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In this generation that is dominated by social media, electronics, and overall online presence it is no surprise that it could be easier to falsify who you truly are and your intentions when finding a partner which can lead to crimes such as romance fraud or worse. However, this essay will specifically cover romance fraud, how it happens, what it involves, and what measures are in place or could be changed to stop this crime alongside real-life cases. Romance fraud affects many individuals across the world and even though there was seen to be a 6.7 per cent reduction on last year’s reports of 8,710, romance fraud continues to have long-lasting emotional and financial consequences for the victims (City of London Police, 2023).
Romance fraud involves people being conned by people they thought they could trust but are criminals who do anything they can to gain your trust and slowly lure you into thinking you are in a genuine relationship. They use language to manipulate, persuade, and exploit individuals and can also be targeted attacks at those who are deemed vulnerable for money. These criminals will use emotional scenarios that are made up such as saying they need money for emergency medical care or rent because they are struggling at the moment (Action Fraud, 2024). They emotionally connect to their victims by finding shared interests, and goals or even trying to match the victim's personality so that they can come across as an ‘ideal partner’ (Carter, 2021). Finding out that your ideal partner has been someone under an alias and scamming you the whole time can have a massive impact on the victim and can extend further than a financial loss. In some cases, it can lead to a deterioration in health and well-being, homelessness, and in some cases even suicidal intention (Cross, 2018).
Romance fraud is just one of many types of fraud out there and according to Action Fraud (2024), there are over 120 types. A person is guilty of fraud under the Fraud Act 2006 if the individual is found in breach of fraud by false representation, fraud by failing to disclose information, or fraud by abuse of position. With this, the offenders must be dishonest and intend to make a gain for himself or another, cause loss to another, or expose another to a risk of loss (Fraud Act, 2020). 
A case example showing what has been covered so far comes from Surry Police (2024). This case example is of a 65-year-old woman who had recently lost her husband, therefore leaving her lonely and more importantly vulnerable. She was contacted on Facebook by a man who claimed to be in the army and also lonely and looking for company. This shows that the scammer is far away serving in the army and has found that common ground that he’s also lonely taking advantage of a vulnerable elderly woman. The elderly woman never met the man in person only online through Facebook or Telephone, after setting up this relationship over some time and gaining her trust he proceeded to ask for £7,500 so that he could leave the Army and be with his ill son, which was sent by the victim believing she was doing a good thing for her partner. After this first payment then asked for a further £3,500 to pay for his son's medical bills, which the victim also tried to send over but the bank intervened and told her that this was a scam (Surrey Police, 2024).
Romance fraud occurs mostly online through social media or dating sites and because it is a cyber-crime. However, just because these individuals aren’t always meeting the people they thought they fell in love with doesn’t mean they can't fall in love as it is not always a physical thing (Chuang, 2021). So, when were these individuals most in danger; that would be during COVID-19, you couldn’t meet anyone, and people were especially lonely during these times and according to the World Health Organization (WHO) since the outbreak anxiety and depression increased by 25% globally (Kupcova et al. 2023). During these times people who didn’t have a partner would’ve been more desperate for that connection or for someone to share their opinions and worries with during these troubling times. Because of this romance fraud increased massively during this time and the increase started around April 2020 which is when the epidemic broke out (Buil-Gil, Zeng, 2021). Showing that police and the government needed to do more for the public during these times to keep them away from these fraudsters such as finding a way as soon as possible to increase social interactions for people so that people don’t resort to desperate measures for attention or to help their loneliness or anxiety.
Cases like this can make people feel even lonelier before because the person they trusted and in a lot of cases loved betrayed them and stole in this case a large sum of money from the victim. This can lead to a deterioration in health and well-being (Cross, 2018), and long-lasting trust issues that could affect later relationships. Romance fraud takes advantage of thousands each year in 2016 alone, 3889 victims in the United Kingdom reported losses to Action Fraud of £39 million (Cross, 2020), and in more recent years in 2023 the National Fraud Intelligence Bureau received 8,036 reports of romance fraud, these reports added up to over £92m lost, which works out on average to £11,500 lost per person (City of London Police, 2023). 
This shows a massive increase within 7 years, this could be linked to the advancements in technology and specifically towards online dating with more and more individuals trying to find love through apps such as Tinder instead of face-to-face, this is shown through Tinder users where in 2016 there were roughly 1.1 million users compared to 2023 with 10.4 million (Iqbal, 2024). With a shown increase in digital dating, this leaves room for there to be an increase in romance fraud in this case because more individuals can be contacted without the scammer needing to put in as much effort or worry about meeting them. 
As stated by HSBC UK (2024) if an individual has fallen victim to fraud such as romance fraud they can appeal for compensation because it falls into being an authorised push payment scam. However, unless vulnerable the banks can still refuse certain compensation if the victim has not been extra careful under this new rule being implemented. Before this only 64% of authorised push payment scams have been returned to the victims, showing that banks will try and hold off if possible (Lekarski, 2023)
Another case example is that of Emmanuel Scotts who was labelled as a high-value serial romance fraudster and had contacted and scammed four different women through digital dating apps such as Tinder into thinking that he was a famous stockbroker who could assist them in making serious money. He also used several different aliases through these apps and scammed these four individuals for a total of £324,487. Emmanuel collected a massive sum of money from these victims, this varies from the previous case due to the fact that Emmanuel didn’t just target one victim but several and also didn’t try to find a common interest or start a relationship with his victims and try tug on their heartstrings for a smaller sum of money, but instead asked for large sums of money that he could guarantee a return profit. However, it was found that Emmanuel used the money to gamble and support his family instead and was charged with four counts of Fraud by 	False Representation at Kingston Crown Court. (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022)
With romance fraud happening over the internet and specifically through dating apps there have to be countermeasures in place by these companies to protect their users. Apps such as Tinder have many ways that can help an individuals if they are suspicious of an account or prevent them from being scammed in the first place. Such as account verification, profile authentication, or even the AI they have in place that constantly learns and identifies suspicious behaviour and flags potential fraud accounts (Tinder, 2024). These are important due to the fact that if someone doesn’t have photo verification in place then they could be someone else who is using a photo that they’ve found online and impersonating someone else. If reported Tinder (2024) has stated that they take these guidelines very seriously and will take appropriate measures if there is a violation involved, such as terminating the individual's account or if needed reporting them to the appropriate service. 
The police also have a responsibility to prevent any harm to the public as public servants. With romance fraud affecting so many individuals each year, it is no surprise that they would try and find a way to act and prevent this from happening. In 2022 the City of London Police tried to tackle romance fraud by targeting romance fraud using a citizen-focused approach that involved hot-spot policing through cybercrime. Greater Manchester Police were the first to try and adopt this approach, the police identified six key areas that were most affected by romance fraud but also would respond best to crime prevention through newspaper articles or posters. The overall results were seen as positive in the first six months of piloting, they saw a large decrease in the money lost to romance fraud victims within these six key areas, with the biggest decrease recording as much as 89% in one month. However, in some months they saw the same results victim-wise compared to previous years, but the difference was that these victims lost nothing economically (City of London Policing, 2022). 
Efforts such as this are extremely important to be actively ongoing and adapt to the continuous growth of this social world that can change at any moment. This hot spot policing technique is shown to work however, Greater Manchester police only used it in six key areas so this approach may not work in communities that aren’t as open to listening to advice whether that’s about their online presence or whether that’s because it comes from the police. The Police need to think of ideas that can appeal to these areas that potentially aren’t supportive of police presence, this could even be to work with social media outlets to target more ads related to fraud in these communities. Another potential option could be to get more guest speakers into schools within the areas this not only has no correlation to the police but also targets several age groups from kids to teenagers that will attend to the parents they go home and talk about what they learnt.
In conclusion, the City of London Police (2023) stated that there was a 6.7% decrease compared to last year's romance fraud reports. However, romance fraud is still a serious issue in today’s times as shown from the literature above with it increasing more and more as the days of online presence also increase. In some cases, according to Cross (2018) some individuals can end up homeless or left in a state of depression due to what they thought was someone they loved and trusted wasn’t who they said they were at all and took as much as they could get from the victim under false pretences. The social and dating apps have precautions and warnings in place to try and protect their users but it would also be impossible to protect everyone from these fraudsters as vulnerable individuals might not be able to tell what is going on or be blinded by emotions and these connections made to know it isn’t real. On the other hand, the police are making a more conscious effort to protect their communities through new approaches but more needs to be done, and in this online world will need to think of further ways to do their jobs as public servants not just through physical interactions.
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