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Women and Preventing Violent Extremism: 
The U.S. and U.K. Experiences

Briefing PaPer

Introduction

In August 2011, the United States government 
(USG) released its first-ever strategy to “address 
ideologically inspired violent extremism in the 
Homeland.”1  The strategy, entitled Empowering 
Local Partners to Prevent Violent Extremism in 
the United States (Empowering Local Partners) ,2 
adopt s  a  communit y-ba s e d  approach to 
building resil ience against violent extremism 
that is  premised on the National  Security 
Strategy 2010 (NSS 2010) and its conclusion 
that “[o]ur best defenses against this threat 
are well informed and equipped families, local 
communities, and institutions.”3  In December 
2011 ,  the  USG released it s  b luepr int  for 
operational iz ing the strategy—the Strategic 
Implementation Plan for  Empowering Local 
Partners to Prevent Violent Extremism in the 
United States .4    

This briefing paper analyzes this new strategy 
from a gender and human rights perspective, 
drawing  on the  United Kingdom’s  (U.K . ) 
experience with Prevent—one of  the four 
strands of  it s  counter-terrorism pol icy—to 
elucidate the uniquely gendered challenges and 
opportunities that arise when governments 
seek to prevent or counter violent extremism 
(CVE) domestical ly. 5  The U.K . experience is 
instructive both because of the extent to which 
the United States (and other countries) look to 
U.K . practices6 and because until its revision 
in June 2011 ,  Prevent  took the distinctive 
approach of explicitly and broadly including 
w omen in  i t s  d e l i v er y  p ar tnersh ips  and 
activities.  While this briefing paper focuses on 
comparing the U.K. and U.S. approaches, many 
of the observations and lessons learned are 
generally applicable to other countries seeking 
to adopt preventive measures for countering 
terrorism that comply with their gender and 
human rights obligations.        

The need for the USG and other governments to 
take such gender-sensitive approaches is acute.  
Over the last decade of the United States’ “War 
on Terror,” the oft-unspoken assumption that 
counter-terrorism disproportionately affects 
men—both numerically and in terms of the nature 
of rights violations endured—has obscured the 
way women (and sexual minorities) also experience 
counter-terrorism.  This failure to consider 
either the differential human rights impacts 
of counter-terrorism on women and men—or 
the ways in which such measures use and affect 
gender stereotypes and relations—has created a 
series of gender blind spots.  From the failure to 
mitigate the devastating impact of anti-terrorism 
financing laws on women’s groups to the bartering 
of women’s rights to appease terrorist groups to 
insufficient attention to female radicalization and 
under-developed approaches concerning the role 
of women in counter-terrorism efforts, these blind 
spots are untenable for both the human rights and 
national security agendas.

This briefing paper aims to chart the way forward 
on a gender and human rights approach to one 
aspect of preventive counter-terrorism policy by: 
briefly comparing the key elements of the new 
U.S. strategy with the U.K.’s pre- and post-June 
2011 Prevent strategy (Section I); identifying 
both why and how the previous and current 
Prevent each approach women’s empowerment 
and inclusion (Section II); and making a series 
of recommendations to the USG based on the 
gendered challenges and opportunities elucidated  
by the Prevent experience (Section III).

Methodology

In July 2011, the Center for Human Rights and Global 
Justice (CHRGJ) at New York University School of 
Law released its 163-page report, A Decade Lost: 
Locating Gender in U.S. Counter-Terrorism, examining 
the gender dimensions and impacts of U.S. 
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counter-terrorism policies domestically and abroad.7  
In addition to utilizing the primary and secondary 
research that informed A Decade Lost,8 this briefing 
paper also draws on CHRGJ’s investigation of the 
U.K. Government’s (HMG) counter-terrorism 
strategy through interviews from February 21-28, 
2011 in the United Kingdom with HMG officials, 
national security experts, NGO representatives, and 
HMG implementing partners.  CHRGJ conducted 
on the record interviews with HMG officials in 
the Home Office, Department for International 
Development (DfID), Department for Communities 
and Local Government (DCLG), Metropolitan Police 
(MET), Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO), 
Birmingham City Council, and the U.K. House of 
Lords.  Information from these interviews as it 
appears in this briefing paper is attributed to the 
HMG official’s departmental affiliation.  Additional 
interviews were also conducted off the record.  The 
information reflected in the interviews is current as 
at February 2011. 

Section I: Overview of U.K. and U.S. 
Counter-Terrorism Strategies

Prevent in the United Kingdom

The U.K .  government ’s  counter- ter ror ism 
strategy (CONTEST) has four strands: Pursue , 
Prevent , Protect and Prepare .9  According to the 
new four-year Prevent strategy released in June 
2011, Prevent seeks “to stop people becoming 
terrorists or supporting terrorism” 10 and has 
three objectives : “respond to the ideological 
challenge of terrorism and the threat we face 
from those who promote it ;  prevent  people 
from being drawn into terrorism and ensure 
that they are given appropriate advice and 
support ;  and work with a  wide range of 
sectors and institutions…where there are risks 
of radical isation. . .” 11  These priority sectors 
include the internet and “education,  faith, 
health,  criminal justice and charities”12 and 
the three core areas of Prevent  expenditure 
are “local projects, policing and Prevent work 
overseas.”13  The new strategy follows a Prevent 
review process from 2010 to 2011 that was 
independently overseen by Lord Carl i le  of 
Berriew14 and initiated to move Prevent away 
from the controversy and f laws that beset 
its predecessor,  including with regard to its 
negative impact on Muslim communities.15  To 
this end, the new strategy notably: 

 ▶ separates Prevent (to be led by the Home 
Office) from broader community integration 
and cohesion work (to be led by the DCLG); 

 ▶ broadens Prevent to focus on all forms of 
terrorism while still targeting Al-Qaeda; 

 ▶ cuts off Prevent  funding and support to 
extremist organizations; 

 ▶ emp ha s ize s  the  government ’s  ro l e  in 
countering ideology, including “non-violent 
extremism where it creates an environment 
conducive to terrorism and popularises ideas 
that are espoused by terrorist groups;” and

 ▶ introduces str icter  overs ight of  Prevent 
delivery and expenditure.16

“ P r e v e n t  m u s t  n o t  a s s u m e  c o n t r o l 
o f  o r  a l l o c a t e  f u n d i n g  t o  i n t e g r a t i o n 
p r o j e c t s  w h i c h  h a v e  a  v a l u e  f a r  w i d e r 
t h a n  s e c u r i t y  a n d  c o u n t e r- t e r r o r i s m : 
t h e  G o v e r n m e n t  w i l l  n o t  s e c u r i t i s e  i t s 
i n t e g r a t i o n  s t r a t e g y.   T h i s  h a s  b e e n  a 
m ist ake  i n  th e  p a st .”
-  S ecretar y of  State for  the Home Department , 
Prevent  Strategy,  2011.

“ We  m u s t  u s e  a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  g o o d 
go v er nan ce  p ro gr ams — i n c l u d i n g  th o s e 
that  promote immigrant integration and 
c i v i c  e n g a g e m e n t ,  p ro te c t  c i v i l  r i g ht s , 
a n d  p ro v i d e  s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s — t h at  m ay 
help prevent radical iz ation that  leads  to 
violence .”
-  Empowering Local  Partners  to Prevent Violent 
Extremism in the United States  (2011)
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Empowering Local Partners  in the United 
States

In contrast to the United Kingdom, until very 
recently the USG did not have a unified national 
strategy for addressing “ideologically inspired” 
violent extremism within the United States.17  This 
situation changed in August 2011, when the USG 
released its new 8-page policy, Empowering Local 
Partners to Prevent Violent Extremism in the United 
States, followed by its December 2011 strategic 
implementation plan to provide a “blueprint for 
how we will build community resilience against 
violent extremism” domestically.18  

The new policy makes clear that within the 
United States, the USG foregrounds the role of 
families and local communities and institutions 
over that of the Federal government, while at 
the same time adopting a whole-of-government 
approach that includes non-security actors, such 
as the U.S. Department of Education (EDU) and 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS).19  Officials rationalize that this “more holistic 
approach” enables the government to “skirt the 
problem of scapegoating or Islamophobia,”20 by 

drawing on existing programs rather than creating 
new CVE-specific architecture.21  Accordingly, 
under this approach: “The problem of a local 
Muslim schoolgirl being hassled for wearing a 
headscarf, or hijab , for example, could be easily 
addressed through the Department of Education’s 
anti-bullying initiatives.  ‘There is no need to 
classify that as a Muslim problem; it is a schoolyard 
problem,’ said one administration official.”22

Relatedly, the strategy is also at pains to stress 
that it does not single out Muslim Americans—
from guaranteeing to address all forms of violent 
extremism (while focusing on Al-Qaeda) to 
promising Muslim community engagement outside 
of the framework of national security to rejecting 
“strong religious beliefs” being equated with violent 
extremism and condemning those who “stigmatize 
or blame communities because of the actions of a 
handful of individuals.”23  

Taken together, the policy and its strategic 
implementation plan show the U.S. approach to be 
a mix of the U.K.’s old and new Prevent strategy (see 
Table 1. Comparisons between U.K. and U.S. Strategies 
to Prevent Violent Extremism Domestically).

Table 1.  Comparisons between U.K. and U.S . Strategies to Prevent Violent Extremism Domestically

Policy Feature
U.K. Prevent pre-June 

2011
U.K. Prevent June 2011

U.S.  Empowering Local 
Partners

Community resilience and initiatives 
core part of counter-terrorism

Yes No Yes

Funding, support and/or engagement 
with extremist organizations

Yes Mixed.  Funding and support 
no, engagement yes.24

Unclear.  Will be “[l]earning from 
former violent extremists.”25

Government has role in countering 
ideology

Yes (to “challenge the 
ideology behind violent 
extremism and support 
mainstream voices”)26

Yes (including non-violent 
extremism)27

Yes (“[c]ountering violent 
extremist propaganda while 
promoting our ideals”)28

Whole-of-government approach 
to countering violent extremism, 
including non-security actors

Yes Yes (no longer DCLG but a 
greater role for other public 
service professionals)29 

Yes

Addresses all forms of extremism No Yes but focuses on Al-Qaeda 
and affiliates

Yes but focuses on Al-Qaeda 
and affiliates

Explicit focus on engaging women, 
women’s organizations and/or issues in 
preventive efforts

Yes No No
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Section I I :  Why and How Does 
Gender Feature in Prevent?

Prevent pre-June 2011

Up until its June 2011 revision, Prevent  had 
a transparent and explicit focus on the role 
of Muslim women in CVE efforts .   While the 
rationale for this focus varied somewhat across 
government departments, women’s inclusion was 
often conceptualized in relation to one or more 
of Prevent ’s then-five objectives: to challenge 
violent ideology and “support mainstream 
voices;” disrupt recruitment activities; support 
those vulnerab le  to recruitment through 
interventions; build community resilience; and 
“address grievances exploited in the radicalisation 
process.”30  According to a former ACPO Prevent 
liaison officer, women’s Prevent projects pre-June 
2011 particularly engaged three of these f ive 
Prevent objectives: challenging the ideology of 
violent extremism and supporting mainstream 
voices ; enhancing communities ’ resilience to 
violent extremism; and addressing grievances.31  
These dif ferent rationales and the kinds of 
activities they spurred are outlined below:   

 ▶ Women build resilient communities :  The 
bulk of women Prevent  activities were in 
furtherance of this then-objective of Prevent.  
According to the DCLG, women’s leadership 
and participation enhances communities ’ 
resistance to violent extremism, such that: 
“Resilient communities cannot be built and 
sustained without the active participation 
of women.”32  A former ACPO Prevent liaison 
officer notes that from 2007 onward both 
DCLG and ACPO increased their engagement 
with Muslim women under the banner of 
Prevent, with ACPO’s focus being as follows: 
“While a small number of women’s projects 
have successfully discussed some Prevent 
issues and the root causes of radicalization 
the majority of women’s projects have tended 
to focus on areas such as community barriers, 
access to services, education and the arts.”33  
Such programs are considered to have been 
more successful than those concerned with 
improving women’s response to terrorism, 

such as Operation Nicole and All Communities 
Together Now (ACT NOW).34  For other 
women’s activities developed pursuant to the 
broader objectives of Prevent pre-June 2011, 
see Box 1. Examples of DCLG, ACPO and FCO 
Prevent Activities Focused on Women. 

 ▶ Women provide mainstream voices to challenge 
ideology: For example, DCLG’s engagement 
with Muslim women through Prevent draws 
upon the rationale that supporting mainstream 
voices to challenge violent extremist ideology 
re qu i re s  l o o k i n g  b e y o n d  co m m u n it y 
gatekeepers and realizing that “[w]omen can 
be a particularly effective voice as they are at 
the heart not only of their communities but 
also of their families…”35  While the bulk of 
Prevent ’s counter-narrative or counter-ideo-
logical work is coordinated by the Research, 
Information and Communications Unit (under 
both the old and new forms of Prevent) in 
the Home Office,36 FCO also described one 
of its two Prevent objectives pre-June 2011 as 
“challenging the ideologies that extremists use 
to justify violence by helping people who wish 
to dispute these ideas to do so.”37  This includes 
activities such as “Projecting British Muslims” 
by which delegations of British Muslims travel 
abroad (e.g ., to Afghanistan) “to dispel and 
challenge misconceptions of life as a British 
Muslim, the compatibility of Islam in Western 
society and the cultural religious freedom that 
exists within the UK”38 and conversely “Bringing 
foreign policy back home” (through discussions 
with local Muslim communities about U.K. 
foreign policies).39  The “Projecting British 
Muslims” project includes women delegates.40  
However, it should also be noted that as at 
February 2011, the U.K. government—as with 
the USG41—had not specifically engaged with 
Al-Qaeda propaganda on women in these 
counter-narrative and other efforts, but instead 
addressed the propaganda as a whole.42  

 ▶ Gender issues are a part of addressing grievances 
that drive radicalization: According to the Home 
Office, one example of where Prevent activities 
addressed a gendered grievance was with respect 
to the treatment of individuals at airports, where 
the government had to engage with Muslim 
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communities to explain the use of body scanners 
at airports and its impact on women.43

In addition to realizing these Prevent objectives, 
government departments and partners also 
conceptualized the role of women in Prevent as 
follows:

 ▶ Prevent as an opportunity to correct the 
exclusion of women’s voices: For ACPO, this 
engagement was premised on the fact that 
preceding outreach had focused on male 
leaders and places of worship to the exclusion 
of the community safety issues pertaining to 
women and youth and that engaging through 
Prevent would enable ACPO to “raise the voice 
of women within vulnerable communities 
and kick start or raise the level of engagement 

where it was previously poor or non-existent.”44  
The Metropolitan Police and the DCLG’s 
engagement with Muslim women through 
Prevent also draws upon the rationale that 
the voices of Muslim women are often not 
accessed.45

 ▶ Women’s capacity to intervene in radicalization 
processes as mothers:  In CHRGJ’s interviews 
with Prevent departments and partners it was 
repeatedly stressed that Prevent’s engagement 
with women was based on the fact that women 
have a major role in their families and are most 
likely to spot and influence changes in their 
children’s behavior,46 but may not have the 
confidence or access (e.g., to police) to share 
these concerns.47  According to the DCLG, 
Muslim women have a “unique viewpoint 

Box. 1 Examples of DCLG, ACPO and FCO Prevent Activities Focused on Women

Some of the activities supported by DCLG, ACPO and FCO include: 

 ▶ DCLG: has focused on supporting Muslim women, along with Muslim faith leaders and Muslim youth, 
through both direct grants to community organizations and through a substantial grant to local 
authorities.59  In January 2008, the DCLG established the National Muslim Women’s Advisory Group 
(NMWAG) to “act as role models and represent the views and concerns of Muslim women.”60 DCLG has 
also supported empowerment programs to prevent violent extremism: e.g., Hounslow Leadership Training, 
Muslim Women’s Community Leadership Training Project run by Sizanani Africa, and The Muslimah-Make 
a Difference project.61  The Preventing Violent Extremism Community Leadership Fund has also funded 
Faith Matters to provide a “UK tour of Muslim women role models from the US”62 and to “compile a 
directory of the 100 leading mosques that provide the best access to women…[t]he ultimate aim is to 
incentivise mosques to improve their engagement and inclusion of women in all aspects of their work…”63 

 ▶ ACPO: From 2009 to 2010, the ACPO Prevent Delivery Unit developed and implemented programming 
with Muslim women that included internet safety programs; funding training (that assisted women’s 
groups to apply for funds from trusts and statutory bodies); radicalization awareness training for women’s 
groups (with the Quilliam Foundation); and women’s leadership training.64  ACPO hosted the first Women’s 
Prevent Network event on December 18, 2009.65  As at February 2011, the ACPO Prevent Delivery Unit 
continued to focus on women as one of its four core areas of engagement.66  

 ▶ FCO: The FCO has also funded a number of women’s projects under Prevent.  For example, FCO’s Prevent 
grants in 2008-09 included funding to Pattan (for “Pattan Women’s Councillors training”);  International 
Research and Exchanges Board (for “[redacted] young women’s leadership program”); Action Aid (for 
“Women Affecting Change Action Aid”); and BBC (for “[redacted] Women’s Hour”).67  The second largest 
FCO Prevent grant in 2008-09 was to the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) 
for: “Building social cohesion, harmony, moderation and security in the Arab region as an antidote to 
radicalization and extremism.”68 
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on the challenges faced by the communities 
they live in—whether that is the threat of 
violent extremism, anti-social behaviour, or 
young people feeling isolated and disengaged. 
They are also uniquely placed to solve these 
problems, challenging unacceptable behaviour 
and supporting those in need.”48  According 
to the ACPO Prevent Delivery Unit, the U.K. 
government’s approach is “not asking women 
to spy on their communities,” but is instead 
“asking them to be aware of radicalization.”49  

 ▶ Ad dres s ing  femal e  r ad ic a l i z at ion  and 
recruitment of women:  According to the 
Home Office, there is not a specific focus on 
women in CONTEST (including in Prevent) and 
there is no specific policy position on women 
in radicalization, however if the Countering 
Terrorism evidence base (developed within 
the Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism 
(OSCT)) reflected an increased role of women 
in terrorism, the Home Office would also 
increase its focus.50  According to the Quilliam 
Foundation (an organization that has received 
Prevent funding), given that the primary focus 
of its trainings (including those that take 
place for example, with U.S. Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement and with activities 
with the Somali community in the United 
States) is on radicalization in the Western 
world, gender does not feature prominently 
in understanding and addressing the drivers of 
violent extremism.51  The Muslim Contact Unit 
at the MET notes that in respect of women 
and radicalization, while there is a need to 
create safe spaces where conversations (e.g., 
about jihad) can take place naturally, there 
is also a challenge in getting female Muslim 
scholars involved in such efforts.52

However, there are two efforts that focus on the 
radicalization of women: a female intervention 
program and work with families of those 
convicted of terrorism-related offences to install 
a level of resilience and reduce isolation so that 
the family unit is not vulnerable to radicalization, 
including when the family member returns from 
prison.53  Through the latter, Families Against 
Stress and Trauma (FAST), provides families with 
assistance such as language, sewing and IT classes, 

employment assistance, and more generally 
reduces social marginalization of wives and 
children and seeks to educate on vulnerabilities 
to terrorism.54  According to ACPO, the potential 
for women to be terrorists is also addressed 
through programs such as Operation Nicole, 
Operation Hindsight, and ACT NOW,55 which are 
activities designed to have participants (including 
women’s groups) simulate a counter-terrorism 
investigation and get greater insights into 
decision-making by police.56

 ▶ Focus on women is community-driven: According 
to the Birmingham City Council, its Prevent 
activities that engaged women emerged after a 
series of community consultations about what 
projects should be addressed through Prevent.57  
The Birmingham City Council funds projects such 
as “Big Sister” (spotlighting “successful Muslim 
females…to make local role models more accessible 
to thousands of Muslim girls in Birmingham”) and 
“Women and Youth PVE Awareness Project” in 
the Bangladeshi community.58

Prevent post-June 2011

The extent to which the new version of Prevent takes 
a gender-sensitive approach is mixed as follows: 
 

 ▶ Gender as a litmus test of British values 
informing the new Prevent strategy:  In the new 
Prevent strategy, gender equality is referenced 
as symptomatic of British values and conversely, 
gender inequality is identified as indicative of 
dangerous ideologies and institutions where 
there are risks of radicalization.  For example, 
according to the revised Prevent strategy:

Challenging ideology is also about being 
confident in our own values—the values 
of democracy, rule of law, equality of 
opportunity ,  freedom of speech and the 
rights of all men and women to live free 
from persecution of any kind .   Challenge 
must be accompanied by advocacy of the 
very systems and values which terrorists 
in this country and elsewhere set out to 
destroy” (emphasis added).69 

In its  focus on the risk of youth being 
radicalized, the new Prevent strategy similarly 

Briefing PaPer
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refers to “al legations that a minority of 
independent faith schools have been actively 
promoting views that are contrary to British 
values, such as intolerance of other cultures 
and gender inequality” (emphasis added).70

 ▶ Narrowing of Prevent  funding for women’s 
groups and empowerment because of the 
shift  away from community integration 
and resilience strategies under new Prevent :  
When CHRGJ interviewed Lord Carl i le—
independent overseer of the Prevent review—
in February 2011, he anticipated that the 
outcome of the Prevent review would stress 
two things: “choosing friends” and “stepping 
up to the plate.”71  According to Lord Carlile, 
both of these areas would increase the 
involvement and empowerment of Muslim 
women and women’s groups because women 
are more moderate, non-violent and have the 
appearance of more neutrality in ways that 
make them “safe friends” for the government.72  
In addition, Lord Carlile proposed that there 
should be a pre-evaluation of Prevent projects 
using a matrix which inter alia considers the 
effect on women.73  However, given that 
most of  Prevent ’s  previous engagement 
with women took place under the rubric of 
building community resilience (see above), 
the new strategy’s separation of community 
engagement from Prevent is likely to signal 
the curtailment of funds for women’s groups 
and activities .  For example, according to 
the Prevent review “…in the past, the FCO 
funded activity overseas that aimed to build 
community resi l ience and support wider 
cohesion goals (for example English language 
training for imams or empowering Muslim 
women).  We do not believe this work is 
effective in Prevent terms and the focus has 
since moved.”74 

 ▶ Disprop ort ionately  negative  impact  o f 
Prevent  on young males and potential ly 
mixed impacts on women:  According to the 
Equality Impact Assessment (EIA) undertaken 
for the Prevent 2011 review, there is “some 
qualitative evidence to suggest that age and 
gender had also been impacted to an extent 
by the strategy in terms of perceived impact 

on young males.”75  In terms of anticipated 
gender impacts of the new Prevent strategy, 
the onl ine consultation revealed mixed 
results.  While the majority of respondents 
(78%) did not think that the strategy would 
have a negative impact on gender, the majority 
(77%) also did not anticipate a positive 
impact either, with results indicating that it 
was “overwhelmingly felt that men would 
be most negatively impacted by the Prevent 
strategy on the basis that they are perceived 
to be at greatest risk of radicalisation.”76  The 
EIA itself concludes that: “It is recognised that 
young people and young men in particular are 
more vulnerable to the risks associated with 
terrorism.  Given this, there may continue to 
be a perception of disproportionate impact on 
young men under the new strategy” (emphasis 
added).77

On the question of Prevent ’s  impact on 
women previously and moving forward, the 
EIA’s online consultation similarly received 
varied responses:

A smaller group felt that women have 
been negatively impacted by virtue of 
perceptions (underlying in the strategy) of 
male dominance and more should be done 
to redress the balance.  However, there was 
also the view that it is difficult to reach 
into some groups without encountering 
gender issues.  For example, Prevent aimed 
at women could be seen as an attempt 
to undermine traditional relationships 
between genders within certain cultures.  
Conversely, some respondents felt that 
Prevent  had had a positive impact on 
women.  Some perceived that women are 
not treated equally within some groups and 
Prevent had the potential to remove the 
constraints that block their participation 
in the agenda, by empowering them to 
tackle intolerance and play a more active 
role in society.78

 ▶ Gender  in  new to o ls  to  monitor  and 
evaluate Prevent delivery:  Pursuant to the 
U.K.’s revised Prevent strategy, the OSCT in 
the Home Office will “put in place a Case 
Management Information System to monitor 
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data ,” including the gender, race, religion/
belief, and age, “of all individuals subject to 
Prevent interventions.”79  Such data will be 
“reviewed regularly and used as a basis for 
further research and to evaluate delivery of 
the refreshed strategy.”80

Section I I I: Lessons from the U.K. 
Experience for the United States

The new USG strategy  and it s  strateg ic 
implementat ion  p lan  are  devo id  o f  any 
reference to gender.  To some extent, this is 
not surprising—earlier USG efforts to engage 
with domestic Muslim communities “that are 
being targeted by terrorist recruiters”81 were 
similarly gender-blind.  According to CHRGJ’s 
April 2011 interview with the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI) Community Relations 
Unit ,  community-engagement activities are 
not explicitly undertaken with a gender lens; 
for example, there is not an explicit focus on 

reaching out to women or considering gender 
in program design.82  This silence on gender in 
the new strategy is out of step with the NSS 
2010 which identifies the promotion of women’s 
rights as key to U.S. national security.83  

Moreover, the failure to adopt a gender-sensitive 
approach to USG efforts to prevent violent 
extremism in the United States leads to a litany 
of human rights and security problems further 
identified below.  Many of the steps needed to 
mitigate these negative gendered impacts are 
those that are generally necessary to ensure that 
counter-terrorism is human rights compliant.  
These steps range from ensuring that USG 
counter-terrorism policies cease to locate the 
problem of terrorism in Muslim communities, 
to increasing transparency and accountability 
in counter-terrorism actions.  However, a gender 
perspective elucidates new chal lenges and 
opportunities that these steps will inevitably 
entai l ,  enabl ing tai lored recommendations 
that ensure that counter-terrorism efforts—
particularly in the preventive paradigm—impact 
and include women in ways that respect rather 
than undermine their human rights and the 
human rights of affected communities more 
broadly.   Drawing on a gender and human rights 
perspective and the U.K. Prevent  experience, 
these specif ic recommendations to the USG 
include:

 ▶ Fully acknowledge and address the role 
of counter-terrorism policies in the rise of 
Islamophobia and its impact on increasing 
Muslim women’s insecurity in the United 
States .   Some of the major critiques of 
old Prevent  is  that it  focused solely on 
Musl im communities ;  did not tackle al l 
forms of  extremism and may actual ly 
have incentivized them; securitized the 
government ’s  engagement with Musl im 
communities; viewed religious observance as 
inherently criminal; stigmatized and increased 
discrimination against Muslim communities; 
unduly focused on the theological dimensions 
of the drivers of radicalization; and sought 
to engineer a version of “moderate” Islam 
through supporting groups that f it  that 
model.84

“ M u s l i m  w o m e n  i n  A m e r i c a  w e a r i n g  a 
h ea ds c ar f  hav e  b e co m e  b oth  v i s i b l e  an d 
v u l n er ab l e  t arget s .”
-  S a h a r  A z i z ,  Te x a s  W e s l e y a n  U n i v e r s i t y 
S chool  of  Law & Institute for  S ocial  Pol ic y and 
Understanding

“ Th e  p ro b l em o f  a  l o c a l  Mu s l im s ch o o lg i r l 
b e i n g  h a s s l e d  f o r  w e a r i n g  a  h e a d s c a r f , 
o r  h i j a b ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  c o u l d  b e  e a s i l y 
a d d re s s e d  t h ro u g h  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f 
E d u c a t i o n ’s  a n t i - b u l l y i n g  i n i t i a t i v e s .  
‘ T h e re  i s  n o  n e e d  t o  c l a s s i f y  t h a t  a s  a 
M u s l i m  p r o b l e m ;  i t  i s  a  s c h o o l y a r d 
p r o b l e m , ’  s a i d  o n e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
o f f i c ia l .”
- National Public Radio
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There is a gender dimension to these critiques, 
with young Muslim women in the United 
Kingdom disproportionately bearing the 
brunt of increased anti-Muslim racism and 
discrimination that flows from such policies.85  

The scrutiny of Muslim, Arab and South Asian 
(MASA) communities in the United States 
has similarly caused significant discrimination, 
violence and backlash against Muslim women—
particularly those wearing a headscarf—that is 
very often unacknowledged.86  In a situation 
where “Muslim women in America wearing 
a headscarf have become both visible and 
vulnerable targets ,”87 a U.S . CVE strategy 
that seeks to solely view attacks on Muslim 
school girls wearing the hijab as a “schoolyard 
problem” rather than a “Muslim problem”88 will 
in many cases misdiagnose the issue, silence 
the prejudice experienced by Muslim women 
and girls, and perpetuate insecurity.  

Further, such a strategy—that relies heavily 
on existing violence prevention and public 
safety programs89—overlooks how post-9/11 
counter-terrorism policies have reduced the 
viability of such programs for immigrant 
women.  For example, U.S. counter-terrorism 
efforts that have increased law enforcement’s 
coordination with immigration authorities, 
have further deterred immigrant women from 
reporting crimes, such as domestic violence and 
trafficking, because of fear of drawing undue 
attention to themselves and family members.90  

One case that exemplif ies this concern 
occurred in February 2009, when police officers 
responding to a domestic violence call asked 
that everyone at the scene provide proof of 
citizenship.91  The caller, who had bruises on her 
neck, asked the officers to arrest her boyfriend, 
but instead they arrested her sister because she 
was unable to prove her citizenship.92  In these 
circumstances, more effort is required to ensure 
that these existing programs are themselves 
gender and human rights protective in ways 
that enable women to access them safely.

 ▶ Ensu re  r i go ro u s  an d  gen d er- s ens i t i v e 
safeguards around USG’s activities to enhance 
“community resilience” and “use a wide range 
good governance programs—including those 

that promote immigrant integration and civic 
engagement, protect civil rights, and provide 
social services…”93  One of the core outcomes 
of the 2011 Prevent review was that Prevent 
should be refocused to “make a clearer 
distinction between our counter-terrorist 
work and our integration strategy” because 
“[f ]ailure to appreciate the distinction risks 
securitising integration and reducing the 
chances of our success .”94  From a gender 
and human rights perspective ,  this shift 
is signif icant.  When integration activities 
are b lurred with counter-terrorism and 
Muslim communities are only engaged on 
counter-terrorism issues, women’s insecurity 
abounds—including because social services 
become even more off-limits due to the risk 
of bringing themselves or family members 
under the purview of counter-terrorism 
efforts and because women bear the brunt 
of an environment marked by increased 
anti-Muslim prejudice.95

By adopting the concept of “community 
resi l ience” recently rejected by the U.K . 
government ,  the new U.S .  strategy risks 
these and other adverse effects , including 
for example, that communities will be less 
l ikely to trust and co-operate with law 
enforcement.96  The new U.S. strategy partly 
acknowledges this chal lenge ,  stating for 
example that the strategy ’s involvement of 
non-security partners such as EDU and HHS 
“does not mean the missions and priorities 
of these partners will change or that their 
efforts wil l  become narrowly focused on 
national  security.” 97  However,  the U.S . 
strategy does not provide any concrete 
guidance on how this will be achieved.  As a 
starting point, the USG should, for example, 
clearly and comprehensively define what is 
meant by “community resilience”98 and put 
in place specific steps to ensure that “good 
governance” programs will not be co-opted 
by the national security agenda or used for 
surveillance purposes (see further below).  
This would include, for example, making 
public the selection criteria for local partners 
and conditions on which local partners are 
funded, ensuring that such criteria explicitly 
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reject al leged Prevent  practices ,  such as 
making funding contingent on collecting 
information for law enforcement.99 

 ▶ Ensure that community engagement is not 
used as a pretext for surveil lance efforts 
and that affected individuals are provided 
a meaningful opportunity to have concerns 
ab out  government  act ions  heard  and 
addressed.  As indicated above, one of the 
major critiques of Prevent was that the U.K. 
government used community outreach as a 
basis to surveill Muslim communities.100  This 
concern is also preeminent in the United 
States in light of information that between 
2007 and 2009, the FBI sometimes used 
Musl im community  outreach programs 
to improperly collect intelligence on those 
who attended.101  It  has been surmised 
that such surveil lance “may explain why 
individuals ,  including imams ,  who were 
active participants in government outreach 
programs have found themselves indicted 
or deported, sending a chill through Muslim 
communities.”102  Significantly, the new U.S. 
strategy occurs against a backdrop where: 
attendance at community outreach programs 
has had these adverse consequences; some 
community advocates dismiss FBI engagement 
efforts on the basis that they “have only 
opened the doors  to al low informants 
into the community ;”103 and surveil lance 
and investigatory powers have been used 
extensively against MASA communities104—
all of which has adverse flow-on effects for 
women, including as female family members 
of those directly impacted.105  

While the USG may have hoped that supporting 
community-led initiatives would obviate 
concerns about it spying on communities,106 

much more is required to regain community 
trust and ensure community engagement 
complies with relevant U.S. laws, including 
those related to Privacy Act protections.107  

Accordingly,  the American Civil  Liberties 
Union (ACLU) is “urging the FBI to stop 
using community outreach for intelligence 
purposes ,  to be honest with community 
organizations regarding what information is 

collected and retained during community 
outreach meetings and to purge all improperly 
collected information.”108  Another starting 
point—reflected in principle in the strategy—
is to ensure that the public has an opportunity 
to share complaints  about government 
conduct without recrimination and that such 
complaints are meaningfully addressed.109  This 
includes providing redress for the different 
ways in which U.S. counter-terrorism to date 
has adversely impacted men and women 
both in the United States and abroad.110  

 ▶ Ensure that the new strategy does not 
further securitize engagement with Muslim 
communities in the United States.  The U.K. 
experience demonstrates that community 
engagement on the basis of faith and through 
the lens of national security increases the 
insecurity of Muslim women111 and from a 
CVE perspective, circumscribes the options 
for productively engaging women as local 
partners.  For example, in the United Kingdom, 
according to a former ACPO Prevent liaison 
officer, women “were either suspicious of the 
Prevent agenda or suffered from community 
pressure to not partake in overt Prevent 
activity.”112  In addition, according to Ulfah 
Arts, engaging women on a faith-related basis 
caused confusion and resentment because 
“whoever gets funded everybody else is 
thinking , ‘they have been funded because 
of this , that or the other’ and there is this 
conversation around Muslim women who 
are supported are women who wear hijab, 
not the women who do not wear hijab.”113  

According to the MET Muslim Contact Unit, 
police efforts to engage with Muslim women 
for counter-terrorism purposes are often met 
with suspicion and seen as an intrusion.114  
While the new U.S. strategy clearly promises 
broader engagement with a broader set 
of communities in the United States , the 
fact that the strategy remains focused on 
Al-Qaeda requires vigi lance in ensuring 
that the securitization of engagement with 
Muslim communities does not characterize 
its implementation and that the adverse 
gen d ere d  f l o w- o n  e f fe c t s  f ro m  su ch 
securitization are averted. 
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 ▶ Ensure that the USG does not support 
individuals and/or organizations inimical to 
human rights , particularly women’s rights .  
As briefly mentioned above, until June 2011, 
the U.K.’s Prevent strategy explicitly relied on 
partnerships with non-violent extremists to 
combat violent extremism.115  From a gender 
perspective ,  one of the critiques of this 
approach—now firmly rejected in the new 
Prevent strategy116—was that “ethnic minority 
women may b ecome more  vu lnerab le 
because Prevent and cohesion policy puts 
more power and authority into the hands of 
religious leaders and interfaith networks.”117  
In  addit ion to concerns  that  the U.K . 
government was partnering with the wrong 
organizations, it was also argued that Prevent 
diverted funding from specialist women’s 
organizations to mainstream organizations 
with ramif ications for Black and Minority 
Ethnic (BME) women.118  

These observations are pertinent to the 
USG’s approach given that the strategic 
implementation plan references, but does not 
fully explore, plans to ensure “[l]earning from 
former violent extremists, specifically those 
who can speak credibly to counter violent 
narratives, provide insights to government, 
and potentially catalyze activities to directly 
challenge violent extremist narratives .”119  
Moreover, a key f inding of A Decade Lost 
i s  that  the USG’s  local  partnerships—
particularly those abroad—for CVE purposes 
often exclude women’s voices and involve 
supporting individuals and/or organizations 
inimical to human rights, particularly women’s 
rights.120  To mitigate this moving forward, the 
USG should, for example, introduce criteria 
for partner selection that support proposals 
by women’s groups and/or on issues affecting 
women, as well as vet potential partners based 
on their approaches to human rights and 
civil liberties.121  For example, following the 
recent Prevent review, it has been determined 
that “public money will not be provided to 
extremist organisations who do not support 
the values of democracy, human rights, the 
rule of law and mutual respect and tolerance 
of different faith groups.”122  While these 

are important developments, it will also be 
critical to ensure that any such due diligence 
processes do not rely on the very racial , 
religious and gender stereotypes that have 
stigmatized communities to date (e.g., such as 
the notions that Islam oppresses women and 
women are more peaceful than men) with 
negative flow-on effects for women in these 
communities.123 

 ▶ Conduct meaningful and inclusive community 
consultations about what projects should be 
addressed in the new U.S. strategy.  To the 
extent that Prevent  did promote women’s 
empowerment and inclusion, it  in many 
respects failed to do so in ways that would 
ensure  fu l l  representat ion of  women’s 
concerns.  For example, female participation 
in events like Operation Nicole was low due 
to the fact that women were not invited, 
did not always feel comfortable enough to 
attend, and because of the lack of child care 
facilities and interpreters.124  In addition, the 
U.K. experience also demonstrates that it 
would be advisable for the USG to require 
tracking of partners and projects to ensure 
women are being properly engaged across the 
spectrum.  For example, in 2007, the DCLG set 
up NMWAG to assist with Prevent, however, 
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The Cincinnati Division—in partnership with the U.S. Attorney ’s Offices for 

the Northern and Southern Districts of Ohio, along with the Columbus Police 

Department—recently hosted a radicalization awareness presentation for more 

than 100 members of the Somali community, including students, parents, and 

community leaders. On the second day of the event, more than 200 members 

of local ,  state ,  and federal law enforcement agencies attended a second 

presentation, held at the Columbus Police Training Academy.  Original Caption
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much criticism was made of its limited repre-
sentativeness125 and its inability to influence 
government policy.126  In contrast to having 
women’s groups act as a “rubber-stamp” for 
Prevent activities ,127 Prevent programs that 
were based around direct consultation with 
grassroots women’s groups were perceived to 
have fared better.128  For example, to this end, 
the Metropolitan Police designed a survey for 
women (e.g., Somali women) to identify their 
preferred needs and services and, based on 
the results, organized self-defense and first-aid 
training as a means of basic engagement with 
the community.129

 ▶ Ensure transparency in al l  activ it ies  to 
counter violent extremism, including in 
community engagement efforts.   According 
to the Metropolitan Police, it is important 
when engaging with women under the 
Prevent  rubric ,  to be upfront about the 
roles and responsibilities of the police and 
communities  in preventing terrorism.130  
Indeed, the U.K. experience demonstrates that 
when individuals interface with agencies or 
local partners (including, e.g., to access social 
services), secrecy around the connection of 
these interactions to CVE has a widespread 
chilling effect that erodes community trust.  
For example, An-Nisa Society, “a women 
managed organisation working for the welfare 
of Muslim families” in the United Kingdom, 
notes that the receipt of Prevent money can 
taint organizations’ relationship with their 
constituencies, undermining the very trust 
and expectations of conf idence that are 
key to the engagement efforts promoted by 
the government,131 not to mention to those 
services (e.g . ,  in domestic violence cases) 
such organizations provide to those in need.   
When individuals feel wholly discouraged 
from accessing all services for fear of exposing 
themselves and family members to undue 
scrutiny,  this  chi l l ing ef fect undermines 
individual and community welfare as well as 
the U.S. national security objectives defined 
in its current strategy.  

Further, such a lack of transparency frustrates 
the ability of government and civil society 

to assess whether such activities comply 
with relevant laws.  As the U.S. strategy itself 
notes, the USG is veering into difficult legal 
territory in its effort to counter ideologies 
that lead to violence, characterizing this 
work as “central to our effort, but it also is 
the most challenging area of work, requiring 
careful consideration of a number of legal 
issues, especially those related to the First 
Amendment.”132  These First Amendment 
concerns are particularly acute in light of the 
fact that the strategy is nebulous on the exact 
link between extreme beliefs and violence, 
leaving key terms such as “radicalization 
to violence” undefined.133  As noted by the 
ACLU, the strategy’s “true test will be the level 
of transparency the government provides into 
who it is monitoring and why, and whether 
law enforcement activities comply with the 
Constitution and our laws.”134  

 ▶ Va l u e  w o m e n ’s  e m p o w e r m e n t  a n d 
engagement as  a  goal  in and of  it sel f , 
irrespective of whether it achieves national 
security outcomes .  The U.K . experience 
embodies both the short-term opportunities 
and the long-term dangers of promoting 
women’s engagement solely as a means to 
achieve Prevent objectives .  On one level, 
the old Prevent ’s  blurring of community 
cohesion and counter-terrorism—as adopted 
in the new U.S .  strategy—can be argued 
to have benefitted women.  It was a key 
entry point for women’s groups to receive 
funding for activities they might already 
be undertaking and for which they needed 
more resources.  It would be difficult to see 
how a narrower version of Prevent  would, 
for example, have enabled Prevent money to 
be given to a “Joining Hands Against Forced 
Marriage” project.135  It has also been argued 
that Prevent funding for women’s projects 
enhanced the visibility of Muslim women and 
networks;136 created a safe space for women 
to talk about extremism and empowered 
Muslim women;137 enabled women’s groups 
to form community networks that will not 
survive if Prevent  funding to these groups 
is cut ;138  and enabled women’s groups to 
identify community needs.139  
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However, the basis on which this engagement 
takes place is  a lso determinative as to 
whether empowerment and inclusion is 
ensured in the long term.  A concern in the 
United Kingdom is that Prevent’s engagement 
with Muslim women was instrumentalizing, 
risking that Muslim women’s “activism will 
become increasingly associated with the 
government agenda of counter-radicalisation” 
and therefore “relegating Muslim women’s 
political  activism to a sideshow.”140  For 
example, according to The Muslim Women’s 
Network UK (MWN-UK):  “Muslim women 
are being used by government” and there is a 
“concern that the skills of Muslim women are 
being built up to ‘spy’ on their families rather 
than participate fully in society and overcome 
barriers they face.”141  Instead, according to 
the ACPO Prevent Delivery Unit , women’s 
empowerment should “not be patronizing 
but instead empowerment because it ’s the 
right thing to do.”142  The same observation 
applies with respect to providing assistance 
to families whose family members have been 
convicted of terrorism-related offenses, for 
whom support should be provided not just 
because it may be seen as a means to counter 
radicalization, but because counter-terrorism 
actions directed at a terrorism suspect should 
not collectively penalize his/her family.143  

 ▶ Ensure that the U.S. strategy (e.g., in its focus 
on families) rejects harmful gender stereotypes 
such as those that unduly emphasize the role 
of women as moderate voices and/or mothers 
in CVE efforts.144  In the United Kingdom, 
the rationale for engaging Muslim women in 
Prevent often reflected a series of gendered 
and racialized stereotypes about: Muslim 
women’s educative role in their families; Muslim 
women as moderate (the “good liberal Muslim 
woman”); Muslim women as more “British” than 
Muslim men; and Muslim women as inherently 
disempowered by Islam.145   Such stereotypes can 
be “patronizing”, undermining Muslim women 
in their efforts to combat violent extremism146 
and/or lead to their inclusion in ways that 
perpetuate these stereotypes, such as focusing 
on the role of women as mothers to combat 
terrorism or portraying women as inherently 

peaceful.147  While the new U.S. strategy is 
silent on the role of women, other areas of U.S. 
counter-terrorism have a mixed record on the 
rationale by which they seek to include women 
in national security efforts.  While some USG 
statements recognize that women are agents and 
drivers of change in their communities, in other 
cases, the USG similarly relies on the stereotype 
that women are inherently more peaceful and 
moderate influences as the basis for seeking 
their inclusion.148  The role of mothers—both as 
a positive or negative influence—in preventing 
terrorism is also a recurring aspect of the USG’s 
linking of women and national security.149  

Instead, the USG should move toward an 
approach that recognizes the full range of ways 
in which women are involved in both terrorism 
and counter-terrorism activities.150  

 ▶ Track gender in the monitoring and evaluation 
of programs under the new U.S. strategy.  The 
recent review and reissuance of the U.K.’s Prevent 
strategy noted that “[e]valuating preventative 
programmes is inherently challenging.  Success 
is often reflected in changing attitudes as much 
as behaviours, attitudes which are complex 
to measure and assess” and concluded that 
there has been “limited quality control” of 
Prevent activity.151  The USG has similarly faced 
this challenge of how to measure the inputs, 
outputs, and particularly the outcomes, of 
counter-terrorism efforts.152  From a gender 
and human rights perspective, compounding 
this general challenge of “quality control,” 
is the USG’s failure to integrate gender into 
those limited counter-terrorism and CVE 
measurement and evaluative tools that do 
exist.  It is striking, for example, that in no 
domestic or international counter-terrorism 
program surveyed for A Decade Lost had the 
USG mandated collection and reporting on 

“ [ T ] h e  s k i l l s  o f  M u s l i m  w o m e n  a r e 
b e i n g  b u i l t  u p  to  ‘spy ’  o n  th e i r  f am i l i e s 
r ath er  than  p ar t i c i p ate  f u l ly  i n  s o c i et y 
an d  ov erco m e  b ar r i e r s  th e y  f a ce .”
-  The Musl im Women’s  Network UK (MWN-UK)
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sex-disaggregated indicators in its outputs 
and outcomes.  This failure is unsustainable; as 
a starting point, the USG should emulate the 
revised U.K. approach pursuant to which OSCT 
will track gender “of all individuals subject to 
Prevent interventions.”153  More generally, gender 
tools (e.g., using gender targets or set-asides to 
ensure women’s participation; applying gender 
markers to code how successful a program is at 
ensuring the advancement of gender equality; 
and including gender-sensitive indicators in 
project solicitations) should be integrated at 
every stage of an activity—from planning to 
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation—
to help elucidate the full range of gendered 
dimensions and impacts of CVE efforts.154
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