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Executive summary  

Study context and rationale 
Recent years have seen an uptick in terrorist and violent extremist incidents occurring across Europe. 
European countries, including the Netherlands, face a wide threat spectrum and the volume of terrorism- 
and violent extremism-related phenomena and crimes has also increased.  

In response, European countries have made significant investments in strategies, policies and programmes 
designed to prevent and counter terrorism, violent extremism and associated phenomena. Holistic policy 
responses, such as a national counterterrorism strategy, have been designed and implemented with a view 
to both respond to terrorist threats and attacks, and increase societal and individual resilience to the lure 
of extremist ideologies.  

Not least because of the dynamism and complexity of the phenomena involved, little is known as regards 
the effectiveness, relevance and impact of counterterrorism (CT) and preventing and countering violent 
extremism (PCVE) policies and programmes. Recent research suggests also that despite the volume of CT 
and PCVE initiatives implemented in recent years, the evidence base underpinning these remains limited 
and evaluation practice and investments are underdeveloped compared to the overall fields of CT and 
PCVE.1 

Research scope and objectives 
In 2010, a study commissioned by the Research and Documentation Centre (WODC) aimed to assess 
evaluation practice and culture in the field of counterterrorism.2 The study found that evaluation of 
strategies, policies and programmes in this field was still in its infancy.  

The WODC commissioned RAND Europe in December 2017 to conduct the current study, 
investigating how evaluations of CT and PCVE policies in the Netherlands and abroad have been 
designed and conducted over the last five years. Furthermore, the study investigates what practical lessons 
can be drawn regarding such evaluations and what actions and measures could be taken in the short and 
medium terms to mitigate any existing shortcomings. 

  

                                                      
1 Lum et al. (2006); Nelen et al. (2010); Feddes & Gallucci (2015); Gielen (2017); Marret et al. (2017). 
2 Nelen et al. (2010). 
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Study approach 
To achieve its main goal, the study revolved around three interconnected research tasks. 

The study opened with the production of a CT and PCVE evaluations inventory. This entailed the 
development of an inventory of evaluations of CT and PCVE strategies, policies and interventions 
conducted in the Netherlands and abroad since 1 January 2013. This task entailed: (i) the undertaking of 
a targeted literature review, aimed at defining key project concepts and finalising the search strategy for 
building the study inventory; (ii) the undertaking of systematic and targeted literature searches on 
academic databases and grey literature repositories, as well as by engaging experts and stakeholders from 
the fields at hand (i.e. CT, PCVE and evaluation); (iii) stakeholder elicitation and validation activities 
conducted through semi-structured interviews and remote, written consultations; and (iv) the production 
of the study inventory through a multi-step and multi-strand review process. 

In parallel to this, the study team undertook the development of an analytical framework to be used for 
assessing evaluations collected in the study’s evaluations inventory. The analytical framework was based 
on a consultation of experts and a targeted literature review. 

Lastly, the study team conducted an analysis of the evaluations inventory and reported on findings, 
results and recommendations stemming from overall study activities. This entailed the analysis of the 
CT and PCVE evaluations inventory produced at the start of the study through the lenses of the 
analytical framework previously prepared. Emerging findings and recommendations were subsequently 
validated and refined through peer review and expert consultations. 

Answering the study’s research questions 

What is meant by counterterrorism policy in the Netherlands and other countries? And what different 
types of CT and PVCE measures, policies and interventions can be distinguished in the Netherlands and 
abroad?  
The literature reviewed and experts consulted indicate that the scope, purpose and activities characterising 
CT have evolved in recent years. This is both a response to changes in the threat landscape and a result of 
a growing understanding of terrorism and violent extremism. In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, CT 
policy in many Western countries focused on coercive measures, relying on the role and activities of law 
enforcement and security agencies to prevent and tackle terrorist attacks.  

In the last decade, however, there has been a growing recognition of the importance of adopting broader, 
holistic approaches to preventing and tackling terrorist activities. This has led to the development of 
initiatives designed to build resilience to violent extremist ideologies, and to address what we understand 
to be the root causes of violent radicalisation leading to terrorism. Such initiatives are broadly 
encompassed under the label of PCVE and are now considered an integral part of European CT policies 
and approaches.  

CT and PCVE are highly interconnected and overlapping policy areas and distinguishing between the 
two is not always possible. For the purpose of this study, a high-level characterisation of the two work 
strands was adopted: 

 PCVE was taken to encapsulate initiatives that address drivers of violence and extremism; that 
build resilience or immunity to extremist ideologies; and that deter or disrupt recruitment and 
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mobilisation by extremist groups, including by supporting the reintegration of (former) 
extremists and offenders.  

 CT was taken to encapsulate initiatives designed to deter, disrupt or isolate groups that use terror, 
including by training and equipping the security apparatus; by increasing the capacity to prepare, 
prevent, protect or respond to terrorist incidents; and by interdicting or prosecuting through law 
enforcement activities. 

The study developed a taxonomy for analysing CT and PCVE initiatives, characterising them according 
to the type of measure, their goal, target ideology, level of intervention, type of activities, group of focus, 
implementer, geographic scope and foreseen duration. It was found that no single CT and PCVE 
blueprint appears to exist. Terrorism and violent extremism are complex fields, and a wide array of 
approaches and programmes have been designed and implemented in recent years, ranging from broad 
communications campaigns for marginalised communities to targeted military measures for terrorists 
living in conflict zones. 

Similarly, it was found that in recent years Dutch authorities have designed and implemented a wide array 
of CT and PCVE legislation, policies and measures. In particular, the current Dutch CT strategy, 
designed to cover the 2016 to 2020 period, recognises the need for a comprehensive approach, and 
emphasises. The strategy identifies five activities and areas for intervention: 1) procure (i.e. in a timely way 
gather and asses intelligence about (potential) threats to Dutch national security and national interests 
abroad); 2) prevent (i.e. prevent and disrupt extremism and foil terrorist attacks before they occur); 3) 
protect (i.e. protect people, property and vital processes from extremist and terrorist threats, both in the 
physical and virtual domains); 4) prepare (i.e. prepare optimally for extremist and terrorist violence and its 
consequences); and 5) pursue (i.e. enforce the law in the face of extremism and terrorism). Furthermore, 
and coherently with the framework laid out in the national CT strategy, it was found that a wide range of 
PCVE programmes have been developed and launched in the Netherlands in recent years, including 
initiatives that are both prison- and community-based. 

What evaluations of counterterrorism and preventing and countering violent extremism policies have 
been conducted over the last five years in the Netherlands and abroad?  
A pivotal aspect of this study entailed the preparation of an inventory of CT and PCVE evaluations 
conducted in the Netherlands and abroad since January 2013. While it is recognised that the process of 
compiling such an inventory was to an extent arbitrary, the study team adopted an approach designed to 
reduce ambiguity about the selection of sources and reducing the risk of overlooking or excluding any 
relevant publications.  

The study inventory comprises of 48 publications (38 in English, 6 in Dutch and 4 in German) reporting 
on 50 evaluations (two of the publication reported on two evaluations each). On the surface, the number 
of publications identified since 2013 by this study seems to suggest that CT and PCVE evaluation has 
gained traction in recent years and, given the inclusion criteria employed, that greater emphasis is being 
placed on collecting primary data for the purpose of evaluation. This appears to be consistent with 
previous observation made by Feddes & Gallucci (2015) and Gielen (2017), who describes this field as 
having ‘taken flight’ between 2016 and 2017.  
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What can be said about counterterrorism and preventing and countering violent extremism evaluations 
characteristics? What are the differences and similarities between the identified evaluations of 
counterterrorism policies? 
The majority of publications included in the study inventory focus on initiatives undertaken at the level 
of programmes or interventions, whereas fewer publications focus on higher-level policies and strategies. 
In terms of initiative goals, those with a PCVE-specific or -relevant nature dominate (45 out of 50 
initiatives evaluated). In contrast, only five evaluated initiatives were CT-specific and only an additional 
17 had a clear CT-relevance. The initiatives evaluated were equally distributed across different levels of 
intervention (at individual level, at the level of groups or organisations, or at the level of entire social 
systems, such as countries or cities). 

The small majority of initiatives evaluated by publications in the study’s inventory focus exclusively on 
religious extremism, whereas approximately 17 initiatives evaluated target different types of extremism. 
Only 6 initiatives reviewed targeted political extremism.  

With regard to actors responsible for implementation, a small majority of initiatives was implemented by 
governmental actors, whereas non-governmental actors were responsible for 8 out of 50 initiatives and 
public-private partnerships for 15 initiatives respectively. Overall, it was observed that certain target 
groups, namely communities and individuals vulnerable or at risk, were predominantly targeted by the 
sample of initiatives evaluated. 

Looking at evaluation characteristics, it was found that evaluations included in the study’s inventory 
comprise primarily process evaluations as well as impact- or outcome-focused evaluations. No economic 
evaluations were encountered in the study inventory. The majority of evaluations reviewed had no clear 
evaluation approach, although a number of theory-driven, realist and participatory evaluations were 
identified.  

From an evaluation design perspective, it is impossible to attribute a causal link between the intervention 
and its effects in the majority of publications included in the study’s inventory. These publications focus 
on attributing additionality: considering what happened after an initiative has been implemented, taking a 
single measurement. Due to the lack of a baseline measurement and counterfactual evidence, this 
approach does not provide evidence as to whether change has occurred as a consequence of the 
intervention. Such designs are used consistently for evaluating initiatives across different levels of 
intervention and for both CT- and PCVE-specific and -relevant work. Furthermore, a number of quasi-
experimental and longitudinal designs were also adopted among impact or outcome evaluations. 

From the point of view of methods, the majority of impact or outcome evaluations use quantitative 
methods alone or quantitative methods as part of a mixed approach, in which multiple methodologies are 
combined. Conversely, most process evaluations rely solely on qualitative methods. Overall, methods 
employed typically include combinations of desk research, interviews, focus groups and case studies for 
the purpose of qualitative data collection, and surveys for quantitative data. As for methods for analysis of 
qualitative data, many publications left these unstated, others used “thematic analysis.” Descriptive and 
advanced statistical methods were mostly employed for the analysis of quantitative data.  

Looking at the timing of evaluations, the study’s inventory comprises a majority of interim evaluations 
and a limited number of ex post evaluations and embedded (ongoing) evaluations. So-called ex-ante 
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evaluations, in which the effects are estimated prior to the measure’s actual implementation, were not 
recorded in the study’s inventory at all.  

Overall, when compared with results from previous reviews, the findings emerging from this study suggest 
that a growing volume of CT and PCVE evaluations is being undertaken and that the majority of these 
rely on primary data from multiple sources, perspectives and methods. While this finding is encouraging, 
there appear to be limits to the extent to which evaluation practice has advanced and grown evenly across 
all areas of CT and PCVE work. Furthermore, significant gaps and shortcomings continue to mar a 
number of evaluations. For example, some evaluations are characterised by designs that undermine their 
purported focus on and ability to come to robust conclusions about an initiative’s impact, for instance due 
to a limited sample size. Other evaluations rely solely on secondary data and did not have access to 
stakeholders and beneficiaries during the undertaking of their work due to the sensitivity of such 
initiatives.   

What does the evaluation literature say about quality criteria for evaluations? To what extent do the 
identified counterterrorism and preventing and countering violent extremism evaluations meet these 
quality criteria?  
This study stresses that evaluation quality is a fluid concept. This is due to the fact that: (i) evaluation 
quality can be perceived differently by evaluators, stakeholders and decision-makers involved in an 
evaluative undertaking; and (ii) the concept of evaluation quality has been subject to change over time as 
standards for what constitutes or is considered good evaluation evolve and progress.  

Different guidelines and principles exist for assessing evaluation quality. They usually pertain to: (i) the 
technical quality of the information produced; (ii) the quality of the process used to obtain the 
information discussed; and (iii) the usefulness of the information produced. However, an assessment of 
how well the articles included in this review meet the criteria established in the literature was beyond the 
scope of this study. Such an assessment would require a comprehensive meta-evaluation of these sources. 

Instead, this study has aimed to capture information on quality assessments already performed on the 
evaluations included in the inventory, if any and if reported. In addition, we identified whether some 
minimal expectations for a promising evaluation have been met. These minimal expectations include (but 
are not limited to) capturing multiple perspectives (to limit bias), using grids, rubrics, scores or a set of 
indicators (to enhance transparency and objectivity), and providing recommendations (to increase the 
probability that evaluation results are used). 

The majority of publications included in the study’s inventory were subject to blind peer review, although 
in several instances it was not possible to determine which, if any, mechanism had been employed for 
review. The majority of evaluations also used multiple data sources or methods and considered different 
perspectives to draw conclusions, although almost a fifth relied on individual data sources. Furthermore, 
the vast majority of initiatives evaluated did not entail the use of grids, rubrics or scores for monitoring 
implementation work throughout its undertaking. 

As regards formulating recommendations, it was found that the majority of evaluations did this, but that 
in no instance were the intended task-owners and timeframes for implementation indicated.  
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What practical lessons can be drawn on the basis of the existing evaluations regarding the evaluation 
of counterterrorism and preventing and countering violent extremism policy?  
The lessons and reflections by the authors of the manuscripts have been thematically analysed. These can 
be clustered into five overarching themes which are touched upon briefly in the paragraphs below.  

Firstly, the studies reviewed emphasised some of the inherent complexities of the fields of CT and 
PCVE and the impact that these have on evaluation practice. These include challenges stemming from 
lack of clear and shared definitions for key CT and PCVE concepts, security concerns, complex 
stakeholder landscapes, a limited understanding of initiatives to be evaluated. 

Secondly, the studies reviewed discussed a number of challenges associated with measuring real-world 
phenomena connected to CT and PCVE. In particular, authors lamented how the lack of outcome 
measures, outcome metrics, opportunities to measure long-term initiative effects, instruments accounting 
for social norms and expectations. It is possible, for instance, that some beneficiaries of a programme have 
been influenced by social pressures and local norms alongside the effects of the intervention. Authors also 
report difficulties in tracking exposure to interventions, such as the extent to which they were exposed to 
awareness campaigns, which hampered their ability to design and conduct robust evaluations. 

Thirdly, the studies reviewed highlighted a number of lessons learned as regards evaluation design. These 
include difficulties encountered with evaluating initiatives lacking a theory of change, challenges in 
isolating initiatives’ effects and attributing these to a programme, constraints faced when establishing 
randomised experiments (such as randomised controlled trials) and quasi-experiments, and adopting a 
longitudinal study approach. 

Fourthly, the studies reviewed discussed practical difficulties encountered when implementing 
evaluations. These include resource constraints, difficulty accessing stakeholders as well as information 
about interventions and their effects, and difficulties with sample size. 

Lastly, some of the studies reviewed discussed the drawbacks and benefits of specific methods 
employed during an evaluation. These include lessons about the constraints of model-based investigations, 
the constraints of survey instruments, or the importance of triangulation of results. The reliability of the 
results of quantitative methods, for instance, is strongly dependent on the availability and quality of their 
input data, which are often problematic in the field of CT and PCVE. There are two examples in the 
inventory of comparable model-based approaches to investigate the same phenomenon (i.e. targeted 
killings), which came to opposing conclusions.  

Recommendations 
The recommendations discussed throughout the report include a mix of more readily implementable 
measures, which could be adopted over the short and medium term, as well as more ambitious 
recommendations for the field of CT and PCVE evaluation, both in the Netherlands and abroad. The 
recommendations formulated are aimed at stakeholders and organisations engaged in CT and PCVE 
evaluations through their design, implementation and commissioning.  

With a view to sustaining and expanding CT and PCVE evaluation efforts, agencies funding initiatives 
and research in these fields should continue to invest in the evaluation of planned and existing 
initiatives in these policy areas. If evaluation is taken seriously, it requires time, expertise, skills, labour 
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and therefore financial resources. Furthermore, minimum quality and robustness requirements should 
be expected from future evaluations, including the use of empirical data, multiple methodologies and 
adequate stakeholder engagement methods. As part of this push, evaluators should (be enabled to) offer 
greater transparency and clarity about evaluation methodologies and approaches used to allow 
better judgement of the evidence strength and learning.  

In parallel to this, known shortcomings and gaps in CT and PCVE evaluation practice should be 
addressed. Greater efforts should be made to ensure that wherever possible (quasi-)experimental 
designs are employed within CT and PCVE evaluation. Researchers’ access to key data and 
stakeholders, even if potentially sensitive or confidential, should also be improved, including by: 

 Designing and implementing approaches for providing researchers with access to sensitive 
information on CT and PCVE initiatives and beneficiaries;  

 Facilitating the establishment of mechanisms for data sharing among researchers.; and 

 Collecting regular baseline measurements and identifying (proxy) measures and alternative 
indicators to mitigate the impact of data gaps. 

In addition to evaluations, lessons extracted from the literature indicate that further research is needed 
on the dynamics, drivers and factors governing the phenomena of radicalisation, violent extremism 
and terrorism. As part of these efforts, mapping and stocktaking exercises akin to the present study 
should be undertaken regularly and with a comparable methodology. Such future exercises should 
also be provided with the resources and means to gain access to CT and PCVE initiatives’ 
evaluators and beneficiaries, with a view to providing a more in-depth and robust assessment of 
evaluations analysed. Future research efforts akin to this study should also consider focusing on 
conducting a more in-depth comparative analysis of existing reviews and build on results of previous 
research efforts. Emphasis within future research should also be placed on developing new evaluation 
designs, frameworks and approaches for conducting evaluation in the CT and PCVE policy areas to 
broaden and strengthen the theoretical underpinnings of evaluations conducted in these fields and to 
enable the attribution of causality.  

Lastly, CT and PCVE evaluators may benefit from pursuing an approach of incremental knowledge 
development aimed at disentangling complexities of this field and reducing uncertainties. To this end, 
evaluators and commissioning agencies should consider embedding in their approach to CT and 
PCVE evaluation a ‘co-production’ ethos. The purpose of moving towards co-production is to 
contribute to generating new forms and approaches for initiatives to be implemented, as well as to 
generating values beyond economic value (e.g. by fostering the development of new working partnerships 
and the exchange of ideas and knowledge). 
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