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Successful shorter walks 
How shorter walks can help attract more walkers, 

members and volunteers and help them enjoy the 

benefits of walking 

 

We help everyone, everywhere go walking. That includes making it easier for everyone to find walks that 

suit them at every stage of their walking journey. That might be a short walk in a park to a challenging 

hike to an isolated hilltop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Filling the gap – going from the sofa to the summit 

Most Ramblers groups provide walks of five miles and more for fitter walkers, but only about a quarter 

of our groups run shorter walks. 

This guide will help you fill that gap with lots of practical ideas for running successful shorter walks. All 

the ideas in this toolkit have come from other Ramblers groups and volunteers, so they have all been 

tried and tested.  

This toolkit is not about very short health walks. The 3-5 mile walks described in this toolkit fill the gap 

between a health walk and a longer Ramblers walk. You can find out more about health walk schemes 

and how to contact them in our ‘making links with health walks’ guide. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many people love the idea of walking, but would not be able to manage a long or challenging 

walk to begin with.  

3-5 mile (5-8 km) mile walks that Ramblers would describe as ‘easy’ or ‘leisurely’ provide something 

for new walkers to try, and help them get fitter. These walks offer something to keen walkers who 

don’t have time for a longer walk, or who want to walk as a family. They’re popular with existing 

members who find longer walks too challenging and walkers who have got fitter through health walks, 

and are looking for a new challenge.  

 

“I knew that some regular health walkers were ready to go a little further so I started a three hour, 

midweek Ramblers walk to help them. So far over 60 of them have joined the Ramblers and have 

gone on to enjoy walking regularly with the group on longer walks, with some of them becoming 

walk leaders. It’s fantastic to see people develop into fitter and healthier people with a new lease of 

life and a new circle of friends. Knowing that they can then continue to enjoy walking when ready to 

go beyond health walks is a great feeling.” 

Grahame, Swindon and Wiltshire Area Chair and health walk volunteer 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/successful-short-walks-and-health-walk-links.aspx
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In this toolkit we talk about ‘new walkers’, meaning walkers new to your group. They may have begun 

walking regularly already with health or community walks, on holidays or with friends, but it may be the 

first time they have tried walking with Ramblers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not every suggestion will work for every group, but this guide describes the things that Ramblers 

groups have told us really help new walkers feel welcome and ready to come back for more. There is 

more than one way to run a successful walk, and it is also about choosing the ideas that will work for 

your group and location. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planning your walk  
 

 Can you get together with health walk volunteers to help plan your walk? They will have good 

ideas and skills to help plan a walk that their walkers would enjoy. There is information on 

building links with health walk schemes in our ‘making links with health walks’ guide. 
 

 Is there another local Ramblers group that already runs short walks? Can you ask their advice 

on planning your walks?  

 

 

Meeting point and regularity 

Running short walks 

For new walkers and health walkers, the ideal first walk is: 

 friendly, with a front and back marker 

 with a clear start and end, on a planned route that’s been researched in advance (recce’d) 

by a walk leader 

 no more than 3-5 miles ( 5-8 km) 

 at a pace that’s not too fast 

 on manageable terrain 

 easy to get to (preferably by public transport*) 

 run regularly - weekly or fortnightly works best 

 with a chance to socialise like a café or pub stop. 

 
*we have tips on managing this in rural areas where public transport is less frequent later in this 

document 

 

 

 

This guide doesn’t go into details about general good practice when leading walks. 

For more on this see the walk leading resources on our website or sign up for walk leader 

training at one of our volunteer developments days. Search the Ramblers website for more 

details, there is more information in the volunteer zone ‘support and development’ section. 

"Kinross & Ochil Ramblers were asked by Ramblers Scotland to start a group which would cater for 

people who were new to walking who would like to extend their walk from a health walk. We 

advertised the walks locally and in the town’s monthly Newsletter.  We organise three local walks on a 

Tuesday morning.  We are joined by various Kinross & Ochil weekend walkers, including one who is 

recovering from knee surgery and is finding it difficult to participate in our longer walks.  We anticipate 

that as weekend walkers get older these shorter walks may appeal as an alternative. 

Edna, Walk leader, Kinross and Ochil Ramblers 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/successful-short-walks-and-health-walk-links.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/support-and-development.aspx


3 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 Regularity helps people remember the walks – for example always running a particular kind of 

walk on, say, the first Saturday of the month at 10:00  
 

Getting to the walk 

 If possible, start your walk at a well-known location or transport hub – a station, a central 

landmark in a town, or an information centre. Most health walks are accessible by public 

transport, and their walkers will be used to getting to walks this way. They may not have heard 

of an organised car share, or be nervous of sharing with people they don’t know yet  

 

 Check timetables when you plan a walk: if all the buses get in at 10:15, your walkers won’t 

come to a walk that starts at 10:00 

 

 If you are in a rural area, and public transport is not an option, think about how to help new 

walkers. Can you explain how to get a space in a car share on your publicity? Can you arrange 

for new walkers to be picked up from a well-known public place that is accessible by public 

transport? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Length 

Plan your walks so they’re 3-5 miles (5-8 km) long and ideally take no longer than three hours.  

In publicity, and if you speak to walkers, talk about the time the walk takes, including breaks, as well as  

the mileage, as people find that easier to understand. 

 

 

 

 

 

“We found that starting and ending at the same place was helpful. We meet at the info point in the 

station which is really easy to find. All the new walkers had to remember was to turn up. Even when we 

travel somewhere else, we meet at the same start point at the same time, and we walk every Friday.” 

 

Gwyn, Cardiff Central Strollers walk leader 

 

“We found the way to make the car share work for new people was for a volunteer to pick everyone up 

at a meeting point in the town, and take them back. One walk leader does this for all their short walks, 

their number goes on the publicity, and it says ‘ring to arrange a lift to the start’. It’s quite nice to have a 

chat to new people. After a few walks, they have made friends and organise their own lifts.” 

Daphne, Saturday Strolls, Taff Ely Ramblers 

 

Most health walks are based on time rather than mileage. 

In Scotland health walks are up to 60 minutes, and in England they are up to 90 minutes. Community 

walks in Wales can be any length, but most are short walks of less than 90 minutes. Most health walks 

are around 3 miles (5km) or so, but this depends on the pace of the walkers. 
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Getting creative with walk length 

 Offer longer and shorter options by including an ‘escape route’ like a transport point along the 

way. Combine this with a café stop, or perhaps a feature of interest like a garden or museum, so 

walkers don’t feel bad for not managing the whole route. 
 

 Try using a figure of eight format for your walk, or walking outwards in a ‘petal’ shape, returning 

to the start point halfway. 
 

 If you have enough leaders and back markers, try splitting into two or more groups. One group 

can take a shortcut or retrace their steps. We have advice on managing a group of walkers in 

the ‘introduction to leading’ presentation, which is part of our walk leader training toolkit. You 

might also like to look at our ‘Walk leader good practice’ toolkit. You can find advice on 

recruiting volunteers in our guide ‘encouraging volunteering’ in the volunteer support toolkit. 
 

 Design a joint walk route with health walk leaders. Ramblers walk leaders could add an 

extension to a health walk route for walkers who want to try going a bit further. 

Terrain 

Health walks are typically on relatively flat terrain, often using surfaced paths, few stiles and other 

obstructions. Help health walkers to progress in easy steps by basing your walk on easy terrain. 

 

 

  

 

Tips on terrain 
 

 Ask your local health walk scheme what routes they already use; can they be included in a 

longer Ramblers walk? 

 

 In an area with difficult or hilly terrain, consider walks beside rivers, canals, lakes or lochs as 

these are often flatter. Where there are hills, there are valleys - plan in as many flatter sections as 

you can. Don’t be afraid to retrace your steps along a flatter section if the only alternative is too 

challenging for your walkers 

 

 Look for routes and trails advertised on Ramblers Routes, or in information centres, local 

websites and libraries: even in hilly areas some of these are likely to be easy and suitable for 

beginners, and they’ll probably have good transport links too. There will be ‘easy’ walking routes 

or trails advertised for tourists  

 

 

“Some existing members believed that nobody within our group would wish to take part in a short walk. 

They’d say, ‘It’s not worth putting your boots on for less than six miles’.   However, there are lots of people 

who consider a short distance to be a full, enjoyable walk and for them it is definitely worth putting their 

boots on!  They will also travel some way to the start, if the walk is perceived as easy and interesting”. 

Andrew, Swansea Ramblers, Treasurer and walk leader 

 

“My first Ramblers walk was a challenge, but not too much of a challenge. I was glad there were no 

stiles or lots of steep hills. That would have felt like going from a jog to a marathon!”  

Louise, Blackheath Ramblers 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/walk-leader-training.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/walk-leader-good-practice.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/support-and-development/volunteer-toolkits/volunteer-support-toolkit.aspx
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 and highlighted as suitable for beginners. These routes often have good transport links, don’t 

need specialist shoes, have easier paths, and are unlikely to be too challenging 

 
 

 

 If you can’t avoid hills and more challenging terrain, make the walks even shorter, go at a slow pace 

and build in lots of rest stops.   

 

Advertising the walk 

Make it as easy as possible to join your walk 

 

These tips are particularly about welcoming new people to your short walks. Lots more general publicity 

help can be found in our marketing and publicity toolkit.  

 

 Include a contact number for someone who knows the route well, so people who are unsure if 

the walk is right for them can get more information in advance. Make sure it’s easy to find on 

your publicity.  

 

 Other questions from new walkers might be about clothing or time it takes to do the walk. The 

more questions you can answer, the more likely they are to come on a walk. 

 

 Include an honest and accurate description of length, pace and terrain. Walkers will be 

discouraged from returning if a walk turns out to be more challenging than advertised. 

 

 Ideally walkers won’t need specialist kit for these walks, but it’s a good idea to describe it if 

needed. ‘Waterproof shoes with a good grip’ for instance. It’s better to deal with this in publicity 

than have to turn someone away – they won’t come back next time! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 If you can, include an estimated end time for the walk, making sure to include any breaks along 

the way. This will make new walkers feel more confident. Walkers from health walks won’t 

usually know how long it takes them to walk the distance. A five-mile (8 km) walk with a group of 

30 people at an easy pace with a 20-30 minute tea break usually takes at least three hours on 

easy paths – more in more challenging terrain. It’s better to over- rather than underestimate the 

time: no-one minds being a little earlier than expected. 

 

 Tell people about the start point in a friendly and accessible way, including a verbal description 

and a postcode too if appropriate. Don’t just put a grid reference – even many keen walkers 

don’t know how to use these. Include a photo if you have one, or find one online 

 

 

 

 

Don’t be discouraged if the numbers are small to begin with. If walkers enjoy the experience of the 

walks being led in a safe, competent manner and the possibility of socialising afterwards, numbers will 

pick up by word of mouth. As time passes, increase the bank of walks if possible.   

Ben, Area secretary Forth Valley, Fife and Tayside. 

 

“A number of our groups use walks around local sites of interest like National Trust properties or 

country parks. There are usually a variety of walks through the grounds and often a café where people 

can meet or stop at if the walk is going on further.” 

 

Mel Jones, Lets Walk Cymru Development officer. 
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 Make sure the shorter walks are clearly identified and easy to find in your walks programme. If 

you can, put the walks in a separate programme, this makes it really easy for new walkers to 

find out about them. These could be given to local health walks to give to fitter walkers. See our 

‘making links with health walks’ guide for more information. 

 

 Have a look at our marketing and publicity toolkit which includes templates to download. 

 

Running the walk 

There are a wide range of resources available online to help you with running walks.  The Ramblers’ 

walk leader resources are in the walk leader training toolkit.  You might also want to look at the ‘walk 

leader checklist’ in the walk leader good practice toolkit. This has reminders of what to cover and first 

aid tips.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the start of the walk 
 

 We can’t emphasise enough how important it is for new people to feel safe, relaxed and 

welcome.  If they don’t, it’s unlikely they will come back so introduce yourself and any back 

markers.  
 

 Give information on how long the walk will be, where the stops or more challenging sections will 

be, where they can find toilets along the route and where you will be having refreshments. If the 

walk is ‘linear’ (that’s one that ends at a different place from the start point) make sure they 

know this, and tell them about transport arrangements at the end. 
 

List your walks on the ‘Find a walk’ section of the Ramblers website 

Many people find local walks on our main site. If you start a new programme of shorter walks, and it’s 

too late for them to go in a printed programme, this is a great way to advertise them at short notice.  

As you upload the information for your walk, the group walks and events manager has helpful tools 

that guide you through all the stages of effectively listing a walk. It reminds you of the most important 

things to mention, from distance to whether it is ‘easy’ or ‘leisurely’ There is even a space for you to 

add your own text as well. There is lots of help available in the group walks and events manager 

toolkit. 

 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/support-and-development/volunteer-toolkits/marketing-and-publicity.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/walk-leader-training.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/walk-leader-good-practice.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/support-and-development/volunteer-toolkits/group-walks-and-events-manager.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/support-and-development/volunteer-toolkits/group-walks-and-events-manager.aspx
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 Collect new walkers’ contact details on a ‘sign in’ sheet if you haven’t already, so you can follow 

up with them after the walk and invite them back for future walks. 

 

 

 

During the walk 
 

 Make sure you’ve arranged for another volunteer to be the back marker. Getting lost is a worry 

for new walkers so it’s important to have someone who is happy to walk with the slower 

walkers, checking that no one gets left behind. 
 

 Take special care to keep the group together and don’t lose sight of the back marker unless the 

way ahead is obvious. Bigger groups naturally tend to split up into two or more bunches of 

people – make sure the gap between them doesn’t get too big! If you often get very large 

groups (40 people or more) it’s best to have a ‘middle marker’ too. 
 

 Keep an eye on your new walkers. This may seem obvious, but try to keep feedback to new 

walkers positive. Rather than “you looked like you were struggling there” try and stick to “you 

did really well to keep up, if you come back every week you’ll be surprised how much fitter you 

get”. 

Pace 

 You can control the pace so the group doesn’t get too strung out by having occasional stops 

for people to catch up – give everyone time to recover! You can also reassure people at the start 

that this will happen so they don’t need to worry if it feels like they are a long way behind.  
 

 Encourage slower walkers to walk at the front of the group. They can sometimes walk faster at 

the front, and they can set the pace for the rest of the group without it being too obvious. 

 

Friendly atmosphere 

 

 

 

“I joined Ramblers after my husband died. I didn’t always feel like it, but I got up and out the 

house. Everyone here is so friendly, they meet you every week with a smile, and it means the world 

to me.”  

Sheila, Cardiff Central Strollers 
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 Nobody means to form cliques, but it’s always easier for regular walkers to talk to their friends 

than a new person, so introduce people by name.  

 

 

 

 

 

 We all know someone in our group who loves to chat. Ask them if they would like to be a 

walking ‘buddy’ who actively talks to new people and introduces themselves on the walk.  

 

 If you have a refreshment stop at a café or pub, check that new people are not hunting for a 

chair or sitting at a table on their own. 

 

After the walk 

 
 End the walk by congratulating the walkers, and advertise similar walks – “meet here again next 

week”, and promote Ramblers membership. We have a special discount for health walkers in 

their first year of membership. 

 

 Follow up a few days later with the new walkers to see how they enjoyed it. 85% of people who 

do not renew their membership say it is because they did not have a good experience on their 

first walk, so following up is not only friendly, it can help to improve walks and ensure people 

come back. 

 

Other ways to welcome new walkers  

Run a walk exchange or joint walk. 

 Can you and your local health walk or community walk scheme get together for a shared walk, 

or plan a special walk together? 

 

 This type of walk has worked well as part of a ‘special event’ like a walking festival. 

 

 As long as one group takes responsibility for the walk, and follows their usual procedure, you will 

be covered by the insurance of that group.  

 

 Ramblers walk leaders might be able to add a regular extension to a health or community walk 

for walkers who would like to try going a bit further. 

 

 Can you advertise each other’s walks in your programme? Think of how walkers might find out 

about a joint walk and feel welcome whichever group they come from. 

 

 Health walk leaders might like to help back mark for a short Ramblers walk. 

 

Have a look at our ‘making links with health walks’ guide for ideas on making links with health walks and 

community walks.  

“We found that if a walk leader asks the whole group to go around and say their names, it is 

difficult to remember new names and can be embarrassing. It is better to just talk one to one 

with a new individual then introduce them to a few people at a time.” 

Andrew, Swansea Ramblers, Treasurer and walk leader 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/successful-short-walks-and-health-walk-links.aspx
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Adapt a current, longer walk 

 This can work for Ramblers groups who would like to get more volunteers before they can start 

running new walks, and want to try adapting their existing walks. 

 

 Start your walk with a 2 or 3 mile section that is easier for a new walker to tackle. Invite health 

walk leaders and health walkers to come along together. End the short section with a café stop 

near a transport hub. People who feel they’ve done enough walking already can then head 

home, but others can continue to the end of the walk.  

 

 If you chose this option, have a look at the section on ‘what makes a successful walk that 

welcomes health walkers’ – how many of these tips can you include? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you are a Ramblers group in Scotland:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you are a group in Scotland, a member of the Ramblers Scotland can offer you more support if you 

want to use this model. If you are in England, Scotland or Wales, also see ‘what extra help is available’ 

at the end of this document.  

We have advice on encouraging new volunteers in our volunteer support toolkit.  Staff at Ramblers 

can also help you with ideas, match you with other Ramblers groups who can offer advice, or talk 

through the situation in your area. Contact details for staff at the end of this document.  

 

“In Scotland we asked groups to pilot a programme of six walks for health walkers as a start, then, 

if it worked, we asked the group to run the walk as part of their programme.  At that point the 

walkers joined Ramblers.  Most 5-8 mile (8-13 km) walks are still too challenging for most health 

walkers so our groups have tested out what they perceive as very short walks and then gradually 

built them up into longer walks.”  

Jeannie Cranfield, Games Legacy Advisor, Ramblers Scotland. 

 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/support-and-development/volunteer-toolkits/volunteer-support-toolkit.aspx
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Insurance 

Walks appearing in Ramblers programmes and led by Ramblers leaders are covered under the 

Ramblers’ insurance. More information is available in our insurance toolkit.  Health walks schemes are 

covered by their own insurance. 

 

 

 

 

 

So long as they’re members and the walks are recognised and advertised as Ramblers walks, Ramblers 

leaders are covered by our insurance. This applies even if not all the walkers are Ramblers members. 

But don’t forget we depend on membership fees to fund our charitable work including the support for 

all our volunteers – so do make sure to ask people to join if they walk regularly with your group. People 

from health walks schemes can join at a discount in their first year. We have a copy of this discount 

leaflet available on our website. You can order these leaflets by contacting the relevant Ramblers staff. 

Details at the end of this document. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Getting started 

It’s always a good idea to get other people involved to help, don’t try to do everything yourself. You can 

do a lot to get the process started, but it’s a lot easier with other people helping. 

 Ways to get other people involved. 

 
 Can you share your enthusiasm and knowledge with your group committee? This could be at a 

meeting, or on a walk, at a social, or in an email.  

 

 Can you invite a health walk volunteer or walk leader from another short walk to be a ‘guest 

speaker’ at a meeting or social?  Another perspective can be very convincing. 

 

 Other people may have lots of questions or worries. If you can’t answer a question from our 

toolkits, contact the relevant staff at Ramblers. Contact details are at the end of this document. 

If you run a joint walk with a health walk scheme. 

Provided that one group takes responsibility for being the ‘host’ of the walk, and follows their usual set of 

procedures, then the walk will be covered. On a joint walk you’ll need to decide beforehand which set of 

procedures will be followed. 

 

Once the Tuesday short walk group was firmly established, we raised the issue of Ramblers 

membership.  This was accepted by all, without any complaint.  As a result, half a dozen people have 

taken out membership of Kinross & Ochil Ramblers and we are hopeful that more will join in the future.  

Our Tuesday walkers are always invited to join us on our weekend walks and to take part in our Group 

social events and the annual weekend away. 

Edna, Ochil and Kinross Ramblers 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/insurance.aspx
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Questions often arise because others are worried about the impact of something new. Try not to 

take it personally. 

 

 Start by suggesting something easy to start with. If a first ‘fact finding’ visit to a health walk is 

successful, it could lead to a one off shared walk. This might lead to regular walks eventually. 

Don’t be afraid to start small. 

 

 Look for other members of your group who don’t volunteer at the moment but might have links 

with a health walk, would benefit from shorter walks or are keen to involve new people.  

 

 Try asking the person in your group who manages the publicity to put an article in a group 

newsletter or send an email to other members asking them if they are interested in helping to 

link with health walks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What next? 

Why not make an action plan about what ideas you would like to try? Make this realistic for what you 

think you can do, don’t try to do it all yourself if it will be too much to manage. 

Here is a sample action plan for a volunteer walk leader. 

Today: 

 
 Make a list of suggestions from this toolkit to try and read the ‘making links with health walks’ 

guide. 

 What other people in my group might be interested in helping to run short walks, publicise new 

walks, or meet health walkers? 

 Where can I run an ‘easy’ or ‘leisurely’ walk? 

 

This week: 

 
 Talk to other walkers and volunteers in my group  

 Find my local health walk and arrange to attend one of their walks 

 Plan a route for my walk with my back marker and recce it. 

 

 

 

 

“We started with a presentation at our AGM about linking with health walks. We used the discussion 

cards to find out what our group thought they could manage to try, to get us started. From this 

discussion we got lots of ideas to try, and six people said they would be interested to get involved. This 

was positive, our group committee knew what we were trying to do, but also knew we weren’t going to 

ask people who were already really busy to do even more. Some people I would not have thought of 

initially were interested in getting involved. ” 

Margaret, Southbank Ramblers. 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/volunteer-toolkits/successful-short-walks-and-health-walk-links.aspx
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This month: 

 
 Set a date for a new walk or plan how we can adapt a walk we already do 

 Test my walk out with some friends, and invite the health walkers I met. 

 

Next month 

 
 Discuss with the walks programme volunteer some ideas to make our publicity really welcoming 

to new walkers. Add my walk to the Ramblers website. 

 Ask other walkers in my Ramblers group if they have thought about volunteering, see if I can get 

a team of helpers! 

 Plan to run my walk again. Can it become a regular walk? 

 Add my next walk to the walks programme. 

 

 

 

Let us know how it goes! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What other help is available and contact details 

In England and Wales: contact a member of the Delivery team  

Email: volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com  or  telephone: 020 7339 8500 

In Scotland contact a member of the Ramblers Scotland team.  

Email: scotland@ramblers.org.uk or telephone: 0131 472 7009 

We welcome your feedback and ideas. Tell us what worked for you! 

Document published Dec 2015 
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