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 There are many different strains and methods of romance crime that are used every day to target the lonely hearted and unsuspecting gullible souls of the world. Romance fraud has devastated the lives of millions across the world and will continue to do so as technology grows and traps their user. Romance fraud is a method used to target the vulnerable and create a seemingly legitimate relationship which will lead to exploitation and manipulation of the victim by the offender. Romance fraud began to be well known around the year 2007 as computers and dating apps began to develop more significantly. 
Cross (2020) has initiated the idea of a seven-step plan named, “the scammers persuasive techniques model”. Step one motivates the offender to find the ideal victim, this begins the process. Step two then leads to the offender creating a fake profile which will draw in the victim, the fake profile will seem admirable towards the victim, furthermore, causing a trap. Step three begins as the contact between victim and offender is established, this area is further known as grooming. Grooming is a form of communication between a victim and the predator, moreover grooming is used to lower the victims’ sense of security which will allow there to be trust formed between the two (Cross,2020). Step four begins when the offender creates an idea of a crisis and then asks the trusting victim for money to help them out of their fake crisis. This then leads into stage five which continues the manipulation of stage 4 through the communication between victim and offender, for example further requests for financial support from the victim. The next stage then develops into a more physical and threatening stage when the offender blackmails the victim with private videos and images which will force the victim to follow every command of the offender (Cross,2020). The final stage is known to be the revictimization stage; this level indicates there can be repeat romance-fraud cases for the same victims, which suggests a vicious circle for the victim (Cross,2020). 
Romance fraud is now known to be one of the fastest forms of fraud targeting vulnerable people (West Mercia Police, 2020). Action Fraud have researched this topic and revealed in 2018 that £50,766,602 had been lost due to romance fraud which is on average, just over £11,000 per victim. The number of victims and the amount they have lost increased by 27% in the year 2018 compared to the year before (West Mercia Police, 2020).  In 2019 this rate has risen dramatically and now is £18,000 on average to be lost to romance fraudsters. The total reported loss had also risen to nearly 70 million in 2019, which is, just under a £20 million raise since 2018 (West Mercia Police, 2020). West Mercia Police (2020) also express national reporting of romance fraud has risen by 35% in 2020 comparing to 2019. Now due to the advances in technology and the development in dating apps, this amount will surely continue to escalate until action is taken to target the predators (West Mercia Police, 2020).
Researchers such as Whitty (2018) have identified that the key factors of a romance fraud victim is usually an emotionally unstable, older, single, less educated, financially insecure individual with a higher tendency to idolise a romantic partner. Whitty (2018) suggests that some may believe that only the elderly is targeted for romance crimes, but research shows the middle-aged bracket of individuals to have been targeted by romance fraud rather than the older or younger generation. There has been some debate whether male or females are targeted the most, but Whitty (2018) has found that only 40% of victims scammed by romance fraud are me whilst 60% are women. Furthermore, the statistics indicate that 63% of those women are middle aged, compared to just over 20% of younger females and just 16% of older women who are targeted for romance fraud. In 2019 male victims aged between 20-29 were generally the age most targeted. However, women are found to be more likely to report these incidents than males which may result in inaccurate statistics (West Mercia Police,2020). 
Avon and Somerset Police Review (2020), stated that Action Fraud had received over 400 reports per month between August 2019 to August 2020 for romance fraud in the UK. During July 2020 to August 2020, this had increased to 600 reports per month. It has been suggested that this could have been due to the national lockdown the UK had faced at the time due to a pandemic (Avon and Somerset Police Review, 2020). The chief Executive of victim support, Diana Fawcett expressed, fraudsters have used the excuse of Covid and lockdown restrictions to target lonely people who cannot socialise and meet up in person to single out their prey and attack (Avon and Somerset Police ,2020). The circumstances caused by Covid have been used as a steppingstone for fraudsters to use excuses such as joblessness, health issues, loneliness and medical treatment funds, to extort money from the victims through the pandemic (Avon and Somerset Police ,2020). 
Police forces such as Surrey Police (2020) have helped the public to tackle romance fraud through a campaign using the acronym DATES. D stands for don’t rush into a relationship online or otherwise, but to ask plenty of questions and begin to know and understand the person. A is, analyse the person and their profile as this will allow to confirm the persons’ identity and check if the individual in question is genuine. T stands for talk, which means talk to your family and friends about the individual; this will permit an outer view on the situation (Surrey Police,2020).  E stands for evade scams, furthermore encourages individuals to never share their bank details, passwords or send money to someone you have only met online as this may be a trap. Finally, S is, staying on the dating app messenger (Surrey Police,2020). The dating app messenger allows a security blanket for the potential victim. 
In September 2016 a multi-agency campaign began to fight against romance fraud and other forms of fraud. The campaign support is built up of police forces, charities and Action Fraud. Take five is a national campaign devoted to offering impartial and honest advice to protect those who may be victims of fraud and advice for those who have been targeted (HM Government,2020). Take five has initiated a five-step plan which explains, never disclose any security details and think before committing to anything. Next the individual should challenge if the person is a fraudster or if the person is genuinely interested (HM Government,2020). HM Government (2020) believe step three is to not be rushed into any decision made and listen to your instincts.  The final step is to protect yourself, your family and stay in control. Furthermore, the steps allow there to be thought an evaluation of the person before they become trapped in a vicious circle. 
Victim Support (2020) offer many different services to help a victim after romance fraud or help to understand what romance fraud is. There is a 24 hour, seven days a week live chat offered to any victim in England and Wales who may be struggling, need advice or are looking for further advice on support. Victim Support (2020) also offer a freephone call number if the person would like to talk over the phone rather than online, as this may be destressing for the victim. The victim will have the opportunity to talk safely and in confidence about their issue. Action Fraud (2020) have also provided the public with a great amount of support and guidance such as spotting the signs of a romance fraudster. For example if the person is asking many personal questions or are asking for help through the emotional attachment built between the victim and the potential fraudster then report the issue to the police , Action Fraud or other agencies supporting victims of romance fraud because this may be a sign of fraud. 
In conclusion romance crime has come a long way since 2007, being the leading form of fraud in the UK targeting mostly vulnerable middle-aged women who are just trying to find love and support. Romance fraud has also developed over time using every steppingstone such as Covid to their advantage, costing the victims on average a staggering £18,000 each with an overall cost of nearly £70 million in 2019. There is understanding the government are attempting to tackle the issue with campaigns such as take five but since the campaign had been introduced in 2016. The results of romance fraud have only increased in that time which leaves the reader to question whether the efforts made by the Government, Police and Action Fraud are working or if there is a great deal of work to be done. Alternatively, romance fraud is rising but the police and other organisations are trying to inform the public and encourage the nation to protect themselves online by alerting the public through ads on tv, social media and the internet (Wiltshire Police, 2020).
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