  Understanding the impact of romance fraud

The average victim of romance fraud in the UK loses £10,000 over the period of the scam (Crime Stoppers, 2024), and it was reported in 2021, that over £99 million was fraudulently obtained from victims. Everyone can be affected by this crime regardless of their gender, age, sexual orientation, or cultural and ethnic background. This essay will outline what romance fraud is and how much of an impact it has in the UK according to the latest statistics. Furthermore, this essay will identify and evaluate the methods used by offenders to persuade victims to give their money to them. Finally, this essay will describe what safety measures there are to protect individuals who have been victims of romance fraud and to prevent the financial lost.
The definition of romance fraud, according to Whitty (2013, p. 666), is where ‘criminals pretend to initiate a relationship via an online dating site or social networking site with the intention to defraud their victims’. Cross et al. (2018, p.1304) further explain that romance fraud is ‘Instances where a person is defrauded by an offender through what the victim perceives to be a genuine relationship’. Recent statistics for romance fraud within the UK show a 6.7 per cent reduction on last year’s reports of 8,710, however, the City of London Police (2023), state this crime is still leaving victims in financial crisis and causing emotional devastation. When discussing romance fraud, deception is the key element; the offender builds a fake relationship to the victim through which the offenders’ motivation is financial reward and to scam as much money as they can from the victim (2021, p. 1). Furthermore, romance fraud is identified as an online crime (Crime Stoppers, 2024), which makes it more difficult for agencies to track down the offender due to anonymity (Bernat & Godlove, 2012, p. 4). 
[bookmark: _Hlk161784059]When identifying the different stages of romance fraud, Whitty (2013) has introduced a seven-stage model that explains what the victims usually experience when being a victim of romance fraud. In the first stage victims are open to finding a partner, the second stage is seeing the fake online profile, and in stage three the victim is groomed by the offender. At stage four the offender asks for money providing an urgent reason that seems believable. Stage five is the continuation of the scam and in some cases stage six involves some form of sexual blackmail to extort more money, followed by stage seven, revictimization in which the victim is likely to become more vulnerable to further scams. More to the point, when an individual becomes a victim of romance fraud, not only does the victim lose money, but victims often experience non-financial harm, such as their physical and emotional wellbeing deteriorating, as well as suffering from depression, having relationship problems with other family members such as their children, and the victim may also experience unemployment, homelessness and in rare occurrences suicide  (Button & Cross, 2017; Button, et al., 2009; Cross, et al., 2016; Cross & Holt, 2022). It has been suggested that this is due to embarrassment or fear of disapproval (Chuang, 2021). 
Many victims of romance fraud do not seek support due to the embarrassment of family members and the public finding out about the mistakes they have made to become a victim of romance fraud. A survey from Whitty (2018), identified that the victims were mainly middle-aged women who were well educated, kind and trustworthy, which would lead to gullibility, as well as being impulsive with an addictive disposition. An example if this can be shown by a study from Witty and Buchanan (2015) where they conducted their own survey with the majority of the participants being middle aged women.
Another investigation by Whitty (2013) examined literature and previous theories as to why victims were taken in by romance scams, in which she used thematic analysis to discover three key headings when identifying the issue. Firstly, errors in decision making, were found to be a major factor in people becoming victims of this type of crime. Secondly there was an element of ’long-odds gambling’ meaning that the victim recognised the risk but saw the possible benefits as huge, which made them willing to take the risk. The third theme can be explained using the ’elaboration likelihood model’ which describes the way people process information and tend to act on strong feelings and urges at the expense of logical thought processes. Criminals can exploit this by creating dramatic scenarios and using emotive language to sweep victims up and prevent them from thinking clearly. 
An article by Cross and Holt (2021), tried to establish whether victims of romance fraud would trust the individual more if they had exceptional credentials, for example a victim trusting a person in authority. For female victims in particular for example, if a fake account is someone in a position of authority, such as an army general or a successful businessman, as well as other personas included diplomats, lawyers, doctors, and law enforcement. These personas seemed trustworthy, more to the point, the women said these authority personas where attractive or charming and would be most likely to be sought out on a dating site (Whitty, 2013). 
As mentioned earlier, there are several potential harms when becoming a victim of romance fraud particularly the psychological impact. Whitty and Buchanan (2015) discovered a report from the Office of Fair Trading in the UK (2006) stating what happens when an individual becomes a victim to a financial scam. They state, the victim loses trust and confidence in relation to business activities, they also experience low-self-esteem and a low sense of self-worth. Whitty and Buchanan (2015), suggest that victims of romance fraud, might experience something similar, where the victim would lose confidence, self-esteem, and self-worth, due to the victim not being able to trust online dating apps, where they fear they would become a victim again. Previously, as mentioned, the authors conducted their own study to analyse what themes would emerge from the psychological impact on victims of romance fraud. The participants consisted of 20 participants between 38 to 71 years old, with money lost ranging from £300 to £240,000. The gender of the participants consisted of 14 females of which 13 had been scammed out of money, one who was scammed but did not lose money, and 6 males where half of them were scammed and lost money and the other half where scammed but did not lose money. 
Within their thematic analysis they identified that the victims' emotions ranged from, shame, embarrassment, shock, anger, worry, stress, fear, and the feeling of being mentally raped, because the criminals tricked the victims into performing sexual acts which they described as similar to being sexually abused and violated. Another theme that emerged from the victims was the lack of social support from family, friends, or work colleagues. The victims reported to those close to them about their experiences with the scam and explained that the crime had affected them mentally, however, they were given little support and were labelled as victims and stupid, and rather than help them they were angry or upset due to the financial loss, particularly someone losing an inheritance from the victim. Furthermore, some victims did not disclose their problems until they were interviewed by the police, because they feared secondary victimisation, which is where the victim or the survivor is blamed for the choices they have made (Modic & Anderson, 2015; Whitty & Buchanan, 2015).
According to authors such as Fischer et al. (2013), Carter (2020), and Cross and Holt (2021), another technique used by criminals to steal money from victims is to pretend to have health emergencies, specifically when the criminal or the fake account holder is stating an unexpected crisis, for example the money was needed for an emergency such as medical bills after being hit with a car. This tactic is effective according to Cross and Holt (2021), because it urges sympathy from the victim and requires a rapid response, for example, needing surgery as soon as possible as time is of the essence. Furthermore, the use of this technique allows no other consequences for the victim, meaning no use of blackmail as the victim feels they have to deliver the money within the short amount of time they have been given.
A report presented by the Surrey Police (2024) showed several UK case studies of individuals being victims of romance fraud. One major example was a 66-year-old man, who at the time was divorced and living alone. The man had signed up to different dating sites and had met various women online. It was reported that he only kept in contact with these “women” through email, text, or phone but never in person. The police eventually found out about this case when the man’s daughter raised concerns to the police, explaining that the man had overall sent £100,000 to different individuals he presumed he was dating. The money was needed for rent, bills and to pay for flights so he thought, and the fraud continued over a period of five years. The man had used money service bureaus to transfer money abroad, however, due to these events, the man has been blocked by these services to prevent further loss. It is reported that he is now in close touch with his daughter and is getting further support from the police and victim services. The Surrey Police (2024) report mentioned that not only was the victim scammed through one account but various others, which could suggest that the man was scammed by the same criminal, but due to the victim’s gullibility the criminal decided to create other fake accounts to get as much money as they could from this victim by building other fake relationships. 
Due to the loss of money that victims from romance fraud suffer every year, the UK government has prepared preventative measures to minimise an individual becoming a victim of romance fraud. There are county police units and organisations such as Crime Stoppers and the National Crime Agency (NCA) that tackle serious organised crime (SOC), and in particular they try to prevent people from becoming victims of romance fraud. The organisations try to help by spreading awareness online, stating, be wary of revealing personal information and never send the individual money if it is via a dating site (Thames Valley Police, 2022).
According to Sinclair et al. (2023) preventative measures for cybercrime could include UK agencies cooperating with one another to help crime prevention. Specifically in 2020, the National Fraud Intelligence Bureau (NFIB) and the National Economic Crime Centre (NECC) did a campaign targeting romance fraud. The campaign involved using social media to reach victims with general crime prevention communications through police websites and through Twitter (X), Facebook, and Instagram. Furthermore, another method that aids in preventing romance fraud is websites, created by law enforcement agencies that promote police forces methods for crime prevention. However, Bullock (2017) argues that the use of social media for the police is challenging as the police have not come to grips with how to handle social media for which they need to interact with the public.  Furthermore, the use of online crime prevention will only work on individuals who are engaged with digital media (Sinclair, et al., 2023), so people from the older generation might not receive this information from the police. 
In summary, as stated earlier by the City of London Police (2023) there has been a decrease of romance fraud within the UK in the last year, however, the literature still shows that romance fraud is still an issue within the UK and victims could suffer from major mental health issues and finacial losses (Button & Cross, 2017; Button, et al., 2009; Cross, et al., 2016; Cross & Holt, 2022). When analysing the victims emotions from these scams, different studies show similar reactions from victims, where the victim feels distraught, upset, and angry particularly with themselves for being gullible and falling into the scam, and losing a substantial amount of money during the process which could have a significant impact on the victim‘s children as they might need that money for future causes (Chuang, 2021). It has been discovered by Whitty (2013; 2018) that the common victims of romance fraud in the UK are middle-aged women, who trust people whose persona is that of an authority figure, as they appear more ‘attractive’ or ‘charming’. Evaluating the methods used by these criminals to extract the money, it is more to do with urgency and rapid response in order to make the victim feel guilty and to help by delivering the required amount of money, in order to save the fake person and to prevent something catastrophic from happening (Fischer, et al., 2013; Carter, 2020; Cross & Holt, 2021). In terms of UK romance fraud prevention, there are UK agencies who work together in order to spread information to the public on social media, however, it has been argued that more needs to be done to reach older people and methods of prevention need to be researched more thoroughly (Sinclair, et al., 2023). 
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