


In this assignment there will be a thorough consideration of romance fraud and the impact it has on victims, whilst looking into the methods employed by fraudsters and the preventative measures that can be taken to mitigate the risks. Additionally, there will be a discussion of the role of law enforcement and digital platforms when looking at addressing romance fraud and preventing it. Real-life case studies will be used to show understanding alongside data to support any theories developed or found. 

The City of London Police (2023) states that there has been a 6.7% reduction in romance fraud reports since the previous year and that despite this fall in rates, romance fraud still has inexplicable effects and consequences for the victims.  

Romance fraud can happen when an individual gains the trust of a person in attempt to obtain personal information or money (Crime Stoppers, 2021). The initial step used by fraudsters is to get to know their victim through a typical, harmless conversation; information regarding home life and personal details may be seen in the early stages. Instinctual responses are the next part to the set-up. This is where the fraudster may express a desire to be with the victim romantically, whilst providing information regarding mental health or the need for housing. The criminal will attempt to isolate the victim from anyone seen as a threat to their plan. The fraudster will create a fake scenario to try and make the vulnerable victim respond quickly with no time to think, for example needing money for a hospital operation (Thames Valley Police, 2022). Research shows that victims of romance fraud lose more than £10,000 on average (Barclays, 2023). 

Romance fraudsters are renowned for using tactics to convince their victim, for example using fake social media profiles with the intention of pursing a victim. Fraudsters make fake accounts on Facebook, Instagram, gaming sits and dating apps. Their main goal is to build a rapport with the victim to build-up their trust. Fraudsters aim to obtain access to the bank accounts of victims, the victim’s personal details and documents and can attempt to take out loans in the name of the victim (Cumming, 2021).  

In 2023, 83-year-old Alice fell victim to romance fraud. Alice was scammed out of £20,000 over an 18-month period. Alice met the perpetrator whilst engaging in an online game of scrabble, when it was suggested, their conversation moved on to a more personal social platform. Alice was tricked into believing the scammer wanted a personal relationship with her. The fraudster would often refer to Alice with pet names such as ‘babe’, ‘sweetie’, ‘queen’ or ‘hunny’. In the eyes of the criminal, this was said to have been done to avoid using the wrong name due to the fraudsters scamming multiple victims. To Alice, this made the relationship seem legitimate. The scammer would send messages including ‘I’m worried about you… please talk to me’, ‘I miss you so much’ and ‘don’t listen to your family about us, they are jealous, and we will prove them wrong’ (Greater Manchester Police, 2024).  
Whitty and Joinson (2009) discovered that the success of this scam can be explained by the increase in online dating and could give reason to why may people fall victim to this crime.  Walther (2007) found that individuals are likely to idealise partners due to the messages they have received from them, explaining that victims associate these messages from fraudsters with a desirable partner. However, Lea et al., (2009) believes that to fall for a scam, a person must commonly make poor decisions. Because of this, Lea et al., (2009)  states that scammers and fraudsters will put across a situation to a potential victim requiring them to make what they hope to be a ‘poor decision’. 
Not only this, but they suggest fraudsters employ the techniques like marketers trying to sell their products. For example, techniques could include ‘scarcity’ and ‘foot-in-the-door’. Scarcity refers to urging a person to make a decision with almost no time to consider the outcome. Foot-in-the-door includes the tactic of encouraging a victim to complete a ‘normal’ and small request and then the perpetrator has their ’foot-in-the-door’ and can make larger requests (Freedman and Fraser, 1966). 
 
Crime Stoppers UK (2023) outline a list of the signs of romance fraud. The list includes but is not limited to: the perpetrator becoming defensive if the victim chooses not to aid them, being told to keep details about their relationship private, the perpetrator making excuses as to why they are unable to video chat or meet and rapidly trying to move the conversation to a different social media platform. Dhanjal (2024) points out that while it is crucial to be aware of these warning signs, it does not always mean the individual is a fraudster if they are displaying said signs.  

The impact of romance fraud on victims can be catastrophic. Buchana et al., (2013) ascertained that victims’ experiences can vary and whilst it is common for victims to feel traumatised and stressed, some do not experience the same level. Buchana et al also discovered that most victims are left lacking trust for others and are reluctant to start new romantic relationships. Whitty (2018) found that victims often feel suicidal and are filled with fear as a result of this crime. Adding onto this, Whitty also found victims are likely to develop depression, post-traumatic stress-disorder (PTSD), fear, shame and may experience grief. According to Chuang (2021), a person does to be in a romantic relationship to be in love, therefore victims can fall in love with their scammers. Because of this, victims can feel emotional trauma when they find out they have been scammed, similarly to the way one might feel when a relationship which has involved physical interactions comes to an end. As a result of this, victims may find it hard to eliminate their feelings towards the perpetrator (Modic and Anderson, 2015). 
 
In terms of preventative measures, the idea of implementing an online crime agency is suggested. This aim of this would be to tackle personal threats of personal fraud (Liberal Democrats, 2024). Alongside this, there is an aim to create a system to detect suspicious activity and scams occurring presently (Huskisson, 2024). The College of policing (2023) intend to reduce the amount of money victims are losing to fraudsters.  
Greater Manchester Police (2024) state that Police all over the UK are working together to try and tackle this crime. Alongside offering prevention advice, they express that they understand there is a stigma around this crime, and they understand that victims feel shame. Despite this, the police urge all victims of this crime to report the offence. Not only will it help to provide support to those who have been targeted by fraudsters, it will help to ensure the statistics are more accurate due to more reporting. 

Chesire Police (2023) state that they have launched an online group called ‘Peer support group’. The purpose of this to provide support for those who have been affected by romance fraud. PC Calli when in conversation about the risks revolving romance fraud, said that victims of this crime can sometimes feel like they have met their ideal partner and are being showered in affection. Due to this, it can be easy to miss the warning signs. Calli also says that some people may feel that there is a pressure to find a partner and therefore, find it hard to resist the scammers. 
In 2016, The Home Office implemented what is known as Join Fraud Taskforce. The overall objectives of this are to protect the public and businesses from financial fraud, lessen the effects felt by victims of fraud, and work towards a higher prosecution rate of fraudsters. The Home Office work with several organisations such as the City of London Police, Victim Support, Financial Fraud Action UK and many others (Home Office, 2016). Equi Fax UK (2023) suggest that ways to avoid being scammed such as using trusted dating websites, avoid sharing contact details and avoid sharing personal details. Action Fraud Police is a website which allows victims to report romance fraud.  

Age UK (2016) found that over half of people aged 65 and over in the United Kingdom believed they had been targeted by a scammer. It is said that although anyone can be a victim, older people can be targeting by scams. Examples can include but are not limited to investment and mail scams. Age UK found that the impact a scam has can be critical and discovered than older victims are 2.4 times for likely to move into a care home and in some cases die, than those who haven’t been scammed. In light of this, Age UK made some recommendations: The Government should make every effort to make sure local authorities have received adequate training and have the resources to help victims of romance fraud, clearer leadership is required in order to tackle scams, financial institutions should ensure they are making every effort to identify customers at risk, along with many others.  

Greater Manchester Police (GMP) reviewed their prevention techniques to reduce romance fraud. Within six months they witnessed dramatic reductions in the money victims were losing to romance fraud in their hot spot areas. They discovered that 50% of victims of romance fraud were in 17% of places, meaning victimisation could be targeted based on location. Additionally, GMP found that over the course of three years, there were ‘chronic’ postcodes across England and Wales which were showing up on their systems for three years. GMP said this suggested that these victims were not receiving adequate support and protection from this crime. Other forces have said they will be trialling this method of preventing romance fraud such as Essex and Thames Valley, South Waels, Gwent and Kent (College of Police, 2023). 
 
Research could suggest that the preventative measures implemented by institutions such as the police, are not effective in reducing romance fraud. In 2023, it was recorded that £92 million was lost to romance fraudsters and 8,710 victims came forward. Although there was a 6.7% decrease from the previous year, evidence suggests that the losses victims are suffering are still up by 40% since 2019. This suggests the preventative measure are ineffective (Olding 2023). 

Evidence suggests that some fraudsters try and form a romantic connection and show an interest in their victim’s personal life. One victim mentioned that the person who was scamming her took the time to talk to her son and made a point of being interested in him (Hicks, 2023). It could be thought that due to this, engaging with victims could potentially be a lengthy process, which could mean authorities could have sufficient time to detect this crime and prevent it from happening. However, due to victims of this crime coming forward and sharing their stories, it could suggest the preventative measures have not been effective because people are still falling victim to this crime. 

To conclude, it could be thought that there is not enough awareness raised about this crime and too many people are falling victim to it. Although there are preventative measures in place, one could think that many people are unaware of this crime and are too trusting in people. While it could be suggested that police are taking measures to stop this crime and there has been decline in the number of victims of this crime, the financial loss people experience has increased by 40%. Overall, it could be thought that this is due to repeat victimisation or lack of police support for victims. Suggestions could include the implementation of in-person support sessions for vulnerable people who easily fall victim to this crime. Not only for victims, but to spread awareness to prevent people from becoming a victim of this crime. 
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