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According to Faber (2025), romance fraud, also known as romance scams or online dating fraud, is a form of financial and emotional deception in which perpetrators manipulate victims into forming romantic or emotional bonds for financial exploitation. Kassem and Carter (2022) explain that fraudsters typically create fake identities and personas on dating websites, social media platforms, and messaging apps to deceive unsuspecting individuals. Carter (2020) notes that scammers often spend months building trust and fostering a false sense of intimacy before introducing fabricated financial crises, such as medical emergencies, travel expenses, or investment opportunities, to persuade victims to transfer money. Whitty (2013) further explains that once funds have been extracted, the fraudster typically disappears, leaving the victim both emotionally and financially devastated. As Abubakari (2023) highlights, advancements in digital technologies and artificial intelligence (AI) have made romance fraud increasingly sophisticated, posing a growing threat to individuals and society. The National Fraud Intelligence Bureau (NFIB) reported that in the 12 months leading up to June 2024, romance fraud resulted in financial losses exceeding £94.7 million (City of London Police, 2025). This essay explores the consequences of romance fraud, the tactics employed by perpetrators, and the preventative measures that can help mitigate the risks associated with this crime.
The psychological and emotional consequences of romance fraud are profound, as demonstrated by Aborisade et al (2024), who emphasise the significant mental distress experienced by victims extends far beyond the financial losses they incur. Aborisade et al (2024) reiterates the betrayal of someone whom they believed to be a romantic partner results in a severe loss of trust, in all types of relationships. Cross and Lee (2022) report that many victims experience feelings of embarrassment, shame, and guilt, often blaming themselves for falling victim to such manipulative tactics. Furthermore, Wang and Topalli (2022) highlight that these negative emotions can escalate into severe mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, and, in extreme cases, suicidal ideation.
Yosiandra and Sakariah (2024) explain that victims often feel emotionally manipulated, leading to a profound sense of being used, abandoned, and defenceless. Wang et al (2024) note that developing an emotional connection with someone who does not exist can leave lasting psychological scars, making it difficult to form new, trusting relationships in the future. In addition, Bilz et al (2023) assert that some victims may even develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) because of the emotional and financial trauma inflicted. They state that the damage to self-esteem and confidence can have long-term consequences, severely limiting the victim's ability to participate in normal social interactions and impacting professional opportunities. In particularly severe cases, Gould et al (2021) reveal that the emotional distress can be so overwhelming, that victims require long-term therapy and support to rebuild their lives and regain a sense of safety and security.
The financial losses resulting from romance fraud can be devastating. Cross et al (2023) report that victims are often manipulated into transferring money under the false belief that they are assisting their online partner with emergencies, travel expenses, or investment opportunities. Lokanan (2023) further explains that some victims have lost their life savings, accumulated significant debt, or taken out loans to sustain fraudulent relationships. Lokanan (2023) also discusses the infamous case of Simon Leviev, known as the "Tinder Swindler," who used the dating app to convince women that he was a wealthy businessman in need of financial assistance. According to Anggraheni and Anandha (2022), Leviev deceived his victims by fabricating threats to his safety, persuading them to take out loans, deplete their savings, or max out credit cards to support his extravagant lifestyle. Grant and Buil-Gil (2025) estimate that this fraud resulted in financial losses approaching £7 million, highlighting the severe economic repercussions that romance fraud can inflict on both individuals and society.
The impact of romance fraud in the United Kingdom (UK) has been substantial. Maskall (2024) reports that victims lost over £30 million to romance fraud in a year, with even greater losses recorded in subsequent years. According to the Welsh Government (2024), victims in Wales alone have lost millions, with a growing number of cases reported annually. Annadorai (2020) notes that the financial consequences of romance fraud extend beyond individuals, as banks and law enforcement agencies must devote significant resources to investigating these crimes and assisting victims in recovering their funds.
According to Parti and Tahir (2023) romance fraud impacts not only the direct victims but also their families and friends. They explain that victims often isolate themselves due to shame or fear of judgment, leading to strained relationships with loved ones. Nataraj-Hansen (2024) supports this by noting that many victims feel deeply embarrassed and reluctant to admit they have been deceived, fearing criticism or ridicule from those closest to them and this isolation can exacerbate mental health struggles, leaving victims without the emotional support they need during a difficult time. Moreover, Becker (2024) observes that older individuals are particularly vulnerable to online fraud, and the financial losses they suffer may jeopardise their retirement savings, making them financially dependent on their children. Hair (2024) argues that this shift in financial dependency can create unnecessary stress on younger family members, potentially jeopardising their own financial security. Wnęk-Gozdek (2020) adds that romance fraud can harm entire communities by causing victims to withdraw from social activities, leading to increased social isolation and a general distrust in online interactions.
The stigma surrounding romance fraud often discourages victims from coming forward, allowing perpetrators to continue exploiting others undetected. Meikle and Cross (2024) argue that increasing awareness and fostering open discussions about the issue can help reduce stigma and mitigate the impact of romance fraud on both individuals and communities. Evidence from the National Crime Agency (NCA, 2024) highlights the growing scale of the problem, emphasising the increasing strain on law enforcement and public services. The NCA has reported a significant rise in romance fraud allegations, necessitating cross-border investigations and advancements in cybersecurity. The rising costs associated with fraud prevention, victim support services, and police investigations have further pressured public resources. In response, the UK government (2023b) has strengthened regulations and promoted collaboration between banks, technology companies, and law enforcement agencies to curb the spread of these scams. The UK government (2023b) stresses that continued vigilance and public education are essential in reducing both the societal and economic impact of romance fraud.
Sinclair et al (2023) argue that romance fraud in Wales has exacerbated financial and social crises, impacting not only victims but also law enforcement and public services. Wise and Bamford (2025) highlight that, as romance fraud becomes increasingly sophisticated, cybercrime units in Wales have been compelled to invest in advanced fraud detection technologies and training programs, leading to rising public expenditure. According to Sinclair (2025), financial institutions in Wales have also been significantly affected, as the Contingent Reimbursement Model Code, which mandates reimbursement for certain fraud victims, has resulted in substantial financial losses for banks. Asher (2025) suggests that this has triggered a ripple effect, prompting financial institutions to tighten security measures and raise banking fees to offset fraud-related losses, further burdening consumers. Additionally, Asher (2025) notes that small businesses and local economies are suffering, as many victims deplete their savings or incur debt, reducing their purchasing power and economic participation. This broader financial strain underscores the widespread societal impact of romance fraud.
In addition, Sinclair et al (2023) report that public health services in Wales have seen a rise in individuals seeking mental health treatment due to the emotional distress caused by romance fraud. South Wales Police (2020) confirm that the emotional toll of these scams has led to an increased demand for counselling, therapy and crisis intervention services, placing additional strain on already stretched mental health resources. To address these issues, the Welsh Government (2024) has allocated additional funding for victim support programs, public awareness campaigns, and cybersecurity education. According to the Pembrokeshire Herald (2025), UK victims lost over £400 million to romance scams in the last five years, with Welsh victims reporting nearly 1,900 incidents during this period. This suggests that the financial losses may surpass the psychological effects, questioning the adequacy of current mental health support systems.
Bleiman et al (2025) describe that fraudsters use a variety of social engineering techniques to manipulate their victims. As Naidoo (2015) explains, fraudsters exploit emotions to build trust quickly and create a false sense of urgency. David (2023) states that these scammers often conduct research on their targets, using information from social media and other online sources to create convincing personas. David (2023) further illustrates that fraudsters frequently use stolen photos and personal details to create fake profiles on dating sites and social media. By impersonating trusted individuals such as military officers, doctors, or corporate executives, they enhance the credibility of their profiles. Cross (2022) notes that advances in artificial intelligence have enabled fraudsters to use deepfake videos, AI-generated voice communications, and automated chatbots to make their deceptions more convincing. These technological innovations make scams more plausible than ever before.
Kydd et al (2024) explain that fraudsters frequently fabricate urgent situations, such as medical emergencies or investment opportunities. These manufactured crises create a sense of panic, prompting victims to act hastily without verifying the legitimacy of the request. According to Age UK (2023), scammers may even impersonate trusted organisations like the NHS to exploit victims’ trust. While Kydd et al (2024) emphasise urgency as a key tool used by fraudsters, Naidoo (2015) argues that impersonation of legitimate entities, such as banks and government bodies, further reduces scepticism and increases victim compliance. UK Finance (2023) reports a surge in impersonation fraud, reflecting the growing sophistication of scam tactics. Research from the National Cyber Security Centre (2022) highlights how fraudsters strategically manipulate urgency, familiarity, and credibility to enhance their deception. Additionally, Thames Valley Police (2020) also suggest that many victims fail to challenge urgent requests, indicating that fraud strategies extend beyond simply inducing panic and often involve more complex psychological manipulation.
To combat the increasing threat of romance fraud, governments, technology companies, and law enforcement agencies have implemented a variety of strategies. Such as, AI-powered fraud detection systems which are deployed by technology companies to analyse user behaviour and detect suspicious patterns in online interactions National Cyber Security Centre (2023). Europol (2023) reports that enhanced verification mechanisms, such as video verification and two-factor authentication, are being used to improve security and validate profiles. The UK government (2023a) has enacted stricter regulations requiring dating platforms to improve identity verification and report suspicious activity. While these efforts are a step in the right direction, Smith (2023) cautions that sophisticated fraudsters can bypass AI-powered detection systems by adapting their strategies. Jones (2023) suggests that while video verification and two-factor authentication enhance security, they do not address the emotional manipulation that is central to many romance fraud cases. Brown (2023) highlights that increased government regulations may burden dating platforms, potentially limiting user participation without significantly reducing fraud and that as such, a more comprehensive approach, focusing on user education and psychological awareness, is needed.
Victim support organisations play a crucial role in assisting individuals affected by romance fraud. Victim Support (2023) highlights that organisations such as Victim Support UK provide financial guidance, counselling, and legal assistance to help victims recover. However, Firth (2023) points out significant gaps in these support services, emphasising that a £324,634 fraud case exposed the lack of effective regulatory enforcement, ultimately leading to insolvency for one victim and underscoring the shortcomings of existing fraud response systems. According to About-Fraud (2024), traditional anti-fraud measures often fail to counter the sophisticated social engineering techniques used by scammers, who exploit trust rather than technological vulnerabilities. Crest Research (2024) argues that government awareness campaigns have been largely ineffective, as fraud schemes continue to evolve beyond conventional preventative strategies. Rabby and Chowdory (2024) stress that effectively combating romance fraud requires greater law enforcement engagement, improved fraud detection technologies, and more targeted awareness campaigns. Without these advancements, victims will continue to experience severe financial and emotional harm.
Despite an assertion by Dickerson et al (2020), that the UK is effectively tackling romance fraud through technological advancements, legislative measures, and public awareness initiatives, evidence suggests that these strategies remain insufficient. LexisNexis Risk Solutions (2023) reports a 26% increase in romance fraud cases in 2023, with losses exceeding £92.8 million, highlighting the persistent nature of the crime. Victim support systems have also been criticised, particularly following the reduction in the fraud reimbursement cap from £415,000 to £85,000, as reported by The Guardian (2024), leaving many victims without adequate financial redress. Additionally, CREST Research (2024) suggests that public awareness campaigns may lack the tailored messaging necessary to effectively deter different victim demographics.
In conclusion, romance fraud is a growing societal issue that has severe financial, psychological, and social consequences for victims. Fraudsters' methods are becoming increasingly sophisticated, particularly with the use of artificial intelligence, necessitating the development of more robust protective measures. While the UK government, law enforcement agencies, and financial institutions have taken significant steps to address romance fraud, sustained effort, education, and collaboration are essential to combating this pervasive crime. Through increased public awareness and enhanced digital security, society can help reduce the prevalence of romance fraud and protect vulnerable individuals from exploitation.
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