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Exploring disguised compliance 

Background 

In our Safeguarding Adults Review in respect of 
Tom (2024) it was recognised that Tom’s wife and 
paid carer exhibited ‘disguised compliance’, which 
created a significant barrier for staff.  

But what is ‘disguised compliance’? 

The reviewer describes it as “where a family 
member or carer gives the appearance of 
cooperating with professionals to avoid raising 
suspicions, to allay professional concerns and 
ultimately to reduce professional involvement” 
(2024, page 22). 

In Tom’s case, this ‘disguised compliance’ was 
hiding a level of coercion and control, which led to 
both his wife and paid carer being found guilty of 
holding a person in slavery/servitude and jailed for 
eight years with a further three on licence; the first 
case of its kind in the UK.

Find out more 

• Safeguarding Adults 
Review in respect of Tom 
(PDF, 545KB) 

• Learning Briefing in respect 
of Tom (PDF, 125KB) 

• Podcast in respect of Tom 
(.m4a, 2.8MB) 

Who might exhibit ‘disguised 
compliance’? 

The term is most commonly used in children’s 
social care and safeguarding work, in reference to 
behaviours of a child’s parent/carer. However, the 
idea of ‘disguised compliance’ can also be seen in 
adult safeguarding cases. This could be, as was the 
case with Tom, ‘disguised compliance’ by an 
adult’s carer, or by the adult themselves.

Explore 
Exploring disguised 
compliance 

https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/media/iyydr3gv/sar-tom-final-report-1024.pdf
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/media/iyydr3gv/sar-tom-final-report-1024.pdf
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/media/iyydr3gv/sar-tom-final-report-1024.pdf
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/media/ge4at5uu/sar-tom-learning-briefing-1024.pdf
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/media/ge4at5uu/sar-tom-learning-briefing-1024.pdf
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/media/h5afz0sq/sar-tom-podcast-1024.m4a
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/media/h5afz0sq/sar-tom-podcast-1024.m4a
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Why do people respond in this way? 

There are many reasons why someone may exhibit 
behaviours associated with ‘disguised compliance’. This 
can include: 

• fears around what may happen if staff are allowed to 
see the reality of the situation;  

• previous negative experiences of working with 
agencies;  

• feelings that nobody can help them, and that help is 
pointless; or alternately,  

• feelings that they are coping and don’t need support. 

What might ‘disguised compliance’ look 
like? 

You may notice that, either the adult themselves, or their 
carer(s), are over-eager to please, and agree to 
interventions without any reflection or questions. This may 
be an indication that they are saying what they think staff 
want to hear, with little or no intention of following through. 

They may avoid surprise home visits, and instead insist on 
pre-arranged visits, which give them the opportunity to 
prepare and present a certain picture to staff, which may 
not be reflective of the daily reality. 

There may be a history of missed appointments, or vague 
reasons for why appointments have not been attended. 
There may also be evidence of control or coercion and 
abuse and/or neglect in relationships, leaving one party 
fearful to share the reality of the situation with staff.  

The adult or carer(s) may seem overly critical of services 
or staff, as a way to divert attention from their own 
behaviour.



Page | 3 

Version 1 | April 2025 

What are the dangers of ‘disguised 
compliance’? 

In the case of our Safeguarding Adults Review in 
respect of Tom, the ‘disguised compliance’ of his 
wife and paid carer meant that their coercion and 
control and significant neglect was allowed to 
continue unchecked for four years. Furthermore, 
agencies were unable to see the full picture, which 
impacted their ability to respond appropriately. 

‘Disguised compliance’ can lead to missed 
opportunities for intervention and may lead staff to 
make inaccurate assessments of risk. These key 
outcomes can ultimately lead to a failure to 
safeguard the adult at risk. 

How can we mitigate against 
‘disguised compliance’? 

The key to mitigating against ‘disguised 
compliance’, is knowing how to recognise its signs, 
as well as signs of coercion and control. You can 
reduce the risk of ‘disguised compliance’ by 
ensuring that you facilitate meaningful 
engagement with adults and their carer(s). This will 
include ensuring that you: 

• use a trauma-informed approach; 
• are person-centred in your approach; 
• recognise strengths and any positive change 

to build trust; 
• ensure that you are professionally curious; 
• engage in multi-agency working;  
• create opportunities to speak with the adult 

alone, and not in the presence of family or 
carers. 

Find out more 

The following resources will 
support you to build trust and 
mitigate against ‘disguised 
compliance’: 

• Making Safeguarding 
Personal 

• Language and 
terminology 

• Multi-agency working and 
communication 

• Person-centred 
approaches 

• Professional curiosity 
• Trauma-informed 

approach 

https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/core-safeguarding-learning-resources/#MakingSafeguardingPersonal
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/core-safeguarding-learning-resources/#MakingSafeguardingPersonal
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#Languageandterminology
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#Languageandterminology
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#Multi-agencyworking
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#Multi-agencyworking
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#Person-centredapproaches
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#Person-centredapproaches
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#Professionalcuriosity
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#TraumaInformed
https://www.westsussexsab.org.uk/learning-and-podcasts/safeguarding-practice-learning-resources/#TraumaInformed
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