study claimed that
the campaign made them feel sad, angry, scared and upset (McDowell-Smith et al.,
2017), finding the videos emotionally evocative which was considered to be a facilitator
of the campaign’s message (Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020). This is consistent with
the conclusion of Bean & Edgar’s study that the ‘simplistic and sonically sterile’ US state
department campaign videos were less emotionally appealing than those of ISIS (p. 339).

Campaign qualities. A number of studies presented findings that related to the qualities
of the campaigns, which were posited as facilitating or frustrating campaign efforts. These
included: (a) the origins or foundations of the campaigns; (b) production; (c) messages; (d)
‘characters’ or messengers; and (e) the use of social media.

Campaign foundations

Responses and comments from viewers to some campaigns suggested that the identity
(or lack thereof) of campaign sponsors or channels could have a negative impact. Com-
ments were made in five studies expressing anger or mistrust of campaign sponsors or
channels, with some suggesting that they were purveyors of anti-Islamic propaganda
or Islamophobia, or that they had conflated Islam with terrorism (Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly
et al, 2014; El Damanhoury, 2020; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg,
2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a). Funder obscurity and suspicion regarding the origins of
campaigns was considered highly problematic by Aly et al.’s (2014) evaluation, to a poten-
tially insurmountable degree in the Say No to Terror campaign in particular, but appears
to be a crucial factor in general (Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al,, 2014).

Campaign production

Campaign production, the features, quality and length, were considered important factors
in a number of studies. Ali et al. (2020) and all of the studies under the Breaking the ISIS
Brand umbirella, attributed the ‘success’ of their campaigns to the ‘audiovisual mirroring’
of their videos with those of ISIS (see studies 12-18 in Table 2). Similarly, Monaci (2020)
also reported that viewers were positive about the production of the Heart of Darkness
campaign, and their analysis indicated that this was consistent with the campaign’s
high Sensation scores.
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Conversely, Bean and Edgar (2017), in their comparison of US state department CVE
videos with ISIS videos, concluded that the sonic sterility of the former cannot
compete with the latter, suggesting that the CVE message is thus weaker and less
emotionally appealing as a consequence. There was also reported criticism from some
viewers of the production quality of campaigns, and general mockery of others (El
Damanhoury, 2020; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Speckhard et al, 2018b), with a large
amount of parody videos observed in response to the Say No to Terror campaign (Al-
Rawi, 2013).

In terms of length, one-minute videos, or shorter, were considered to be more enga-
ging by a couple of studies (Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati,
et al., 2020). However, it was also suggested that the time and space available in longer-
form formats, such as TV drama, to develop narratives and characters allows for greater
resonance with viewers (El Damanhoury, 2020)

Campaign messages

In terms of campaign messages, consideration of agreement with, or understanding of,
messages was deemed important in a number of studies, as well as the type of messages.
Speckhard et al. (2019) found that all of their sample understood campaign messages, and
there were also studies that reported that social media comments were mostly consistent
with the messages of campaigns (EIl Damanhoury, 2020; SecDev Foundation, 2016). In
contrast, Silverman et al. (2016) suggested that there was a ‘persistent issue’ (p. 34) of
people misunderstanding the content of Exit USA. Interestingly, although it seems reason-
able to assume that agreement with, or understanding of, messages would be important
in campaigns, Bélanger et al. (2023) found a significantly higher level of agreement with
messages in the intervention group, but no significant links with extremism-related out-
comes, and Bodine-Baron et al. (2020) concluded that the links between understanding of
messages and outcomes were unclear (Bodine-Baron et al., 2020).

There were a number of different ‘types’ of messages that studies positioned as being
received more positively than others, including: posts with videos significantly favoured
over posts with links (Berman, 2019); personal stories (Berman, 2019; SFCG, 2020;
Voogt, 2017; Wilner & Rigato, 2017); messaging regarding social cohesion and being
proactive (SFCG, 2021), messages which were emotionally evocative or provocative
(SFCG, 2020; Silverman et al, 2016). Less well received messages included those
focused on: research/political analysis, or challenging of ideology (Berman, 2019; Voogt,
2017); critical thinking and gender empowerment — the latter with males in particular
(SFCG, 2021).

Campaign ‘characters’
The use of former extremist group members or family members telling their stories in
campaigns, was largely positively received and they were endorsed as authentic
(Berman, 2019; El Damanhoury, 2020, 2017; Monaci, 2020; SFCG, 2020; Speckhard et al.,
2019; Voogt, 2017; Wilner & Rigato, 2017). The use of credible messengers or ‘influencers’
to promote messages on social media was also considered to have had the greatest
impact on one campaign (SFCG, 2021).

There were also some negative comments about the former members of extremist
groups presented - viewed by some as inauthentic, stupid, weak, or lacking remorse
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(Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, &
Ahmed, 2020). It is unclear what impact this was considered to have.

Use of social media in campaigns

The majority of the campaigns included in this study were conducted on social media, at
least in part. A number of studies commented on the possibilities for online campaigns to
be made more effective when supported by offline interventions, and recommendations
were also made of the same (Ali et al., 2020; Aly et al., 2014; Effendi et al., 2022; Ihidero,
2019; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Silverman et al., 2016). One study reported that offline
events were better disseminators of information than online ones (SFCG, 2021). Conver-
sely, SFCG (2020) which reported on a campaign which used comic books, recommended
the use of social media to increase awareness of the campaign, alongside other offline
events.

It is of note that Schmitt et al. (2018) suggested that there are potential difficulties with
social media campaigns. They observed that P/CVE campaigns are likely to be closely
linked with extremist campaigns through the use of similar topics and keywords on
social media platforms, and that this could then expose people to extremist videos.

Recommendations. The recommendations made within the papers under review could
be separated into those made about: (i) the campaigns; and (ii) evaluation of the cam-
paigns. One paper also included recommendations for social media companies and gov-
ernment (Silverman et al., 2016).

Campaigns
A range of recommendations were made regarding campaigns in all of the papers, which
included:

e Campaign organisation: two studies recommended that campaign sponsors should
not be obscured (Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al., 2014); three studies suggested campaigns
should be delivered by grassroots community groups (lhidero, 2019; Octavia &
Wahyuni, 2014 ; SFCG, 2020).

e Campaign conception: the importance of formative research was highlighted by some
studies (SFCG, 2020; Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard et al., 2018b; Wilner & Rigato,
2017); others recommended the use of a defined evidence-based strategy or theory
of change (Bélanger et al., 2023; Bilali, 2022; Marrone et al., 2020; SecDev Foundation,
2016);

e Appreciation of context: using local languages and the cultural and institutional land-
scape to shape content was recommended by some (Aldrich, 2014; Bélanger et al,,
2023; Bilali, 2022; Marrone et al., 2020; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2017; SFCG, 2020);

e Messages: there was no overall consensus, but ‘types’ of messaging recommended
were: ‘norm’ messaging (Aldrich, 2014; Berman, 2019; Voogt, 2017); inoculation messa-
ging (Bélanger et al., 2023); focusing on hypocrisy, depicting victims as predominantly
Muslims (Speckhard et al., 2018b; Voogt, 2017); not conflating terrorism with Islam or
otherwise insulting Islam (Al-Rawi, 2013; Speckhard et al., 2018b);

o Delivery: the use of ‘real’ stories or narratives delivered by former members of extremist
groups or using influencers to amplify impact (Ali et al., 2020; McDowell-Smith et al.,
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2017; Schmitt et al., 2018; SFCG, 2020, 2021; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard
et al,, 2018a, 2018b, 2019; Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020).

¢ Design: some suggested taking a similar approach as extremists in audiovisuals, includ-
ing emotionally evocative sounds and images (Ali et al., 2020; Bean & Edgar, 2017;
Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard et al., 2018b); interactive elements such as
chats or competitions were also suggested (Al-Rawi, 2013; SFCG, 2021; Silverman
et al,, 2016). Regarding length, shorter videos or web interstitials were advocated by
three studies (Monaci, 2020; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, Sha-
ghati, et al, 2020), but also long form TV dramas were also recommended (El
Damanhoury, 2020, 2023);

¢ Channels: the use of multiple platforms or channels to amplify messages or reach more
people was suggested by a number of studies, particularly the use of offline interven-
tions to support online ones — and care in selecting the right channel for the audience
was seen as important (Aly et al, 2014; Effendi et al., 2022; El Damanhoury, 2023;
Ihidero, 2019; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2017; Schmitt et al, 2018; SFCG, 2020, 2021;
SecDev Foundation, 2016; Silverman et al., 2016).

¢ Funding: sustainable funding, time and resources were recommended by a number of
studies, with some suggestion that it should be seen as a long-term investment
(Aldrich, 2014; Effendi et al., 2022; lhidero, 2019; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2017; Voogt,
2017; Wilner & Rigato, 2017); it was also recommended that advertising spends
should be spread over time, and not just for an initial push (SecDev Foundation,
2016; SFCG, 2020; Silverman et al.,, 2016)

e Media and marketing: engaging with media channels, producing regular new content,
and ensuring easy links to the campaign was recommended, as was a memorable
brand and understanding how to reach more people with campaign material
(Aldrich, 2014; El Damanhoury, 2023; SecDev Foundation, 2016).

¢ Social media and government: Silverman et al. (2016) suggested social media organi-
sations could train and support NGOs in developing campaigns, messaging and target-
ing audiences, and not blocking content, and governments should fund and support
NGOs regarding training, building capacity or sourcing private sector partners.

Evaluation

Seventeen studies did not make any recommendations regarding evaluation. Of the rest,
there was a wide variety of recommendations made regarding campaign evaluation. A
couple of studies advocated that evaluation be built into campaigns from the start,
with due time and money allocated (SecDev Foundation, 2016; Wilner & Rigato, 2017).
The need for more rigorous studies with more experimental designs, baseline measures,
larger samples, control for confounding variables such as exposure, and complete ran-
domisation, was suggested by a number of studies in assessing effectiveness (Aldrich,
2014; Bodine-Baron et al., 2020; Marrone et al., 2020; Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard
et al., 2019). The use of long-term or longitudinal study designs was also recommended
by a couple of studies (Aldrich, 2014; Aly et al., 2014). Two studies advocated the testing of
materials in different contexts and across different cultures or vulnerable populations
(McDowell-Smith et al.,, 2017; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014). Marrone et al. (2020) suggested
that evaluations ‘could assess the effect of a portfolio of CVE interventions simultaneously’
(p. 19), where communications campaigns are a part of a multi-component CVE approach.
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Regarding social media metrics, whilst they are used widely, some caution was
suggested in their use and interpretation (SecDev Foundation, 2016). Some relatively
novel suggestions for online study included tracking people’s online behaviour after
they have viewed campaign material (Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020), and
resonance analysis — analysing whether the language of the campaign is taken up and
used by a target populations’ social media posts (Bodine-Baron et al., 2020).

Review question four: what is the quality of the research?

The ‘quality’ of the research was assessed using the MetaQAT tool, with studies largely
found to be of low quality (n=21), with some at a moderate level (n=8), and one
study being assessed to be of high quality (Bilali, 2022) — as seen in Table Three. For
further information, Appendix 5: Quality Appraisal Table sets out the specific criteria
assessed, and level assigned, for each study.

There were a number of limitations present across all areas of the studies as reported.
Given that almost all of the studies were assessed to be of low or moderate quality, result-
ing from problems across the full range of possible reporting from design to conclusions,
only the most frequent or problematic issues will be discussed: (a) design, (b) sampling, (c)
lack of procedural detail, (d) the analysis, (e) conclusions drawn, and (f) reporting overall.
Each of these have a negative impact on the interpretation of the findings of studies, the
credibility and applicability of the findings.

Design

The use of basic or overly simplistic study designs to evaluate the complex phenomena
of communications campaigns, particularly the seeming reliance on social media
metrics as the main outcome measure, was highlighted. Another issue was that
some of the experimental/quasi-experimental studies possibly exposed the control
group to the campaign material - or it was at least difficult to rule this in or out
(Aldrich, 2014; Bodine-Baron et al.,, 2020; Marrone et al., 2020). Baseline measures
were also not collected in two of these studies (Aldrich, 2014; Bélanger et al., 2023)
and in another, researchers did not have access to radio programme content which
varied by area (Marrone et al., 2020).

Sample

Sample descriptions were missing or unclear in ten studies, including justification for the
sample choice (Aldrich, 2014; Ali et al., 2020; Bélanger et al., 2023; lhidero, 2019; Marrone
et al.,, 2020; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; Speckhard et al., 2019,
Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020). Six
studies included relatively small sample sizes, and the sampling procedure was unclear
in four studies, including the randomisation procedures in an RCT (Bélanger et al.,
2023). In one study, the follow-up sample was not representative of baseline sample
(Bodine-Baron et al., 2020).

Lack of procedural detail
There was a lack of detail or clarity around the method of analysis undertaken (particularly
qualitative) and outcome measures in twelve studies (Aly et al., 2014; Bean & Edgar, 2017;
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Bélanger et al., 2023; Effendi et al., 2022; El Damanhoury, 2020; SecDev Foundation, 2016;
SFCG, 2020; Speckhard et al.,, 2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020,
Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020; Voogt, 2017), as well as absent or incomplete
details of ethics procedures in a further seven studies (Bilali, 2022; Ihidero, 2019;
Monaci, 2020; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; SFCG, 2020, 2021; Speckhard, Ellenberg, &
Ahmed, 2020)

Analysis

The appraisal found a lack of depth or rigour to the qualitative analysis undertaken, or it
was applied unevenly, in fifteen studies (Ali et al., 2020; Al-Rawi, 2013; Aly et al., 2014; Bean
& Edgar, 2017; Effendi et al., 2022; El Damanhoury, 2023; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017;
Monaci, 2020; SecDev Foundation, 2016; Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg,
2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020; Speck-
hard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020). There were also issues with imprecise and missing stat-
istics in ten studies (Aldrich, 2014; Ali et al., 2020; El Damanhoury, 2020; lhidero, 2019;
Silverman et al., 2016; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati,
et al,, 2020; Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020; Voogt, 2017), or the presentation of
raw and unsynthesised data in a further eight studies (El Damanhoury, 2020, 2023; McDo-
well-Smith et al.,, 2017; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; SFCG, 2021; Speckhard & Ellenberg,
2020; Speckhard et al., 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020).

Conclusions

The conclusions drawn by a number of studies were judged to be inconsistent with the
results presented and/or were somewhat overstated in fourteen of the studies (Ali et al.,
2020; Al-Rawi, 2013; Bélanger et al., 2023; Berman, 2019; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017;
Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; SFCG, 2021; Silverman et al.,, 2016; Speckhard & Ellenberg,
2020; Speckhard et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020;
Speckhard, Ellenberg, & Ahmed, 2020).

Reporting

The reporting and presentation of studies was vague in at least some areas, was not sys-
tematic, was overly long, or otherwise did not fit the conventions of the field in fifteen of
the studies, making them hard to follow (Aldrich, 2014; Ali et al., 2020; Aly et al,, 2014;
Bean & Edgar, 2017; El Damanhoury, 2020; lhidero, 2019; McDowell-Smith et al., 2017;
Monaci, 2020; Octavia & Wahyuni, 2014; Schmitt et al., 2018; SFCG, 2020, 2021; Speckhard
et al,, 2018b, 2019, Speckhard, Ellenberg, Shaghati, et al., 2020).

Discussion

A key contribution of this paper is that it is, as far as we are aware, the first review of ‘live’
counter-messaging campaigns. This review set out to answer four broad questions per-
taining to the evaluation of live counter-messaging communications campaigns. In
terms of the types of campaigns studied, the majority of these involved social media cam-
paigns run across a range of platforms, in full or part, with the offline campaigns mostly
using radio platforms. The campaigns made use of both counter and alternative narra-
tives, and sometimes both. The counter-messages focused on undermining extremist
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groups and messaging, and highlighting exploitative recruitment strategy. Alternative
messages focused on promoting diversity, inclusion and democracy, and denouncing
issues of grievance.

The majority of studies used social media metrics to explore the impact of campaigns,
although these were largely combined with a mixture of other methods, predominantly
an analysis of comments. It is of note that there were four randomised experimental
studies included in the review, all published from 2020 onwards, which perhaps signals
a maturing research field.

Whilst there were some positive effects reported for the campaigns included in this
study, these results should be interpreted with caution, as they were largely derived
from studies of low or moderate quality which were therefore at a high risk of bias.
Indeed, the experimental studies typically concluded that whilst there may have been
some positive findings, ultimately impact was limited particularly regarding attitudes
and beliefs about extremism and extremist groups. Given that none of the studies was
designed to measure actual behaviour, this was perhaps the most important outcome
under examination. Nevertheless, the review suggests that there may be some merit in
pursuing counter-messaging communications campaigns, potentially as part of a
broader suite of approaches to preventing or countering violent extremism that would
also involve more offline interventions.

One point that the evaluations reflected was the wide variation in counter-messaging
campaigns, with diversity across the type of message (counter, alternative), the medium
of communication (social media, TV, radio), target audience (young people, wider com-
munity, networks around at risk individuals) and the campaign objective (prevention, dis-
engagement, media literacy). Whilst these insights can provide a wealth of inspiration for
practitioners designing new campaigns, it was not possible with the data available to start
to draw conclusions about what aspects make the most effective campaigns. Not all
counter-messaging campaigns are equal, and while there is evidence of their overall posi-
tive impact, we still have limited understanding of what makes an effective campaign. As
such a key area of future research that needs to be addressed is not so much whether
counter-messaging is effective, but what types of campaigns achieve what effects.

The limitations of the studies under review point to the weak empirical foundations of
counter-messaging campaigns, both in terms of campaign design and campaign evalu-
ation: 16 of the 25 campaigns did not report the use of any theory or guidelines
driving its creation or development. Several of these studies also recommended more
research to support the design, implementation and evaluation of counter-messaging
campaigns.

Following on from this, perhaps more concerning was that only two campaigns used a
theory of change (with only one stating what it was). A theory of change is fundamental to
good project implementation. It sets out the campaign objectives, and how implement-
ing the campaign will achieve these objectives. In addition to setting out the causal
process through which this is intended to happen, ideally drawing on empirical evidence
to substantiate this process. Using a theory of change is not just important for good
project management, but also crucial for evaluating impact effectiveness. Unless it is
clear what the campaign objectives were, and how they were meant to be achieved, it
is hard to measure their intended impact.



BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES OF TERRORISM AND POLITICAL AGGRESSION e 35

A wider point highlighted by this report is the low to moderate quality of the evalu-
ations reviewed: only one of the studies was of high quality, whilst 21 of 30 reports
were classed as low quality. This underscores the need for a more methodologically rig-
orous approach to internal and external evaluations of counter-messaging campaigns,
and the need for more effective evaluation methods, particularly in establishing the
impact and effectiveness of campaigns in delivering behavioural change. A useful
resource for the field would be the development of a database of effective evidence-
based methods and tools to evaluate different types and aspects of campaigns, addres-
sing the wide variety of campaigns.

A further and fundamental issue is the limited number of publicly available evaluations
of counter-messaging campaigns. This review found 30 papers relating to 25 campaigns,
which presumably represents a fraction of the counter-messaging campaigns implemented
worldwide. Campaign evaluations provide a crucial step in testing theory and practice, and
furthering our knowledge of what makes an effective and impactful campaign. Failing or
refusing to make results publicly available restricts the ability of funders and implementing
agencies to improve the quality and effectiveness of counter-messaging campaigns.

Recommendations for policy and practice

Recommendation 1: Further research to increase our understanding of how communi-
cation campaigns work, and what makes them effective, in the counter terrorism and
countering violent extremism space.

Recommendation 2: For all counter-messaging campaigns to be based on and clearly set
out their theory of change.

Recommendation 3: To develop more methodologically rigorous evaluations that can
more effectively determine the effectiveness and impact of campaigns.
Recommendation 4: Evaluations should be hardwired into CT-CVE Communication Cam-
paigns at the design phase, and not left as an afterthought.

Recommendation 5: Campaigns should endeavour to ensure that where evaluations are
carried out that the findings are disseminated and made publicly available. This is some-
thing that funders should also consider making a requirement of accepting funding.

Limitations

As with all reviews, there are a number of potential limitations that need to be taken into
consideration. First, some evaluations may have been missed in the review due to
deficiencies in our search strategy or because of publication bias, such as having a
more in-depth knowledge of UK grey literature than non-UK ones. Second, there is a
language bias as only studies published in the English language were included - the
majority of studies took place in ‘the West', although there were a number of non-
Western countries also included which is a strength of the study, but it is likely that
this may have meant we missed studies. Third, a narrative synthesis approach can intro-
duce some bias, although extraction involved two researchers which hopefully mitigated
some of this potential bias. Finally, the heterogeneity of the campaigns and the evalu-
ations that had taken place meant that it was not possible to appraise or synthesise
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them using a hierarchy of evidence as this seemed untenable, but this does deviate from
traditional systematic review guidelines.

Conclusion

This review described ‘live’ counter-messaging communications campaigns, and their
evaluation. Whilst there were a range of campaigns and evaluations, the majority were
run on social media platforms, in full or part, and used social media metrics in their evalu-
ations. The findings highlighted that whilst there is some evidence of positive impacts
from the campaigns, the evidence is limited and must be interpreted with caution due
to the low and moderate quality of the evaluations. Furthermore, the review called atten-
tion to the weak empirical foundations underpinning both the campaigns and their evalu-
ations. Whilst there are good reasons to believe that counter-messaging campaigns can
play an important role in CVE, there is much work to be done to identify and develop what
makes an effective counter-messaging campaign.
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