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Police Investigations in 
“Loverboy” Cases 
The modus operandi of “loverboys” – challenges of law 
enforcement in dealing with the offence of trafficking in 
human beings 

Law enforcement in dealing with the offence of traffcking in human beings for the 
purpose of sexual exploitation – or forced prostitution, as it has been called in German 
criminal law since 2016 – is associated with many challenges. The time and staffng 
resources the police have to deploy to initiate and successfully conclude an investiga-
tion is enormous and continues to be heavily dependent upon personal evidence in the 
form of credible statements by (victim) witnesses. At the same time, the willingness 
of victim witnesses to give evidence is low as a general rule. Apart from the fear of 
reprisals by the perpetrator, the willingness to testify can be infuenced by shame, a 
lack of trust in the law enforcement agencies or a low level of victim awareness. In 
so-called “loverboy” cases – a modus operandi in the offence of traffcking in human 
beings/forced prostitution – a further obstacle arises: through the phoney love affair, the 
victims establish an emotional bond with the perpetrator, which complicates detachment 
from the predicament. Access to the affected people is correspondingly diffcult. This 
article casts light on these and other challenges from the perspective of law enforcement 
practice and derives concrete tips and recommendations for initiating proceedings and 
clarifying the facts. The fndings come from qualitative interviews with police offcers 
in Germany, who have focused on the area of traffcking in human beings and organised 
crime for an average of nine years. They were surveyed in preparation for a PhD project 
on the “loverboy” method in the period from 2017 to 2019, communicatively validated 
and additionally checked for topicality and supplemented with further themes through 
the expertise of the department of the Lower Saxony State Criminal Police Offce. 

1. INTRODUCTION TO THE in prostitution (cf. e.g. BKA 2017, 9; 
PROBLEM CCV 2012, 15). 
The so-called “loverboy” method de- Phases, courses of action and vulnera-
scribes a modus operandi applied in the bility factors are understood by visualising 
offence of trafficking in human beings/ two loverboy cases thought to be typical 
forced prostitution (THB/FP) pursuant to (cf. Figure 1, page 78). 
Arts. 232, 232a of the German Penal Code The self-initiated departure from forced 
(Deutsches Strafgesetzbuch, StGB)1, in prostitution, e.g. by making a report to 
which the perpetrator2 forces emotional de- the police, is complicated not only by 
pendency by means of a phoney live affair, the enormous influence the perpetrator 
in order to place the usually young woman has over the victim; shame, tabooisation, 

MASCHA KÖRNER, 
Criminological Research Offce of 
the Lower Saxony State Criminal 
Police Offce. 
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Source: Körner, content based on BKA 2018, 13; BKA 2019, 15 

Starting points for creating and maintaining the coercion 

– relationship of emotional dependency – 

Starting point
for victim 

Entry into
prostitution 

Coercive means 
• Publication of intimate photos
• Informing family about prostitution activities
• (Threat of) physical violence
• Administering drugs
• Running up debts in the victim’s name 
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e Place of encounter: 
discotheque

Building up a loving
relationship 

financial need 

curiosity in
organised crime 

social isolation 

“Suggestion” of prostitution
• Money for a future togeth
• Solving financial problems 

Sexual exploitation
• Carrying out sexual services against the

woman’s will 
• Distributing all income to perpetrators 

Figure 1: Example case history 

a lack of victim awareness and the emo-
tional bond with the perpetrator, combined 
with simultaneous isolation from the social 
environment are further factors that re-
duce the willingness to give evidence and 
thus make it noticeably more complicated 
to gain access to the victims (cf. Körner/ 
Völschow 2018, 32 f; Müller-Güldemeister 
2011, 22 f). 

That is also reflected in the so-called 
“Hellfeld” – i.e. the cases that have been 
reported to the police. As with all crimes 
involving control over others, the number 
of cases is significantly determined by 
police activity3, such that the number of in-
vestigative proceedings cannot be evaluat-
ed as a representative illustration of what is 
actually going on or even as an indication 
of the phenomenon’s relevance. The non 
detected crime (in German so-called 
“Dunkelfeld”) in the area of traffcking in 
human beings is generally thought to be 
high; this does not seem to be any different 
for the loverboy method (cf. BKA 2019, 
34; Körner/Völschow 2018, 32 f; Follmar-
Otto/Rabe 2009, 28, 61). In the latest eval-
uation report of the monitoring association 
of the Council of Europe GRETA (for 

Germany), the special need for sensitisa-
tion, prevention and intervention is there-
fore identifed in conjunction with the lov-
erboy method (cf. Council of Europe 2019, 
7, 16, 22, 65). 

In the already challenging initiation of 
proceedings, the shift of making contact 
and communication to the digital space 
via social media like Instagram, Facebook, 
TikTok, Snapchat or dating platforms like 
Tinder, Lovoo, – also called “loverboy 
method 2.0” in specialist circles – must 
also be considered accordingly (cf. CCV 
2012, 18 f; Kramer 2020, 438; BKA 
2018, 10). Such communication channels 
are conducive to the loverboy method in 
two ways. On the one hand, social 
platforms provide the perpetrators with a 
largely anonymous space in which to tar-
get their search for potential victims via 
publicly available information and imag-
es (cf. CCV 2012, 18). On the other, in-
teractions in the digital space also often 
go hand in hand with a certain careless-
ness or lowered inhibitions regarding 
the exchange of personal and intimate 
details, which in turn gives rise to better 
opportunities for perpetrators to build 
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up a relationship of trust within a very 
short space of time (cf. CCV 2012, 18 f; 
Rack/Sauer 2020, 24 f). 
Initial estimates on the effects of the con-
tact restrictions and social distancing regu-
lations resulting from the change in cohabi-
tation caused by COVID-19 shows that 
young women in particular are currently 
suffering from increased feelings of loneli-
ness (cf. Schmid 2020; pronovaBKK n.y.). 
The extent to which this also impacts lov-
erboy method 2.0 can only be guessed at, at 
the present point in time. It is conceivable 
that acquaintances are currently increasing-
ly being sought through social media, while 
perpetrators are experiencing easier access 
in their targeted courting of potential vic-
tims due to increased social neediness. 
Furthermore, the (temporary) closures of 
brothel-like businesses is causing the pros-
titution trade to increasingly move into the 
private domain, which is almost impossible 
to control, thereby complicating access 
channels for the police in the long term. 

2. CENTRAL CHALLENGES 

2.1 Statutory regulations and their 
consequences for police practice 
Before a chronological consideration of 
the courses of action and challenges in 
the investigative procedure (IP) takes 
place, elements of the criminal offenc-
es in Arts. 232, 232a StGB, which came 
into force in October 2016, and the ap-
plicable Prostitutes Protection Act (Pros-
tituiertenschutzgesetz, ProstSchG) passed 
in June 2017 regarding possible restric-
tions or effects on police work are looked 
out, without making fundamental state-
ments declarations or getting into detailed 
debates in the legislative process.4 

2.1.1 Offence of trafficking in human 
beings/forced prostitution 
Following ratification of Directive 

2011/36/EU of the European Parliament 
and of the Council into national legislation, 
the hope on the part of law enforcement 
agencies was that they would be able to 
resort to more easily manageable criminal 
offences in the future (cf. BKA 2016a, 1; 
Bundesregierung/Deutscher Bundestag 
2016a). Three and a half years after expiry 
of the deadline, implementation took place 
in Germany with the entry into force of the 
law for improving the combating of traf-
fcking in human beings on 16.10.2016. 
The new criminal offences are more 
strongly aligned with the internationally 
recognised UN defnition in Art. 3 of the 
so-called Palermo Protocol (cf. United Na-
tions 2000). The criminal offence of traf-
fcking in human beings for the purpose of 
sexual exploitation formally couched un-
der Art. 232 StGB (old version) was tran-
sitioned with minor changes to Art. 232a 
StGB on forced prostitution (cf. BMJV 
2016) (see Figure 2). 

Although Art. 1 (15) of the EU Directive 
states “so that the investigations and law 
enforcement relating to the traffcking in 
human beings can be successfully carried 
out, their initiation should in principle not 
be made dependent upon reporting or ac-
cusation by the victim,” initial estimates 
would suggest that this aspect remains 
insuffciently considered in the new regu-

Source: Körner 

Abstract: Forced prostitution
§ 232a (1), (1) and (2) StGB 

“Anyone who, taking advantage of a situa-
tion of necessity or the helplessness inherent in 
their stay in a foreign country, induces 
1. another person to take up or continue in 

prostitution or 
2. to perform sexual acts which exploit him or 

her on or in front of the perpetrator or a third
party or having it done by the perpetrator or
a third party is punishable by imprisonment
for a term of between six months and ten 
years.” 

Figure 2: Abstract on forced prostitution pursuant 
to Art. 232a German Penal Code (StGB) 



80 

.SIAK-INTERNATIONAL EDITION 2022

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
   

 

 
 

 

  
  

 
  

 

 

lations (cf. BKA 2016a, 4; Renzikowski 
2017, 358–363). The need for change in 
this regard was seen under the old offence 
in the formulation of the “causing to hap-
pen”, according to which the decision to 
pursue an exploitative employment rela-
tionship goes hand in hand with an infu-
encing of will by the perpetrator, which 
“in principle [can] only be confrmed by 
a victim statement, as it is [...] almost 
impossible to prove from outside using 
purely objective criteria whether and how 
a decision was arrived at” (BKA 2016a, 2). 
However, tying a successful prosecution to 
the victim statement is highly problematic 
in the offence area as the willingness to 
make a report or give evidence is very low 
out of fear of reprisals, mistrust of the law 
enforcement agencies or even shame (c. 
Helfferich et al. 2010, 1; BKA 2016a, 2 f). 
With the new formulation of “initiating”, 
a broader understanding should now be 
created, under which any mental infuences 
are also to be subsumed, without presum-
ing a “special intensity or stubbornness” 
(Bundesregierung/Deutscher Bundestag 
2016a, 33). However, experts also fear 
restrictions of effective law enforcement 
here because, depending on the legal in-
terpretation, the proof of “initiating” could 
also require a victim statement (cf. BKA 
2016a, 4; Renzikowski 2017, 362). 

Almost fve years after its introduction, 
initial impressions from the practice of law 
enforcement and sentencing confrm this 
assessment; concerns therefore persist that 
the focus will shift to crimes that are easier 
to prove, which in turn allows undetected 
crime to remain high and complex struc-
tures to develop further5. 

This is joined by the problem of sentenc-
ing, which is deemed to lenient given the 
severity of the committed human rights 
violation. Precisely because criminal pro-
ceedings are often concluded by reaching a 
“deal” and the sentenced passed is generally 

light – compared, for example, with nar-
cotic offences – the surveyed representa-
tives of the special commissions deem the 
necessary signalling and deterrent effect 
to be fawed. Moreover, a lenient sentence 
or a low sentencing rate ultimately results 
in victims being less motivated to make a 
report or the hoped-for clear criminal con-
sequences failing to materialise, so that the 
high levels of mental stress that the victim 
is exposed to during criminal proceedings 
does not always end in an appropriate 
“cost-benefit relationship”, much to the 
chagrin of the surveyed parties. 

According to assessments from law en-
forcement practice, it is therefore worth 
striving to define objective parameters, 
through which, in the presence of stable 
evidence, a judgement or at least the ini-
tiation of proceedings does not have to be 
built up solely on the basis of the victim 
statement. 

2.1.2. Prostitutes Protection Act 
With the goal of improving the Prostitu-
tion Act, which came into force in 2002, 
the Prostitutes Protection Act (ProstSchG) 
came into force on 1 July 2017 with the 
aim of improving the working conditions 
of prostitutes by means of stricter commer-
cial regulations and working conditions, 
among other things. The now mandato-
ry (health) counselling and registration 
can also simplify the identification of 
forced prostitution (cf. Bundesregierung/ 
Deutscher Bundestag 2016b; BMFSFJ 
2015, 31–33). This in turn requires spe-
cially trained personnel in order to iden-
tify persons as potential victims who fnd 
themselves in circumstances of emotional 
dependency and may not (yet) have de-
veloped a sense of injustice (cf. Council 
of Europe 2019, 26–30; Hoffmann 2013, 
18 f; Helfferich et al. 2010, 138–140). 
The states are responsible for giving form 
to the counselling; the extent to which 
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specifc training courses are provided for 
counsellors thus various nationwide (cf. 
BMFSFJ 2020; MHKBG NRW 2019, 5). 
The fear remains that forced acts of pros-
titution – i.e. also those in loverboy cases 
– shift to private areas that cannot be con-
trolled, in order to circumvent notifcation, 
“where they are diffcult for agencies and 
counselling institutions to reach” (MHK-
BG NRW 2019, 7) and thus there is again 
no improvement in undetected crime. 

From a police perspective, the formula-
tion of “competent agency” in connection 
with the monitoring of the prostitution 
business also proves problematic, as on a 
municipal level it is primarily the public 
order offce that is furnished with corre-
sponding decision-making and organi-
sational powers (cf. Bundesregierung/ 
Deutscher Bundestag 2016b, Art. 30 (1) 
ProstSchG). This in turn is not an optimal 
solution in the event that a functioning 
working relationship between the special-
ist commission and the brothel operators 
or also with the persons working in pros-
titution has previously formed within the 
scope of regular environmental checks and 
this relationship cannot be continued. The 
Federal Criminal Police Offce links the 
observed decline in case number to factors 
including the implementation of the Prost-
SchG because “in some states, checks are 
performed in connection with the Prost-
SchG by law enforcement agencies that 
are likely to focus less on the identifcation 
of victims of traffcking in human beings” 
(BKA 2019, 9). At the same time, how-
ever, highly promising cooperation exists 
between the police and public order offce 
in Frankfurt am Main, in order to be able 
to continue performing the checks neces-
sary for law enforcement without restric-
tion (cf. ibid.). On the way to a functioning 
cooperation, both actors should (1) identi-
fy the overlaps or objectives of the envi-
ronmental checks, (2) coordinate concrete 

measures for optimising the work proce-
dures with the inclusion of the legal frame-
work, in order fnally to (3) decide on the 
long-term collaboration through coopera-
tion agreements. 

2.2 Possibilities for initiating procee-
dings 
Against the background of the legal frame-
work, highly promising options for initiat-
ing proceedings are outlined below, with 
the focus being on how to approach the vic-
tim, because personal evidence continues 
to be an important factor for success in the 
initiation of investigative proceedings. 

2.2.1 Environmental checks and 
confidence-building 
As a general rule, specialist commissions 
carry out environmental checks in brothels 
or dating fats several times a week. Such 
measures consume resources and require 
appropriate levels of staffng. If the staffng 
need for specialist commissions is meas-
ured by the number of investigative pro-
ceedings completed, this is to be viewed 
as a less than purposeful reference meas-
ure, as the case numbers are known not to 
refect the true picture. Staff cuts would 
therefore necessarily result in a reduction 
in the numbers of investigative proceed-
ings, as the initiations of proceedings in 
the offence area of traffcking in human 
beings is closely connected to the police 
activity (cf. Körner/Völschow 2018, 37). 
In the past fve years, an average of 55% of 
the investigative proceedings can be traced 
back to police activities (own account cf. 
BKA 2015, 4; BKA 2016b, 6; BKA 2017, 7; 
BKA 2018, 6; BKA 2019, 8). 

This high proportion makes clear “how 
important proactive police activities in 
the crime feld of sexual exploitation are 
for being able to initiate investigative pro-
ceedings” (BKA 2019, 9). Environmental 
checks offer value added here in both a 
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short and long-term form. Initial moments 
of suspicion can arise during the check if 
identifcation papers of the prostitutes can-
not be produced or are handed over via 
third parties, or doubts exist as to legal 
gainful employment due to a lack of EU 
citizenship. However, according to previ-
ous fndings, recruitment via the loverboy 
method is primarily applied to the coun-
try’s nationals (cf. Müller-Güldemeister 
2011, 22, 27; Scheer/Dufner 2015, 19–23; 
Zietlow/Baier 2018, 52 f), so that the help-
lessness specifc to foreigners (pursuant 
to Art. 232a (1) StGB) seems to be a less 
tangible approach for police measures. In 
this modus operandi, the (very) young age 
of the victims is in fact described as char-
acteristic and should therefore always be 
considered as a relevant feature (cf. van 
San/Bovenker 2013, 72) because it results 
in better handling by the police. If the 
young woman is under 21 years of age and 
thus falls under the protective age limit 
pursuant to Art. 232a (1) StGB, she can ac-
tually be questioned in order to clarify the 
voluntary nature of the prostitution activity 
outside of the brothel-like centre. Regu-
lar environmental checks also generate 

Source: Körner, based on Müller-Güldemeister 2011, 22–24 

Figure 3: Examples of different perceptions 

Perception of police 

There is an initial 
suspicion of sexual 

exploitation. 

I am working for our 
future together and my 

boyfriend manages 
the money. 

The earnings from 
prostitution are hand-
ed over in full to the 

“loverboy”. 

In addition to the mis-
treatment, the offence 
of dangerous bodily 
harm is committed. 

I provoked him and 
did not keep to the 

agreements, so I’m at 
fault. 

The “loverboy” has 
used overwhelming 

violence in an argument 
with the victim. 

The perpetrator 
is guilty of direct 

pimping. 

But I’m his main woman, 
who he loves more and 

the other women are 
just exploited. 

The “loverboy” lets 
several women work 
for him in prostitution. 

SITUATION Perception of victim 

long-term accessibility when the police 
offcers are identifed and accepted as re-
liable, trustworthy contact persons through 
their constant presence. 

When dealing with the potential victim, 
apart from the setting – a conversation 
should always be held in a protected place 
out of earshot of other prostitutes or the 
pimp – there are three important aspects to 
note: 

(1) The attitude with which the police 
offcer enters into the interaction is crucial 
for the extent to which the victim trusts the 
police offcer and a sustainable approach 
is created. For this, it is essential to permit 
a change of perspective and to understand 
that – in the sense of a constructivist un-
derstanding – situations and the content of 
talks are always assessed and interpreted 
against the background of one’s own expe-
rience (cf. Ellis 1977) (see Figure 3). 

As described at the beginning, the vic-
tim fnds themselves in an emotional bond 
with the perpetrator and may adhere to the 
recently promised future together or the 
short-term prospect of working as a pros-
titute (cf. Figure 1, page 78). Out of love 
and the desire for affection and recogni-
tion, she behaves loyally or perhaps does 
not realise the injustice being done to her 
through forced prostitution in this “infatu-
ation phase”. Mental or physical violence 
can also take place, whereby the victim 
is prevented from making a report to the 
police either through blackmail or the use 
of violence (cf. CCV 2012, 16–18; Kähler 
2015, 202–206; Helfferich et al. 2010, 
138–140; Müller-Güldemeister 2011, 
22–24; BKA 2019, 10). With this in mind, 
the aim should therefore be to signal an 
understanding, empathetic and at the same 
time protective posture in order to break 
down any reservations, fears and uncer-
tainties. 

(2) Even if the victim’s behaviour 
appears less verifiable from the police 



83 

 2022 .SIAK-INTERNATIONAL EDITION

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

       

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

perspective, communication must not be 
evaluative, admonishing or reproachful, as 
this causes lasting damage to attempts at 
building trust. The attitude is also refected 
in respectful and approachable communi-
cation. Choosing to speak too informally 
can generally be perceived as showing 
a lack of respect or imposing a sense of 
hierarchy. On the other hand, agreeing to 
communicate informally can also remove 
the feeling of distance and initiate an inter-
action based on trust. The offcers should 
also be conscious of their “police-speak” 
and note that any problems of compre-
hension that arise are not to be assessed 
as the victim having an inferior cognitive 
ability. There are benefts to modifying the 
language used in order to avoid specialist 
terms or complicated sentence structures 
from generating any sense of artifcial dis-
tance (cf. Körner et al. 2017, 115–118). 

(3) When dealing with potential vic-
tims, the factor of time also plays a deci-
sive role. Even if there is a certain amount 
of pressure in policing to substantiate the 
work done through numerical fgures or 
to ensure that casework produces visi-
ble results as quickly as possible, offcers 
should work calmly and without rushing 
on the higher goal of initiating proceed-
ings by building up trust with prostitutes. 
Ultimately, this will also be noticed by the 
potential victim. Given the complex emo-
tional involvement, often over an extended 
period of time, as well as existing uncer-
tainties and fears, it is not possible to ex-
pect a “loverboy” victim to trust a stranger 
they only met a few minutes ago. Rather it 
is a question of spotting non-verbal signals 
or hints as indications of a predicament by 
proceeding with extreme sensitivity and 
openness. If the situation authentically 
permits the creation of a pleasant conver-
sational atmosphere about an innocuous 
topic (e.g. whether the person comes from 
this city or has friends and family here), 

an impression of the person’s bearing and 
their physical and mental constitution can 
also be formed at the same time. 

Even if the person does not immediate-
ly trust the offcer, they should be offered 
police assistance and protection as well as 
a confdential channel through which they 
can be reached. This increases the chance 
that when the victim decides to make a 
report, they speak to someone at the police 
who is sensitised to the offences in ques-
tion. In addition, reference should be made 
to the possibility of seeking assistance 
from a counselling centre specialising in 
traffcking in human beings, with which 
a close, cooperative collaboration ideally 
exists. 

2.2.2 Cooperation with specialist coun-
selling centres on trafficking in human 
beings 
If the police identify an acute emergency 
during an environmental check, the coun-
selling centres do valuable and unburden-
ing work by promptly organising housing 
in safe accommodation, so that the support 
and stabilisation process can begin right 
away. This in turn also has an impact on 
the stability of the affected person in her 
role of victim witness. Especially in the 
context of the “loverboy” phenomenon, 
an often ambivalent behaviour can be ob-
served in the victim and – without appropri-
ately close supervision – their return to the 
perpetrator is likely (cf. Kähler 2015, 205). 

Yet, beyond the checks, the cooperation 
between the police and counselling cen-
tres can support the process, although the 
differences between the respective profes-
sional assignments frst have to be under-
stood and accepted. Thus, psychosocial 
counselling is not a central object of police 
work, nor will staff at specialist counsel-
ling centres try to “investigate” informa-
tion of relevance to the police during their 
conversations with the victim (for more on 
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the mandate and work of the counselling 
centres, cf. Tanis/Richter 2015, 173–176). 
Counselling at a counselling centre does 
not require the victim to have been iden-
tifed as such when making a report; the 
counselling centres do not necessarily 
push for a report to made either. 

However, in the course of the stabili-
sation process and after clarifying the 
(legal) options, victims can become will-
ing to trust the police, provided they are 
supported by the counselling centre (cf. 
Tanis/Richter 2015, 173–176; Ott 2017, 
225–228; Kähler 2015, 195–205). This 
is the latest point at which a close, most 
officially regulated connection possible 
between the counselling centre and the 
special commission for organised crime 
proves relevant for initiating contact via 
the shortest routes available. An example 
of how the collaboration can be institution-
ally anchored is the cooperation concept 
developed by the government-state work-
ing group on traffcking in human beings, 
such as, for example the circular decree on 
“Collaboration for the protection of vic-
tims of traffcking in human beings aimed 
at sexual exploitation and of forced prosti-
tution” frst passed in 2014 and updated in 
2020 in Lower Saxony (cf. BMFSFJ 2007; 
Niedersächsisches Ministerium für Inneres 
und Sport/Niedersächsisches Ministerium 
für Soziales, Gesundheit und Gleichstel-
lung/Niedersächsisches Justizministerium 
2020). 

2.3 Investigation of the criminal offence 
Once the frst hurdle of the law enforce-
ment procedure has been successfully 
taken with the successful initiation of pro-
ceedings, the next step is to investigate 
the criminal offence. This section looks at 
various investigative approaches and chal-
lenges that are particularly commonplace 
in loverboy cases, with attention also being 
given to personal evidence in particular. 

2.3.1 Hidden investigative phase 
Initial clues or indications of sexual ex-
ploitation do not necessarily lead to open 
investigative proceedings. It can make 
complete sense to start investigating under 
cover, in order to place the evidence on a 
more stable footing, to identify (further) 
perpetrators and victims and to advance 
the clarifcation and attribution of individ-
ual contributions to the crime. 

In order to be able to comprehend crim-
inal offences and/or personal connections, 
hidden observations, telecommunication 
monitoring (TM) and – depending on the 
nature of the proceedings – the use of 
undercover investigators (UI) and police 
offcers who are not openly investigating 
(NoiP) can be used to build up a stable 
foundation of evidence. These are, how-
ever, costly and time-intensive courses of 
action which, for formal reasons, cannot 
be resorted to either as they are often 
linked to the condition of making a victim 
statement. 

Last but not least, structural investiga-
tions that take place in the context of or-
ganised crime can provide information 
about previously unknown involvement 
in crime and functions of the criminal net-
works. Even if this does appear abundantly 
clearly in the “Offcial Police Crime Statis-
tics” data, individual cases in the offence 
of traffcking in human beings/forced pros-
titution prove that organised criminal struc-
tures are sometimes active. In the past fve 
years, around 1.5 suspects per investigative 
proceeding were investigated, although it 
should be noted as a limiting factor that it is 
formally suffcient to identify one suspect 
per investigative proceeding. Investigations 
in other countries cannot always be realised 
smoothly and promptly (cf. Zietlow/Baier 
2017, 13), meaning that perpetrator struc-
tures acting in the background may remain 
hidden. Accordingly, the actual occurrence 
is suspected to be higher. 
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This now gives rise to the question of 
the extent to which the loverboy method 
is used by precisely such perpetrator struc-
tures as a targeted recruitment method or 
whether the loverboy – as is suspected due 
to the bilateral relationship between perpe-
trator and victim – acts as sole perpetrator. 
Estimates on this can currently be derived 
mainly from individual cases and a Dutch 
perpetrator survey of loverboys. Van San 
and Bovenkerk (van San/Bovenkerk 2013) 
note that the perpetrators, away from 
the sexual exploitation, are involved in 
smaller criminal networks that, however, 
primarily operate on an “opportunistic 
basis”. In the Netherlands, complex or-
ganisational networks are less of an issue 
than criminal opportunistic structures (cf. 
also CCV 2012, 22). In contrast to this, 
according to information provided by the 
respondents, occasional organised struc-
tures are established in Germany which 
are located in the biker environment and/ 
or outside the country with starting points 
in southeastern Europe. 

The spectrum is suffcient to make judge-
ments based on the case descriptions, from 
perpetrators acting on their own – possibly 
even opportunistically – to more or less 
structured connections with a division of 
labour through to occasional perpetrators 
also involved in larger (biker) groups, so 
that tactics in the investigative proceedings 
in the “loverboy” context should preclude 
the investigation of further-reaching per-
petrator structures from the outset. 

2.3.2 Transition to the open 
investigative phase 
If suffcient evidence has been collected or 
there is an acute danger for the victims, the 
transition to the open investigative phase is 
initiated. This must proceed totally strate-
gically in order to be able to bring material 
and personal evidence safely into the in-
vestigative proceedings. 

Apart from illegal items such as arms or 
narcotics, larger valuable items (these in-
clude, for example, cash, cars, expensive 
jewellery) that are suspected of having 
been obtained through illegal transactions 
can be secured in the context of searches 
and confscations. The so-called “follow 
the money” approach, i.e. the tracing of 
money transfers, e.g. via Western Union, 
is also a good idea in terms of procedural 
strategy. Ultimately, the dominant aspect 
of sexual exploitation – even if this results 
in rape with the goal of breaking down 
resistance (cf. CCV 2012, 17) – is less a 
sexual motive than a desire for proft.6 

Due to the relatively simple “maximi-
sation of their proft with a simultaneous 
reduction in the risk of being discovered” 
(BKA 2015, 5), forced prostitution proves 
to be a worthwhile business. An effective 
approach to combating this, in order to re-
move all the benefts of the unlawful act 
from the perpetrator, therefore lies in the 
seizure of assets under criminal law. The 
statutory innovation on the seizure of as-
sets under criminal law, which entered in-
to force on 1 July 2017, should simplify 

Source: Körner, cf. Bundeslagebilder Menschenhandel 

Figure 4: Asset seizure 
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the procedure for courts and public pros-
ecutors, the provisional securing of assets 
acquired through criminal activity, and 
legally anchor the subsequent confisca-
tion of the proceeds of crime in the long 
term. Victim compensation should also 
be associated with less effort (cf. BMJV 
2017). The assets seized annually in inves-
tigative proceedings in the area of forced 
prostitution most recently amounted to 
approximately € 500,0007, although it is 
not possible to make any differentiation by 
loverboy cases (cf. Figure 4, page 85). 

The transition to the open investigative 
phase can also be heralded with the en-
forcement of an arrest warrant. In this case, 
the arrest can be perceived as a signal both 
for the feld of crime and for the victims 
themselves. The willingness to testify is 
often connected with the certainty that the 
perpetrator is in police custody, as other-
wise reprisals are feared. However, the 
perpetrator is not the only source of dan-
ger; for example, if he has good connec-
tions with organised crime, acquaintances 
can give information as to the whereabouts 
of the victim. In principle, there is the pos-
sibility of witness or victim protection. Yet 
especially in the case of young woman, 
practice representatives see diffculties in 
implementing this, as the victims often do 
not wish to leave their surroundings and/ 
or are heavily networked via social media 
and are unwilling to abide consistently by 
the terms of the protection programme. 
Even without special protection, the victim 
is to be shielded as well as possible from 
the infuence of the perpetrator or his en-
vironment, as the victim is often pressured 
into not giving evidence as a way to avoid 
criminal proceedings. In loverboy cases, 
the emotional bond with the perpetrator is 
challenging in this regard if the process of 
detachment is not yet advanced enough, 
and the victims may even have a feeling 
of sympathy. 

2.3.3 Personal evidence 
The general problems described above of a 
low willingness to give evidence regarding 
the offence of traffcking in human beings 
can also be transferred to cases in which 
recruitment took place using the loverboy 
method. Apart from shame, the fear of re-
prisals or even suspected corrupt policing 
structures (cf. Helfferich et al. 2010, 49), 
another circumstance is central to this 
modus operandi: 

Due to the initial and possibly also on-
going perceived partnership connection – 
often in combination with a lack of pre-
vious experience of an equal relationship 
among young affected persons (cf. CCV 
2012; Bubenitschek et al. 2011, 539) – 
there “frequently remains the hope of hav-
ing to do this [Ed.: the prostitution] only 
for a short while and then being able to 
continue the ‘love relationship’ as a nor-
mal couple” (Scheer/Dufner 2015, 23). 
In this context, Helfferich, among others, 
(Helfferich et al. 2010, 171–179) refers 
to the process of detaching from the love 
relationship, which is necessary for the 
willingness to testify. Only then can the 
sense of injustice be promoted through 
emotional distance and refection, result-
ing in the victim statement and, as a conse-
quence of that, the willingness to give evi-
dence (cf. Helfferich et al. 2010, 138–141). 

To promote a sense of injustice and 
(emotional) detachment from the perpe-
trator, an interdisciplinary interaction of 
a wide range of stakeholders is essential. 
From the – initially in the belief of a part-
nership-supporting – consent to engage 
in prostitution (cf. Müller-Güldemeister 
2011, 22–24; Figure 1, page 78; Figure 3, 
page 82), a gateway can be constructed for 
the defence tactics used by the opponent. 
The supposed voluntary nature is instru-
mentalised as a point of attack, in order to 
challenge the credibility and integrity of 
the victims (cf. Scheer/Dufner 2015, 23). 



87 

 2022 .SIAK-INTERNATIONAL EDITION

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

  

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

       

  

There is an urgent need at this point for fur-
ther sensitisation of the law enforcement 
agencies and courts as well as declarations 
on the prevailing dynamics, vulnerabilities 
and coercive processes of the loverboy 
method8. Overall, winning over victims of 
the loverboy method as stable victim wit-
nesses proves to be challenging in police 
practice. Despite statutory innovations, 
proceedings succeed and fail on the basis 
of personal evidence, so investigating of-
fcers must always be concerned about en-
couraging and maintaining the willingness 
to testify. Ideally, this can be done in close 
cooperation with the counselling centres, 
which carry out stabilisation work in par-
allel, but also presumes that the interaction 
on the police side is framed with empathy 
and background knowledge of the said 
dynamics, in order to build up a trusting 
working relationship (cf. Berresheim/ 
Capellmann 2013, 95; Sticher/Schicht 
2019, 22). 

Indeed, a successful approach via the 
contact and orientation phase or report 
phase, as it is referred to in the international 
literature, has a decisive impact on the in-
terrogation process (cf. Kelly et al. 2013, 
170; Heubrock/Palkies 2008, 602–604). 
After all, an interrogation is not an every-
day event, “which often involves uncer-
tainties and fears” (Körner/Lemme 2020, 
51). Giving a specifc form to both the ini-
tial interaction and the setting is decisive in 
the case of unstable loverboy victims who 
tend towards ambivalent behaviour. Four-
teen interrogation areas and techniques 
have been identifed as relationship-build-
ing (Kelly et al. 2013, 170 f): Apart from 
basic courteous and respectful manners 
(such as, for example, offering something 
to drink, providing smoking breaks), a de-
cisive role is played by transparency over 
procedures, patience as well as the abili-
ty to adapt one’s language. In order not to 
allow any hierarchical disparity to domi-

nate the interaction, it is also recommend-
ed to leave out judgemental and admon-
ishing statements and instead to signal 
empathy and understanding of the victim’s 
situation. Especially in this area of crime, 
in which intimate details and potentially 
retraumatising content necessarily have 
to be examined in depth in order to inves-
tigate the facts of the crime incl. qualify-
ing features, attention should also be paid 
to appropriate proximity or distance, the 
seating arrangement and also the elimina-
tion of external interference when creating 
the setting (cf. Gahleitner et al. 2019, 7 f; 
Heubrock/Palkies, 2008, 603 f; Haas/Ill 
2013, 6; Schicht, 2012, 37, 50). 

Therefore, particularly with a view to the 
necessity of personal evidence, the trust-
building design of the interrogation should 
not be “under-prioritised”, in order to also 
generate long-term access to victims of the 
loverboy method in this way. 

3. CONCLUSION 
For as long as there are no improvements 
to criminal law regarding the offence of 
forced prostitution, personal evidence re-
mains essential for the initiation of pro-
ceedings and successful investigation. The 
resource and effort that the law enforce-
ment agencies have to invest in creating 
and maintaining access to victims are cor-
respondingly high. Nevertheless, further 
approaches to investigation and the initi-
ation of proceedings (e.g. via structural 
investigations, observations, telecommu-
nication monitoring or fnancial investiga-
tions) should be exhausted, in order to pro-
gress the hard-to-prove crime through the 
phases of the criminal proceedings with 
incriminating evidence. 

Personal contact with loverboy victims 
requires an understanding of their vulnera-
ble situation in order to be able to interact 
with appropriate authenticity and empathy 
and to advance a relationship built on trust. 



88 

.SIAK-INTERNATIONAL EDITION 2022

  

 

       
 

 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

If the victims continue to fnd themselves 
in a close emotional bond with or even 
dependency on the perpetrator, ambivalent 
behaviour (e.g. withdrawal of the report 
and return to the perpetrator) and a lack of 
awareness of injustice frequently accom-
pany the investigative proceedings, thus 
demanding a high degree of patience, em-
pathy and indulgence on the part of police 
offcers – despite the understandable frus-
tration caused by the unstable foundation 
of evidence. 

The specifc challenges make the constant 
explanation and sensitisation of police as 
well as non-police stakeholders indispen-
sable to prevent the hard-won willingness 
of the victim to give evidence from evapo-
rating due to a lack of empathy when deal-
ing with victims. Ultimately, this requires 
further research into the dynamics as well 
as the empirical and systematic identifca-
tion of case histories including the theoret-
ical “loverboy modus operandi”. 
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