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Investigating the cultural impact of acquisitive crime on Ministry of Defence Police investigations.

INTRODUCTION 
The Ministry of Defence (MoD) faces unique challenges in safeguarding public finances due to its vast and complex financial landscape, that spans both the Armed Forces and the Civil Service. It is no less vulnerable to acquisitive crime such as theft, fraud and bribery, than any other public sector body. Fraud against the MoD forms part of a £50.2 billion in loss from the UK public sector in 2023 (Crowe, Peters and Peters, 2023). 
The Ministry of Defence Police (MDP) is a specialist civilian police force tasked with investigating economic crimes against defence assets in the UK and abroad. The MDP pursue criminal investigations through the civilian courts and Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) in the same way other forces do, but their operating model and priorities are very different. 
The MDP do not, overall, pursue violent or sexual crimes committed by or against service personnel. Nor are they engaged with normal community policing in the locations where they are stationed. The investigative function of the MDP is owned by a department called Intelligence, Crime and Operational Support (ICOS).
The MoD shares a figure of £1.5b as its potential exposure to fraud in 2025 with the majority of this figure being lost through procurement. Acquisitive crime, specifically the theft of defence assets, comprised two thirds of the security incident reports received by the MoD in 2024 (NAO, 2026).  With acquisitive crime playing such a key role in the overall fraud exposure to the MoD, there is limited research on its cultural impact on those tasked to investigate it. 
With huge responsibility to the public purse, and with defence spending planned to grow to £73.5b in 2028-29, the impact of acquisitive crime on the investigations of ICOS is worthy of research. 
My research will contribute to a growing community of practice in defence fraud. It will build on existing research by Helena Wood, Tom Keatinge, Keith Ditcham and Ardi Janjeva. It will also build on publications from the National Audit Office and the Public Sector Fraud Authority.

	
RESEARCH AIM 
The aim of this research is to examine the impact of acquisitive crime on the investigations of the Ministry of Defence Police. For clarity, ‘cultural effects’ in this context refers to the shared attitudes and beliefs that shape how investigations are perceived, prioritised and investigated.

OBJECTIVES
· To explore where, and how acquisitive crime is being committed across defence in the UK.

· To understand the mechanisms and opportunities used to commit these offences.

· To explore and evaluate the Ministry of Defence Police’s approach to investigating acquisitive crime.

· To explore the impact of these crimes on how they are reported by witnesses and victims, evaluated by line managers, and investigated by detectives.


	LITERATURE REVIEW: 
Most current research into acquisitive crimes committed against defence focuses on fraud and the abuse of procurement. The impacts of these areas are presented to show their effect on national directives and top-level budgets. The findings are, for the most part, presented to deliver headline-ready statistics and recommendations that senior defence officials, and ministers, can digest.
As an example, the Public Sector Fraud Authority (PSFA) publishes annual reports on the counter-fraud performance of the public sector. These publications are aimed at the policy-making level and various advisory boards. The PSFA promotes new technology, methodologies and novel corporate structures to help combat fraud and protect the public purse. Like many publications in this area, the reporting is mostly focused on ‘mission-led’ projects and efficiencies. These reports tend to leave out the impacts of fraud on those tasked to investigate it.
This national, thematic approach to researching the impact of fraud can be seen in many other public bodies such as the UK Cabinet Office, the International Public Sector Fraud Forum, and the Commonwealth Fraud Prevention Centre. 
Despite the preference for broad themes in many publications on this subject, there are a number of academic works that offer more relevant research to that envisaged by this proposal. 
i. The 2026 National Audit Office report The Ministry of Defence’s management of its losses from fraud and other economic crime. This report examines the posture and approach of the counter-fraud departments within the MoD, and the challenges they face. This report, given its specificity and relevant datasets, will be an important literary reference for my research. 

ii. Publications from the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), especially the 2021 occasional paper on The Impact of Fraud on UK National Security. This publication contains a range of determinations and datasets that are highly relevant and provides useful context for my research.

iii. The 2019 report by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) Fraud, time to choose - an inspection of the police response to fraud. This paper investigates the national strategic approach to fraud, obtained from extensive inspections and Home Office publications. This paper provides detailed analysis of the effectiveness of police fraud strategies that are highly relevant for my research.

iv. Journal articles and research papers on UK how fraud shapes police investigations, notably:

a. Police investigations into financial-economic cybercriminal networks, by Bekkers, Leukfeldt and Kleemans (2025). A research paper based on interviews with police officers, about the impact of fraud on workloads and investigations.
b. Reviewing the 2023 UK Fraud Strategy through evidence on the ground, by Doig, Levi and Luker (2025). A journal article indirectly evaluating how fraud effects investigations and the effectiveness of police.
c. Understanding police attitudes to fraud and the barriers to prioritisation, by Kassem and Turksen (2025). A journal article presenting findings of extensive interviews with police officers dealing with fraud.

There are a range of publications dedicated to the impact of fraud on the police service, their investigations, and the public sector. There is however a gap in literary materials with regards to the specific impacts of acquisitive crime on Ministry of Defence policing investigations. It is envisaged that this research can provide such content to illuminate this area.
 

	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
The research study will adopt a qualitative approach, focussing on the lived experiences of detectives who handle and supervise fraud cases within the MoD Police.  The survey method will include semi-structured interviews with detectives, an open-ended survey, and analysis of existing research. This approach is best suited as my research aims to explore the perceptions and experiences of detectives rather than statistics. 
The interviews will aim to capture the lived experiences of detectives when presented with a series of questions on acquisitive crime. The survey will be an open-ended tool to capture the perceived impact of acquisitive crime and to garner suggested recommendations to counter them. The analysis of existing research will give perspective, context and statistical structure to the research.
 

	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 


The target sample will consist of qualified detectives working within the Economic Crime Teams of the MoD Police, of which there are three. I will seek the perspectives of a range of ranks within these teams, to capture the broader impacts of acquisitive crime on investigations. 
This sample approach will cover officers who are engaged in all stages of a criminal investigation. They will cover the initial development and assessment of an allegation or referral, all the way through to sentencing.
The actual results of this sampling, the data obtained, will be analysed to identify key themes relating to the impacts of acquisitive crime on their work. 

ETHICAL ISSUES
Due to the sensitive nature of the counter-fraud function of UK Defence, considerations must be made on the publication of specific police capabilities. 
Participation is voluntary, and any information provided from interviews or surveys will be anonymised and is not published along side the research itself. 
Any mention of specific cases, suspects, victims or other identifiable information will be removed.

TIME SCALE 
(Week 1 is 2nd March, Week 36 is 9th November 2026) 
Literature Review 				Weeks 1 – 4
Interview and Survey Planning		Weeks 5 - 12
Carry out Interviews and Surveys		Weeks 13 - 20
Analyse materials obtained		Weeks 21 - 28
Written Research Paper			Weeks 29 - 36  
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