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The purpose of this assignment is to outline the definition of romance fraud, and the methods that are used by perpetrators to select and target victims, analysing how the crime emotionally and financially impacts the lives of victims. Additionally, it will be discussed how profiles online can avoid or spot profiles that are intending to commit romance fraud, to stay safe and protected from the perpetrators of the crime. According to the Crown Database (2009), the Fraud Act 2006 defines a person as guilty of fraud if they have or are representing themselves or others in a dishonest way, with the intention of gaining something financially or using information against another person for personal gain, or if they have an overall intention of causing loss to another person. Overall, having the intention of creating a loss for another person, only to gain something for themselves or others they have partnered up with, (Crown Database, 2009). Romance fraud is a type of fraud used to manipulate and exploit victims as perpetrators use techniques to persuade their victims to help them financially, and at times the victim’s perception of reality is distorted in a similar way to those that have been victims of domestic abuse or some kind of coercive control, (Crimestoppers, 2024). 
Perpetrators of romance fraud tend to look for their victims online, either using dating sites or social media platforms, e.g. Facebook, using these profiles, they intend on ‘building a relationship’ quickly, for intentional gain of finances, (Thames Valley Police, 2024). In a high number of these cases, these profiles have been set up with fake images, stolen from other profiles, solely used for the purpose of selecting victims who soon become vulnerable to the crime. Online profiles allow the perpetrators to connect to others and collect valuable information that they can then use for financial gain further down the line, (UK Finance, 2024). The National Crime Agency (2024) put out a description of fraud calling it the intentional act of deception that was designed to “secure the unlawful gain of finance or the deprivation of rights”, they explain that fraud is one of the most common crimes to take place within the UK as there are many types including insurance fraud, imposter fraud and then of course, romance fraud. Romance fraud impacts a big percentage of the UK population annually, but it has been confirmed by the City of London Police (2023) that the number has dropped by 6.7% since the year 2022. 
Although, despite the stated decrease, the crime continues to leave victims both emotionally and financially drained each year, and the crime is far more serious than the public realise. According to Cross, Dragiewicz & Richards, pp 1304 (2018), ‘sweetheart swindles’, as they called it, defrauds victims out of their money through what the victim would perceive as a close friendship or the development of a romantic relationship. Many online banks urge customers to not share details or send money to others online as they may be victims of fraud. Barclays (2023) suggests that just over a third of the UK’s population (36%) have been affected by the crime in some way. 
Perpetrators have several ways of contacting or finding their victims, to reiterate, through online dating profiles and users can be particularly vulnerable if their profiles show that they have been widowed or divorced, (Laing, 2024). This crime is a process of different steps, the finding and selecting of the victim being the first. When looking for victims, perpetrators spend a large amount of time online doing what is called ‘social engineering’, Surrey Police (2024) gives clarification that the perpetrators essentially find and gather information that can lead others to relate and trust them, which forms the development of some sort of relationship between them. In a security context, social engineering is a deceptive way of persuading one or often more persons into the expression of personal and/or confidential information that they will then use for the defrauding process, or to humiliate and manipulate their victims, (Interpol, 2024). Going back to the vulnerability of those who have been unfortunate enough to go through the loss of a partner, either by divorce or death, they are left lonely backed up by Laing (2024) suggesting that this could play a part in why they fall for the fraud, additionally, these people might be older and less aware of the dangers of connecting to others online, and unaware of the deceptive intention of others on the internet. When thinking about romance fraud, there is often the misconception that females are targeted largely whereas men are not, however, this is not true, Crimestoppers (2024) reveals that men and women are targeted approximately equivalent with 55.1% of female victims, and 44.7% male annually.
After being approached online, victims will start to build up a friendship with the perpetrators, and West Yorkshire Police (2024) say that over a short amount of time the victim and perpetrator grow closer and start to reveal personal information to each other, of course, the victim unknowingly discussing personal information with someone who is simply impersonating someone they are not. By sharing information, the victim slowly starts to trust the online persona which leads to a deeper development of not always a loving, but definitely a caring relationship with a profile that commonly set up to be attractive and professional, (Neighbourhood Watch, 2024). To keep and build trust, the perpetrator asks many questions and seems overly interested in the life of their victims, exclusively this is to gather more information for the upcoming manipulation and exploitation. Much of the conversation will be the perpetrator showering their victim in compliments and quickly make a declaration of love for them. The Neighbourhood Watch (2024) illuminates that despite their claims of love, the online persona will always have an excuse to not meet up or facetime, saying either they are far too busy, or they are uncertain and want to keep the relationship online until they feel ready. 
A great deal of these scams take place in foreign countries, and as much as the profile seems professional, wealthy and educated, there will be several spelling mistakes as English may not be the first language for these perpetrators, (Neighbourhood Watch, 2024). After spending some time convincing their victims that they are in love, they play on the victim’s emotions by finally agreeing to meet up in person, only to claim that they are stuck somewhere and need money to get to them, Action Fraud (2024) expresses that the perpetrators will go to ‘”great lengths” to persuade the victims to send them the money. Usually, in this stage, the perpetrator will ask for a small amount, and with each asking the amount increases until they ask for a large sum of money before the victim realises that they are being scammed. It is at this point where the scammer will try and cut all contact with their victim. In the aftermath of the scam, the victim is left greatly suffering in many instances not just financially, but psychologically and emotionally.
For instance, one case of romance fraud in the UK is Emmanuel Scotts, who was convicted of four separate counts of fraud after connecting with victims on an online dating site. The Crown Prosecution Service (2022) discloses that he had impersonated a successful stockbroker, who had promised these women that he could make high returns from investments from varying opportunities outside of the UK, Hong Kong included.  Within the scam, it was found that the perpetrator has used three different aliases to defraud his victims out of their money, the City of London Police (2022) displays that the total amount defrauded from his victims was around £320,000 that Scotts used for gambling and to support his family. Kelly Matthews, from the Crown Prosecution Service stated that Scotts showed no remorse, and like so many other cases of romance fraud, his victims were vulnerable and left with “terrible emotional distress”, (Crown Prosecution service, 2022). In another case, a vulnerable 65-year-old woman who had recently been widowed became the victim of a romance scam after being contacted by the fraudster on her Facebook profile, she was lonely after losing her husband and was contacted by another ‘lonely’ man she believed was in the Army, Surrey Police (2024). After becoming increasingly closer to this man, whom she had never met in person, he had played on her emotions and begged to borrow £7,500 to be with his ill son, before asking for a further £3,500 to pay for medical expenses. The victim was contacted by the police shortly after attempting to make these payments, only for her to be informed that she had in fact been scammed, Surrey Police (2024) reported that thankfully for her the amount raised an alert to the bank, who intervened, and he did not receive the money. 
Not all cases of romance fraud are simple, all of them have consequences for the victims, others are impacted more financially, while others are left distraught and in disbelief. The National Audit Office (2017) called the repercussions pervasive and traumatic for the victims who are left feeling angry, helpless and embarrassed that they fell for such a scam. Cross, Dragiewicz and Richards (2018) shows similarities between the emotional impact that romance fraud has upon victims and the emotional impact of abuse or domestic violence, fear, degradation, isolation and signs of withdrawal. One of the many experiences from those who have been through domestic abuse is experiences of coercive control, which according to Hawkswood, Carter and Brown (2022) have very clear links to romance fraud. For victims who have experienced both, the feeling of coercive control would feel very familiar, or they might not realise the extent of the control as a result of their past experiences. 
For other victims, they not only feel embarrassment or anger, but grief too. Another victim Anna, who was ready to fall in love again after coming out of an abusive relationship, was left feeling utterly destroyed after learning she had become victim to a romance scam, (Cernik, 2022). After Andrew, the perpetrator, spent hours on the phone to her, showering her in love and compliments she was left feeling as though she had finally found the one, only for her reality to be shattered as her ‘perfect man’ was held hostage, and she was the only person who could help him from being stripped, beaten and left with a broken arm, (Kumar, 2022). Another woman had made contact with Anna and explained that she has been scammed, but the victim was so smitten with Andrew that she felt guilty for doubting him and felt conceited as she did not want to be responsible for his death, therefore loosing £350,000 in total by the time she had decided to cut ties with the man of her dreams, (Kumar, 2022). In her statement, she said “it felt like losing a husband” - Anna, the victim. 
There are many ways to spot these scams, the following are some things that could mean you are talking to a scammer: excuses for why they can never met in person, an incomplete profile, information that is sketchy or does not add up, photographs that look too good to be true and lastly someone asking for account details or large sums of money, (Santander, 2023). The Home Office (2011) suggests that to ensure safety from romance frauds or scams, you should be overly cautious when getting to know others online, do not ever send money to a person that you do not directly know, if you intent on staying in contact with someone you have met online then keep it on social media platforms and avoid using an email address that is personal, and if you have any reason to suspect that a person might be a scammer or involved with a scam, report it to your local authority or Action Fraud. 
To conclude, romance fraud impacts too much of our population, after the decrease in 2022, Lloyds Bank’s latest data reports that the number actually increased by 22% (almost a fifth). However, the overall total of money lost to each romance scam was less than the year before, with £8,237 being lost in 2022 and £6,937 in 2023, (Lloyds Banking Group, 2024). Although, there is not a lot of research to determine the wide scope of impacts that the crime has upon the victims. Considering the lack of research on the impacts that romance fraud has on victims, it is hard to say what psychological impacts it has, as much of the research focuses on fraud overall, rather than the subsections, (Irvin - Erickon and Ricks, 2019). To combat romance fraud, digital platforms and law enforcement should work together with a combination of enforcement strategies, education and technology to implement a more robust verification process for the deterrence of fake profiles, engagement in public awareness could educate the vulnerable users of the risks of connecting with people they do not know online, (College of Policing, 2023). Another strategy that could combat the crime is with artificial intelligence, for the detection of suspicious patterns of behaviour. Law enforcement could collaborate with financial institutions to prioritise these cases and help recover funds, (College of Policing, 2023). especially if they worked alongside each other across borders if necessary. 
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