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Flexigroup toolkit: 
11. Dealing with disputes 
Guidance for Area and flexigroup volunteers 

1. Introduction 

It isn’t often that things go wrong, but when they do, it’s 
important to handle the situation as fairly and objectively as 
possible, and in accordance with the Ramblers’ values and 
procedures. This document gives guidance both on avoiding disputes and dealing with 
them correctly when they do arise. 

2. Code of Conduct 

The Ramblers Code of Conduct applies to all members, volunteers, trustees and staff. The 
code sets out the basic principles of how everyone involved in the Ramblers should work 
together in a spirit of mutual respect and understanding. It reads as follows: 

The Ramblers main expectation for members, volunteers, trustees and staff is that we 
work together to help the Ramblers achieve our charitable aims and deliver our strategy. 
While doing this, we should be guided by our values at all times. Our values are to be: 

Welcoming - to all, and particularly to newcomers 
Positive - looking to have fun and create enjoyment 
Empowering - helping give people the confidence to help themselves 
Inclusive - welcoming people from diverse backgrounds, and being sensitive to the needs 
of different communities 
Ethical - being respectful of others, honest in what we say, and thinking through the 
consequences of what we do 
Democratic - working to deepen and improve democracy within our organisation 
Environmentally responsible - promoting activities and behaviours which are sustainable 
and which benefit the environment 
 
1. Volunteers, members, staff and trustees will work together collaboratively to deliver our 

strategic aims and, in doing so, benefit the wider public. 
2. We will uphold the values of the Ramblers and promote them in all of our work – with 

each other and when working on behalf of the Association with people outside of the 
Ramblers. We will challenge attitudes and behaviour which disregard our values. 

3. We will recognise the structure of the Ramblers and acknowledge that we may have 
differing lines of accountability which means that we may have to say no to requests. 

4. We will recognise that our organisation is accountable to external organisations and is 
regulated externally, which means that we cannot always do what we may want. 

5. We will aim to communicate our requests and decisions clearly, effectively and with 
courtesy. We will avoid language or behaviour which may come across as offensive. 
We will try to listen to each other, especially where we may disagree. 

6. We will strive to make the Ramblers an enjoyable environment for everyone who works 
or volunteers. 
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3. Avoiding disputes 

Many disputes arise from poor communication and misunderstandings and might have 
been avoided had communication been clearer or timelier. Remember to: 

 Be as clear as possible in communications. Make sure essential points are written 
down, even if you’ve already made verbal agreements. 

 Make sure everyone knows the “ground rules” and what to expect, and do your best 
to meet those expectations. With a flexigroup, everyone involved should be familiar 
with the Flexigroup Agreement and the relevant guidance and procedures. 

 Be open and informative about policies and decisions and the reasons behind them. 

 Be respectful and understanding of others’ points of view and try to understand their 
reasons for holding a view you might disagree with. 

 Make sure people are informed in good time of matters that might affect their work. 
If practical consult them before important decisions are taken, giving them 
reasonable time to respond. Communicate the final decision and explain how you 
took account of their views, even if you disagreed with them. 

 Raise concerns early and in an informal, friendly and constructive way, and give 
people a chance to respond to them. 

 Focus on actions and consequences, and avoid making generalisations about 
people’s personality, attitudes or behaviour. Where there are problems, talk about 
specific examples of problem behaviour.  

 Stay calm and controlled in situations of potential conflict. Don’t be drawn into 
taking sides. Take time to think before responding, particularly with emails. 

 If you don’t feel you can be objective, ask somebody else to take a lead. 

 When in doubt contact the Group Walks Development Officer for advice. 

4. Dealing with complaints and disputes within a flexigroup 

These might include concerns about an individual’s behaviour on walks upsetting, 
inconveniencing or endangering others; the competence of a walk leader or other 
volunteer; a person refusing to abide by decisions taken by the Coordination Team; or a 
dispute involving Coordination Team members. The Ramblers has a factsheet for 
constituted Groups, How to deal with difficult situations, covering these circumstances 
which is also applicable to flexigroups (see section 10) . The Area could be brought in if 
the situation is not resolved. 

If the concerns involve the safeguarding of children or vulnerable adults, you must follow 
the steps outlined in the Ramblers’ safeguarding policy (see section 10). 

5. Area disputes with the flexigroup 

The Area should ensure the flexigroup keeps to its Flexigroup Agreement and to Ramblers 
policies and procedures. Cases where the area should be concerned include: 

 Failure to report back to the Area when required to do so. 

 Failure to keep to agreed budgets. 

 Consistent signs that the flexigroup is not doing enough to involve new volunteers in 
running activities or to consult with its members or participants. 

 Failure to publicise activities such as led walks. 

 Activities that go beyond the agreement and/or beyond the Ramblers’ aims. 

 Volunteers in charge of the group who have not been approved by the Area. 

 Failure to conform to important policies such as those around insurance, finance, 
data protection and safeguarding children and vulnerable adults. 



Flexigroup toolkit 11: Dealing with disputes 

3 

 

 Communications that don’t make clear the flexigroup is part of the Ramblers, 

 Failure to implement Area directions and decisions. 

 Complaints about the flexigroup, particularly those from members/participants. 

 People exploiting the flexigroup for private financial gain. 

 Flexigroup volunteers clearly working against the interests of the Ramblers. 

In cases like these the Area should first: 
1. Be sure of the facts and have evidence that the concerns are genuine. 
2. Keep written records of conversations, copies of letters and emails etc so facts can be 

checked if necessary at a later date. 
3. Be clear about the concerns, what the flexigroup has done, or failed to do, the 

consequences of its actions, and how it can put things right in future. 
4. Be clear about the relevant guidance and written agreements, and exactly how the 

flexigroup is failing to adhere to these. 
 
The Area should then: 
1. Approach the flexigroup’s Principal Contact in a friendly and informal but firm manner, 

explaining the concern and setting out how it might be addressed. If useful, suggest a 
wider meeting with other members of the Coordination Team. Agree a reasonable time 
limit for the concern to be addressed – immediately if serious enough. In many cases 
this should be sufficient to resolve the issue. 

2. If the issue is with the flexigroup failing to deliver activities specified in the Flexigroup 
Agreement, and there are good reasons for this, consider reviewing and potentially 
renegotiating the agreement, as set out in Sponsoring a flexigroup (Section 2). 

3. In cases where there is clear disagreement between the flexigroup and the Area about 
a particular issue, consider inviting a third neutral party – perhaps an officer from 
another Group or Area acceptable to both sides, to investigate and make 
recommendations. 

4. If concerns persist, consult the Group Walks Development Officer. Normally the next 
step is to write to the Principal Contact, setting out the concern, the evidence for it and 
how it should be addressed. The letter should ask the flexigroup to respond in writing 
setting out how it will address the concern with a reasonable deadline 

5. If concerns persist, issue a final written warning. 
6. If the concerns are still not addressed, take action in consultation with the Group Walks 

Development Officer. An Area committee could: 
a. Suspend members of the Coordination Team responsible for the issue. 
b. In rare circumstances, suspend another individual, for example a difficult walk 

leader whom the flexigroup has failed to manage. 
7. Following suspension, the matter should be taken to the next meeting of the Area 

governing body. The suspended members must be given at least 14 days notice of this 
meeting and must be invited to put their case, or to make written representations as 
they see fit. The Area governing body can take further action including: 

a. Removing any or all members of the Coordination Team 
b. Dissolving the flexigroup 
c. Referral to the Board of Trustees with a recommendation for expulsion. 
d. Lifting the suspensions, perhaps under certain conditions. 

8. If the flexigroup is dissolved, the Area will need to follow the procedure for dissolution 
outlined in Sponsoring a flexigroup (Section 2). 

9. Only the Ramblers’ Board of Trustees can expel a member from the Ramblers as a 
whole. See Article 8.1.3. of the Ramblers Articles of Association. 
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10. In the case of serious misconduct, the Area may suspend a person immediately 
pending a review of the evidence, and proceed directly to taking further action at the 
next meeting of the Area governing body. Where there is evidence of criminal activity 
the Area should of course pursue the matter with the police or other agencies as 
appropriate. Such cases should be treated as incidents within the Ramblers’ incident 
reporting procedures (covered in insurance guidance: see section 10). 

6. Flexigroup disputes with Areas 

If flexigroup volunteers feel they are being treated unfairly or unreasonably by Areas, or 
that Areas are not complying with the Flexigroup Agreement and Ramblers policy and 
guidance with respect to the flexigroup, they should proceed as follows: 

1. Be sure of the facts and have evidence that the concerns are genuine. 
2. Keep written records of conversations, copies of letters and emails etc so facts can be 

checked if necessary at a later date. 
3. Be clear about the concerns, what the Area has done, or failed to do, the 

consequences of its actions, and how it can put things right in future. 
4. Be clear about the relevant guidance and written agreements, and exactly how the 

Area is failing to adhere to these. 
5. Make an informal, diplomatic approach to the Area, explaining the concern and setting 

out how it might be remedied. Attempt to agree a way forward. 
6. If concerns persist, seek advice from the Group Walks Development Officer who may 

be able to intervene informally at this point to resolve the matter. 
7. Otherwise, place your concerns in writing to the Area. 
8. In cases of genuine disagreement, ask the Area to bring in a third, neutral party (see 

above under Area disputes with flexigroups). 
9. If concerns persist, consider making a complaint against the Area. If the Area is already 

moving towards action against the flexigroup as set out in Section 5 above, and you 
feel this is being done unfairly, consider making a complaint immediately. 

10. Complaints should be submitted by email or letter to the Group Walks Development 
Officer. The complaint will be acknowledged in writing. The officer will open a file on the 
complaint and deal with it in the manner they consider most appropriate, having regard 
to the Flexigroup Agreement and Ramblers policies and procedures. This will include 
seeking an explanation from the Area of its case. 

11. Should the officer consider there are grounds to do so, they may seek to intervene with 
the Area, or to refer the matter to the Board of Trustees. 

12. The officer will communicate the decision and place a record of it on file, normally 
within 30 days of receipt. If it is likely to be longer, you will be notified in advance. 

13. Should you disagree, you can appeal in writing within 30 days. The appeal will be 
referred to the Board and dealt with in a similar matter to the original complaint. 

14. The decision of the Board will be final. 
15. Note that members of an Area may also challenge decisions of Area governing bodies 

and committees and influence Area activities through the democratic governance of the 
Area, for example at Annual General Meetings of the Area. 

Contact 

Tel 020 7339 8500, email groups@ramblers.org.uk 
www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer 
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