















































Millions of people worldwide suffer greatly and have their lives destroyed by romance fraud. Romance fraud is an insidious crime that leaves victims grieving, not only for the financial harm, but also for the loss of the relationship that this offence has caused. Using the idea of a romantic relationship, offenders will deliberately seek to exploit an emotional connection with their victims to help fund their financial gain . This essay is going to analyse the impact of romance fraud and the prevention measures taken to put a stop to romance fraud. 

Romance fraud takes place when victims meet, what they believe is the perfect partner through an online dating website or app. However, the other person is using a fake profile to establish a relationship with them. The fraudsters use these sites to gain the trust of their victims and use them enough to obtain money or personal information to steal their identities. Expert manipulators and romance scammers will do anything to fabricate a story to convince their victims that their choices are reasonable (Thames Valley Police, 2024). By fostering a romantic relationship and then taking advantage of it for their own gain, romance scammers prey on the emotions of their victims. The most brutal aspect of romance scams is that they prey on the loneliness of their victims, frequently picking on the elderly, newly divorced or widowed, soldiers, and those in the military. The reason that fraudsters prey on the loneliness of victims is because of the vulnerable situation that they are in, therefore, it is easy for the fraudsters to pose as a sympathetic friend, offering their victims a listening ear which creates a sense of trust . Victims will give the fraudsters more access to personal and financial information as the relationship develops, giving the scammer the opportunity to ruin their victims’ finances and emotional stability . 
Romance fraudsters victims’ lives are impacted emotionally, financially, and psychologically. Victims often experience a profound amount of emotional distress, shattered trust as well as financial loss . The emotional toll on victims is devastating, with victims often suffering from anxiety, depression, and a feeling of betrayal, as well as the illusion effect of the deep connection with the fraudster, can add intensity to the trauma. They also suffer from a sense of violation and the loss of faith in others . The psychological impact on victims is detrimental, they experience shame, embarrassment and have a feeling of self-blame, and go through continuous cycles of questioning their judgment and vulnerability. Due to this, victims tend to isolate themselves from their loved ones as they have become solely dependent on the fraudster . Scammers gain from isolating their victims, because it strengthens their bond with their victims and prevents them from seeing the reality, it's like a dance, in which the scammer always takes the lead. Using isolation, the benefit the scammers get from this is that it decreases the chance of them being caught as no one is interfering, as their victims have no contact with anyone else but them, and the tighter the web of lies gets, the further away from reality victims get, which lowers the chance of fraudsters being caught before they cash out, it’s like every move is calculated and it keeps victims cornered . 

4.6 million people become victims of romance fraud each year and 700,000 of those will go on to suffer immensely as a result of their fraudsters. An analysis by the crime victim’s commissioner has found that almost a quarter of victims will be affected deeply by experiencing a loss of £1,000 or more (Victims Commissioner, 2021). Action Fraud is the UK’s national reporting centre for fraud and cybercrimes, where they collect reports relating to fraud on behalf of the police. 2022 figures suggest that 48% of female victims are more likely to report dating scams compared to 41% of males, also reporting a £63.2 million loss in May 2022, with reports being from men aged between 20-29 and women aged between 50-59 (Action Fraud, 2022). In the most recent year of 2023, there was a 15% rise in fraud and computer offences with them rising to 1.2 million cases for March 2023 compared to 2022 (Home Office, 2023). In comparison, fraud cases committed in the UK have risen and have more than doubled over the last decade. As of 2022, there was a £63.2 million loss, whereas in 2023 there was a loss of £2.3 billion, making that the second biggest year for scammers in the last two decades . UK Finance is the voice of banking and finance, that focuses on supporting their customers and building awareness (UK Finance, 2024). According to UK Finance, romance fraud has risen drastically due to the national lockdown owing to COVID-19. Due to this and the restrictions on people’s lives, more people were seeking company and companionship through online channels which has ultimately led to the rise of romance fraud cases . 

For Example, the case of Carol Goodall. In February of 2019, Carol joined a dating website Zoosk, after coming out of a 4-year abusive marriage and being ready to meet someone. This was when she met Andrew, who was a food importer living in London. After speaking over the phone for a while, they had plans to meet up, but Andrew said he had to go on an urgent business trip. Five weeks later he asked to borrow a small amount of money due to unexpected charges on delivery. Carol believed he was the perfect man, but after this, things started to get worse when Andrew started telling Carol his daughter was unwell and had passed away and he needed money for the funeral costs. In 2021 things became more serious when he told her that he had been taken hostage by a group of loan sharks and she had to send money to save him. It was only when Carol asked on Facebook if anyone had seen him that she was contacted by a woman who told her the pictures Andrew was using were of a Mexican actor, Carol had lost £35,000 by October 2022 . 

There is also the case of Cecilie Fjellhoy who was a victim of the ‘Tinder Swindler’ . The ‘Tinder Swindler’ was one of Netflix’s biggest-viewed documentaries in 2022. This documentary followed the cases of women who fell victim to Simon Leviev, one of whom was Cecilie. After matching with Simion on Tinder, and after months of having a whirlwind type of romance filled with private jets, fancy hotels, and hundreds of messages back and forth, Simon suddenly needed Cecilie's help, stating that he was scared that people who disliked him were looking to try and find him and hurt him, so he wanted Cecile to send over money, that he considered loans so he could have cash in hand. However, this was all a lie and Simon used Cecilie’s kind and caring nature to his advantage and scammed her out of £200,000. However, since this case, Cecilie has been promoting fraud by giving speeches and presentations all over the world to allow people to know what romance fraud is and the devastating impact it can have on individuals . 

A retired Detective Chief Superintendent, previously with the Metropolitan Police met with a former fraudster and has given eight tips on how members of the public can identify the red flags. The tips given were, if you are chatting online through a dating app to keep it on there as fraudsters will want to move to WhatsApp or email to avoid being caught;
always hide your caller ID if they claim they are from the UK, so if you ring them you can detect if the number is foreign; do a reverse image search on Google; ask for a brief video call; research social media platforms; be realistic, ask a family member or trusted friend to review the person and refuse to send any money regardless of the reason (Crimestoppers, 2024).  A report published by the UK Government in 2023 has set out new ways of tackling fraudsters, this has been created to take an approach to reduce fraud cases by 10% by December 2024. The report states that in order to do this they are going to pursue fraudsters by creating a national fraud squad, have a more intelligence-led distribution, replace action fraud, and remove barriers to prosecution. They will also block fraud, by regulating the abuse of technology, secure people online, and provide better protection for customers, while also empowering people by having better communication, better victim support, and ensuring more people get back the money that they lost. All of this sets out to bring offenders to justice quicker, which can reduce the amount of people being affected by scammers (Home Office, 2023). 

Together both the National Fraud Intelligence Agency and the National Economic Crime Centre launched a nationwide campaign in 2020 to help fight romance fraud. As part of this campaign, victims were sent general prevention messages via communications that are traditionally used by police forces such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram; in addition to also releasing posts on these platforms to push crime prevention in romance fraud cases, to help make members of the public aware of romance fraud and the signs to look out for . According to the College of Policing (2023), police forces are using a citizen-focused approach to help tackle romance fraud. Police forces are using this to target hotspots across England and Wales that have a high level of romance fraud cases, the idea of this is to help reduce the amount of money lost and the amount of people that fall victim to romance fraud. For this to be successful, the police are implementing several different initiatives. Firstly, they are going to be using a procurement of socio-demographic data, going to access victim data from romance fraud cases from over a period of three years, and using neighbourhood police teams to target crime prevention and use their knowledge of the different hot spots. Police in the London area is the national leading force with fraud cases, they are working tirelessly to tackle romance fraud by also working with money transfer services to help prevent financial loss (College Of Policing, 2021). 

In Conclusion, the intricate and ever-changing nature of romance fraud causes havoc in the lives of millions of people worldwide. Criminals employ a wide range of cunning tactics to draw in and involve victims in the first place, allowing them to keep victims under their control, and guarantee that victims comply with financial demands for as long as possible. In addition to experiencing a wide range of material and immaterial losses, victims frequently view the breakup of their relationship and ensuing betrayal and violation as being more important than any money losses . Even though the profiles that criminals use, the tactics they use in relationships, and the stages at which they victimise their victims have similarities, each experience is unique and is designed to take advantage of the particular vulnerabilities of the intended victims . Although there are prevention measures in place and the police are doing everything they can to bring down the number of fraud cases, a recommendation that can be made to help ensure the number of romance fraud cases comes down and stays down, is the use of dating apps and them having particular settings and verification settings that people have to confirm who they are before they can use the app, so that the people who are using the app are who they say they are, as currently there are no preventive measures in place to thwart people creating fake profiles . 
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