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Introduction
This guide will help you manage your adult volunteers when you’re concerned about behaviour or poor practice. A 
safeguarding disclosure is one example. Another is an allegation or complaint.  

It’s also a supporting resource for the Level 4 ‘A Safe Space’ workshop. The guide can’t cover everything that could 
happen. But, you can get support from the relevant team at HQ. Check out the information below to see which team to 
contact. If you’re still unsure, call one of the teams and we’ll refer you to the right person.

This guide helps you:

● Recognise unacceptable behaviour and how to deal with it

● Know what policies and procedures apply 

● Be clear about what you need to do and when to act

●	 Be	confident	about/regarding	who	you	should	contact	at	HQ	and	how	they	will	support	you

There	are	five	sections	to	the	guide.	Just	dip	into	the	section	you	need.	You	can	use	it	alongside	these	relevant	policies	
and procedures:

● Safeguarding policy and procedures

● Complaints policy and procedures

● Whistleblowing policy and procedures

● Equalities and Diversity policy and procedure

● Health Safety and Welfare policy and procedures

● Management Information policy

● Managing Concerns About Volunteers policy and procedure

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/safety-and-safeguarding-policy/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/complaints-policy/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/whistleblowing-policy/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/equality-and-diversity-policy/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/running-your-unit/finance-insurance-and-property/resources-for-property-managers/health-and-safety-guidance/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/managing-information-policy/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/managing-concerns-about-adult-volunteers-policy/


Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet (Version 1)  3

Contact us at Girlguiding HQ for support and guidance
You’re	the	person	others	are	most	likely	to	come	to	if	they’re	concerned	about	an	adult	volunteer.	A	girl,	young	woman,	
volunteer,	parent/carer	or	another	party,	could	bring	you	the	information	at	any	time.	

Such	situations	can	be	difficult	and	challenging	for	all	involved.	So,	you	must	be	able	to	respond	and	behave	in	the	 
right way. 

You	can	set	an	example	to	others	by	behaving	as	it	says	in	Girlguiding’s	policy,	procedures	and	guidelines,	and	manage	other	
people’s expectations positively. 

You’ll	have	the	full	support	of	Girlguiding	HQ	and	your	Girlguiding	colleagues	if	you	follow	policy	and	procedures.	There	 
are three teams at HQ to support you in managing adult volunteers. They are the Complaints, Safeguarding and  
Compliance teams. 

Here’s what each team leads on:

● The Complaints team

What’s	a	complaint?	It’s	when	someone	expresses	concern	or	dissatisfaction	about	any	aspect	of	Girlguiding.	
It’s	up	to	local	guiding	to	investigate	complaints,	supported	by	the	Complaints	team.	You	can	also	talk	to	the	
Complaints team about any investigation you are undertaking that is not to do with safeguarding. 

 Email us at: complaints@girlguiding.org.uk

● The Safeguarding team

 Safeguarding is about situations where you think girls, young women or adults are at risk of experiencing abuse 
or harm. If this is the case, call on the Safeguarding team. We can oversee the investigation or manage any 
allegation, disclosure or safeguarding concern that begins internally or externally. 

 Email us at: safeguarding@girlguiding.org.uk  

mailto:complaints@girlguiding.org.uk
mailto:safeguarding@girlguiding.org.uk
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● The Compliance team

	 Concerned	about	a	breach	of	the	Volunteer	Code	of	Conduct?	Worried	about	a	Girlguiding	policy	or	
procedure	that’s	not	a	safeguarding	concern,	such	as	health	and	safety,	confidentiality	or	financial	
management? They all come under Compliance. Our Compliance team can help you manage volunteer 
behaviour. They know what to do if you suspect any breach of a policy. 

 Email us at: compliance@girlguiding.org.uk

How does Girlguiding HQ decide who is leading on something?
We don’t want you to worry about whether you have contacted the right team. We work in the same building, close to 
each other. When you get in touch, we’ll do an initial assessment or triage the concern you raise. We make sure they 
are being led by the most appropriate team for the issues raised.

After triaging, the lead team on the case will let you know. We’ll keep on monitoring new information to ensure the 
right	team/s	are	involved.	And	we	will	always	tell	you	which	team	is	leading.	In	some	cases,	we	may	co-work	a	case,	
but one team will lead. See Appendix 2, which summarises who will respond.

mailto:compliance@girlguiding.org.uk
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Section 1 – What we expect of volunteers 
Now, we will take a look at several core policies, procedures and guidance to support you. 
There’s also a brief summary to help you decide whether to look at the whole document or 
just certain sections.

Volunteer Code of Conduct 
Your	main	reference	point	is	the	Volunteer Code of Conduct. It holds all adult volunteers to account. It outlines the 
behaviour we expect. It makes it clear that volunteers must follow our policies, procedures, values and promise. And it 
describes what may happen if they are not followed. It’s good to show all your adult volunteers the Volunteer Code of 
Conduct. It’s an excellent starting point when behaviour or practice is beginning to concern you.

You	can	refer	to	relevant	policies	and	procedures	when	dealing	with	challenging	behaviour	and/or	poor	practice,	but	this	
is the main policy to help you.

Managing concerns about volunteers – policy and procedures
It describes our expectations of adult volunteers (see also Volunteer Code of Conduct) and what sanctions (see Table 1)  
may be used. The policy and its procedures apply if there is a breach of any sort, such as to the Volunteer Code of 
Conduct or any volunteer policy, including safeguarding.  

The	Compliance	team	manages	this	policy	and	procedure.	You	can	pass	any	complaint	investigation	that	leads	to	
sanctions to them for their support.

For safeguarding investigations, the Safeguarding team will lead on sanctions, unless the investigation shows there is no 
safeguarding issue.

The	Compliance	team	will	lead	where	there	is	no	complaint,	but	you	have	identified	concerns	about	an	adult	volunteer’s	
behaviour or practice (which is not a safeguarding matter).

Remember the Compliance team can help you make sense of the policy, think through the issues and agree the most 
appropriate	course	of	action.	Get	in	touch	when	a	concern	arises,	and	we’ll	be	happy	to	talk	about	it.

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/code-of-conduct/
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Sanctions – a brief overview
Working in partnership with the relevant HQ team will help you put most of the sanctions in the procedures in place. It 
gives	you	the	right	support	and	means	we	can	apply	the	policy	consistently,	and	maintain	records	on	GO.

These sanctions are now available under the procedures. Use these examples to think through whether they are right 
for the issues you’re addressing.

Suspension

This is a temporary measure that’s often used to allow an investigation to take place. It must be seen as neutral – and 
no judgement made at this point. It’s a genuine opportunity for the adult volunteer to step back from guiding activity, 
so the investigator can look into what happened and recommend actions.  

Example

You	receive	an	allegation	about	an	assistant	leader.	Another	volunteer	claims	the	assistant	leader	behaved	
inappropriately	towards	a	Brownie.	You	do	not	have	the	facts,	just	an	accusation.	However,	the	nature	of	
the accusation means it’s not appropriate for that leader to attend Brownies. The leader is suspended so an 
investigation can take place, to gather all the facts and to ensure the safety and wellbeing of the girls who attend 
that unit. 

Other things to think about:

● How will you run the unit or activity in this person’s absence?

● It may be necessary to send a communication to parents to let them know what the interim 
plans are. This should be handled carefully, as a suspension and the investigation must be kept 
confidential.	Ask	us	how	this	is	handled.
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Written warning 

A county commissioner usually issues a written warning to the adult volunteer. There is a template letter you can 
find	in	Appendix	3.	You	can	use	it	after	an	incident	or	several	incidents,	where	the	volunteer	has	not	met	the	policy’s	
expectations.  

The written warning is important because it lets the adult volunteer know clearly what they have done that was not 
acceptable. It tells them what will happen if they breach our expectations again. Why not introduce an improvement 
plan	and/or	a	restriction	at	the	same	time	as	the	warning?

Example 

Several parents complain that no one told them of a trip to the park. The volunteer carried out an appropriate risk 
assessment and ensured all practical steps were taken to make the trip safe, but failed to inform parents. After 
speaking with the volunteer to establish what happened, a warning letter is issued. 

Additional considerations:

●	 You	can	send	the	written	warning	by	email,	but	it’s	best	that	you	also	send	a	hard	copy	by	post.		

● Always keep a record for yourself.

● Consider an improvement plan to support the leader.
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Improvement plan

An improvement plan (see the template, Apendix 4) is put in place to help a volunteer develop and improve after they 
haven’t followed procedure. Actions the plan might cover include revisiting a training module, meeting with a mentor 
or ensuring certain paperwork is submitted.

 
Restriction

This	prevents	a	volunteer	from	continuing	an	element	of	their	volunteering	with	Girlguiding.	It	means	a	concern	can	be	
addressed directly without removing the volunteer’s membership or role entirely. 

Example

A	volunteer	accepts	they	have	breached	Girlguiding	policy	by	not	keeping	proper	unit	accounts,	but	they	have	never	
done anything like it before. They should have asked for guidance, but did not, and the situation got worse. They 
agree that they need additional training to help them improve and to ensure accounts are managed as they should be.

Additional considerations:

● A plan must be set out and agreed between the volunteer and their commissioner.

●	 Any	agreed	action	must	be	specific	and	measurable.

● Include an agreed timescale for review and completion.

●	 You	could	consider	a	financial	restriction	in	the	meantime.

Example

A volunteer receives a driving conviction. A restriction is placed on their role to prevent them from driving for 
Girlguiding	activities.	They	can	continue	as	normal	as	a	unit	helper	and	attend	meetings	as	usual.

● A restriction can be reviewed after three years, at the volunteer’s request.

● Sometimes volunteers ask for. or encourage. a restriction to be in place when they’d prefer not 
to	take	on	certain	roles,	for	example,	if	they	are	not	confident	with	finances.
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Withdrawal of membership

This	is	used	in	the	most	serious	of	cases.	All	other	options	should	be	considered	first.	You	must	always	offer	a	volunteer	
support	and	guidance	where	appropriate.	However,	all	involvement	with	Girlguiding	must	stop	in	cases	where	the	
safety	of	young	women	and	girls,	or	the	organisation’s	reputation,	is	placed	at	risk,	and/or	where	previous	measures	to	
improve conduct have failed. 

Withdrawal of role (dismissal)

As above, but this refers to situations where an adult volunteer is a recognised volunteer, but does not hold membership 
with	Girlguiding.	

See the Sanctions for managing concerns about adult volunteers in Table 1.

Please note: If you have a safeguarding concern, you cannot issue any 
of the above without discussing it with the Safeguarding team first.

Example

A complaint is received that a unit leader got angry and behaved aggressively towards a member of the public 
during a Rainbow event. Several people witnessed this. At an investigation, the leader refused to accept 
responsibility	or	apologise.	The	volunteer’s	behaviour	is	the	final	straw	in	a	number	of	similar,	but	less	serious,	
cases. The volunteer is clearly unable to control their temper and presents risk to young women and girls, and to 
the	reputation	of	Girlguiding.	Their	membership	is	withdrawn.	
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Table 1. Sanctions for Managing Concerns about adult volunteers – overview 
When considering applying one or more of the following sanctions, you must contact the relevant HQ team for advice 
and support; and refer to the full Managing Concerns about Adult Volunteers procedure.

The relevant HQ teams

● Safeguarding team – contact with all safeguarding matters; allegations, disclosures and concerns

● Compliance team – contact with concerns about a breach of the Volunteer Code of Conduct, or
policies	such	as	health	and	safety,	confidentiality	or	financial	conduct

Type of Sanction Reasons behind 
restriction include

When is it used Who can issue/
implement

Appeals 
Process

How is it monitored and reviewed 
(by HQ with local guiding)

Recording

Suspension
A temporary 
measure which 
prevents an adult 
volunteer from 
carrying out their 
role(s).

• Serious breach
of	Girlguiding
expectations

• Children/adults	are
at risk of harm

• Charged with a
criminal offence
(before court
hearing)

• To allow an
investigation to take
place

• Where conduct is
difficult	to	manage

• On recommendation
of statutory agencies

Chief commissioner, in 
partnership with one 
of the following HQ 
teams:

• Safeguarding

• Compliance

No • Monitored by local guiding

• Reviewed at the end of an
investigation

• Formally reviewed every
6 months

• At	country/region

• Relevant HQ team

Must be recorded on 
GO	by	HQ	teams

Written warning
A written warning 
by letter. Breaches 
may lead to further 
sanctions.

• Breach of
Girlguiding
expectations

• To raise concerns
about a volunteer’s
conduct

• After an
investigation has
taken place

• In conjunction with
an Improvement

County commissioner, 
in partnership with 
chief commissioner 
and one of the 
following HQ teams:

• Safeguarding

• Compliance

No • Monitored by local guiding

• Reviewed after a period of 1 year

• At	country/region

• Relevant HQ team

Must be recorded on 
GO	by	HQ	teams

Improvement plan
Allows an adult 
volunteer to 
continue their role 
as long as agreed 
actions are met.

• Further training
required

• Mentorship required

• After an
investigation has
taken place

• As a result of
information received
from	the	country/
region or HQ

County commissioner, 
in partnership with 
Chief commissioner 
and one of the 
following HQ teams:

• Safeguarding

• Compliance

No • Monitored by local guiding

• As set by individual plan

• Reviewed after a period of 1 year

• At	country/region

• Relevant HQ team

Must be recorded on 
GO	by	HQ	teams

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/managing-concerns-about-adult-volunteers-policy/


Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet (Version 1)  11
Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet

Type of Sanction Reasons behind 
restriction include

When is it used Who can issue/
implement

Appeals 
Process

How is it monitored and 
reviewed (by HQ with local 
guiding)

Recording

Restriction
Includes 
restrictions on:

• Role

• Activity

• Driving

• Financial

• Involvement with
children and
young people

• Serious breach
of	Girlguiding
expectations

• Children/adults	are
at risk of harm

• Charged with a
criminal offence
(before court
hearing)

• During an
investigation – where
a suspension is not
necessary

• After an
investigation has
taken place

• As a result of
information received
from	country/region
or HQ

Chief commissioner, in 
partnership with one 
of the following HQ 
teams:

• Safeguarding

• Compliance

Yes	-	see	
Procedures

• Monitored by local guiding

• Reviewed formally after
three years on request from
volunteer

• At	country/region

• Relevant HQ team

Must be recorded on 
Go	by	HQ	teams

Withdrawal of 
membership or 
role
An adult 
volunteer’s 
membership is 
cancelled or role 
withdrawn	(non-
member). They can 
no longer be active 
in any volunteering 
or helping capacity

• Breach of
Girlguiding
expectations

• Convicted with a
serious criminal
offence

• Risk to children and
young people

• Non-compliance
with suspension,
restrictions or
written warning

• Failing to comply
with vetting process

• After an
investigation has
taken place

• As a result of
information received
from	the	country/
region or HQ

Chief commissioner, in 
partnership with one 
of the following HQ 
teams:

• Safeguarding

• Compliance

Yes	-	see	
Procedures

• N/A • At	country/region

• Relevant HQ team

Must be recorded on 
Go	by	HQ	teams
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Section 2 – How and when to report   
This section will now look at the three different teams – Safeguarding, Complaints and 
Compliance – and how we process concerns. There are differences mainly around different 
timelines and responses from the safeguarding side, as they are controlled heavily by 
legislation and a key guidance document called Working Together to Safeguard Children. 

The three teams work together and will, within the initial assessment stage or triage, apply the same criteria as we ask 
you to do. 

This list of questions will help you when you receive a concern. We’ll ask them when you contact us: 

● Has a person been harmed in any way, or is at risk of harm, if you don’t take any action?

● Are you seeing a sign or indicator that suggests the person may be being abused?

● Is	the	person	a	representative	of	Girlguiding,	whose	actions	breach	the	Volunteer	Code	of	Conduct
and there is a concern that another member is, or could be at risk of, being harmed by them?

● Has something happened that makes you think the person is particularly vulnerable and could
use professional support or assistance?

If the answer is yes to any of these questions, then the concern is a safeguarding matter.

What happens when a safeguarding concern is raised? 
Safeguarding	always	comes	first	when	making	decisions,	because	there	is	a	duty	to	refer	any	and	all	safeguarding	concerns.	

Safeguarding	officers	will	guide	you	throughout,	but	please	note,	speed	is	important.	We	ask	you	to	action	any	requests	
promptly. Equally, if the timeline is not realistic, please tell us. 

You	must	treat	all	safeguarding	concerns	reported	to	you	seriously,	as	this	creates	a	culture	of	trust	and	empowers	
individuals	to	speak	out	if	they	have	a	concern.	You	must	encourage	girls,	young	women	and	adults	to	be	confident	
to report concerns and to follow the appropriate procedures to ensure you act promptly. Not following the reporting 
procedures may affect a young person’s or adult’s welfare and result in harm, or risk of harm. If you do not follow 
Girlguiding	procedures,	your	membership	could	be	withdrawn.

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/safety-and-safeguarding-policy/safeguarding-children-and-young-people/
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When you are assessing concerns and the actions to take, you sometimes need to view things from different 
perspectives. This builds a whole picture of what is really going on. Think about what evidence and information you 
have, what you don’t have, and what assumptions you might be making. 

To	be	able	to	identify	what	is	meant	by	abuse,	you	must	refer	to	the	training	you	are	given,	as	well	as	Girlguiding	
policies,	procedures	and	guidelines.	They’ll	help	you	familiarise	yourself	with	the	topic,	and	ensure	you	have	sufficient	
knowledge and understanding to carry out your role. 

The reports you receive about concerns, incidents, disclosures and allegations can be categorised under several broad 
headings. These are explored in this section to help you clarify what you are dealing with.

Direct disclosures and allegations

When you are contacted about a direct disclosure or allegation, this means the disclosure or allegation has been 
received from the girl, young woman or adult who is experiencing the abuse or is at risk of experiencing abuse.

● They have told the volunteer they have been abused or are experiencing abuse.

● From what they have said, the volunteer believes them.

●	 They	have	named	someone	who	is	abusing,	or	has	abused	them	(or	identified	them	in	some	
other way, such as by a job title, for example, ‘my teacher’ or by relationship, for example, 
‘my cousin’).

● They have made an allegation by revealing an incident or several incidents of abuse but have 
not named the person(s) involved.

● When dealing with direct disclosure and allegation reports, remember that often the person 
who has been abused, or is experiencing abuse, may not be able to describe what has happened 
to them in the language of safeguarding. They will probably have used their own words and 
expressions to explain what has happened.

●	 Someone	disclosing	abuse	may	have	given	the	information	in	smaller,	bite-sized	chunks	that	only	
reveal abuse when considered together.
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● A disclosure or allegation is no less serious or valid if the individual has refused to give details of
the alleged abuser.

● The language and terms used by the person who has been abused are important, so try to
identify these and record them in your report.

Allegations from a third party

A	volunteer	may	report	that	someone	without	any	direct	involvement	in	Girlguiding	has	made	an	allegation,	or	reported	
a concern or incident. For example, a parent may tell you they saw their own child’s friend being beaten by a parent 
at home. Or, a volunteer may say they have overheard a colleague being emotionally abused by their partner. When 
information originates with a third party, it should be taken no less seriously than a direct concern or allegation. 
However, there are some additional things to remember:

● Indirect information can be less accurate and open to interpretation. So, it is important
to try to establish the known information from opinion and conjecture. This may require
corroboration:

‘I saw them repeatedly hitting her through the window when we dropped her off’ is a very 
different statement from: ‘We were watching through the window and it looked like she 
was hitting her, which wouldn’t surprise me because she’s got a right violent temper on her, 
so they say.’

● Being clear about the original source of an allegation is important, but not essential; you can
still take action without knowing the source.

Concerns about signs and indicators of abuse are reported

In many instances, the individual who is thought to be at harm will not directly disclose what is happening to them. 
Instead, there will be physical signs and behavioural indicators that cause a high level of concern. 
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Grooming behaviours

One	concern	you	could	hear	about	is	grooming	behaviour.	You	must	know	what	it	means	and	what	to	look	out	for	when	
receiving	reports	from	volunteers.	Grooming	is	when	an	individual	proactively	creates	an	opportunity	to	abuse	a	child	
or young person. They do it by blurring boundaries and normalising poor practice, so they can abuse or exploit the girl 
or	young	woman.	Grooming	can	also	occur	in	adult	safeguarding	issues,	where	a	vulnerable	adult	is	groomed	for	sexual	
exploitation. This could include a male volunteer or a male child being groomed at an event.  

● People who want to sexually abuse young people often go to extraordinary lengths to
manipulate them and those around them, including adults.

● Becoming indispensable and building strong relationships within an organisation or family unit is
common grooming practice.

● People who groom win the trust of those around them. This can lead to people not believing
allegations against them, or failing to report concerns as they cannot believe anything untoward
is taking place.

● For grooming to be successful, three things are needed: access to young people, an opportunity
available and a high chance of avoiding detection.

● Grooming	can	happen	even	if	abuse	or	exploitation	has	yet	to	take	place,	so	acting	early	is
essential as it can prevent harm.

Past volunteers

Any	safeguarding	concerns	you	hear,	even	if	the	individual	has	left	Girlguiding,	must	be	reported	because	there	may	
be	a	duty	to	report	these	to	statutory	authorities.	In	the	case	of	BGO	or	branch	members,	please	talk	to	your	chief	
commissioner	or	adviser	first.
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Allegations of historical abuse

If a volunteer tells you about a report of abuse that was perpetrated in the past, it’s called historical abuse. The phrase 
is normally used when the victim no longer considers they are at risk. For example:

● When an adult (18 years plus) discloses abuse experienced during their childhood, it is
considered historical abuse and needs to be reported.

● When abuse is disclosed by anyone under the age of 18, even if they are telling you about
something that happened some time ago, this is still abuse and must be reported.

You	must	treat	all	disclosures	from	a	child	or	young	person	as	if	they	are	recent	in	terms	of	appropriate	response	to	the	
child and their needs.

Often those experiencing abuse aren’t able to disclose it at the time and there are many reasons for this. When an 
allegation	of	historical	abuse	is	made,	Girlguiding	will	always	take	it	seriously	regardless	of	when	the	report	is	made	or	
who makes it. We will always do our best to take into account the wishes of the person making the report. However, 
identifying, minimising and deterring any potential continuing risk to girls, young women and adults is our main aim.

People often disclose historical abuse because they think someone else (including boys and girls or adult men and 
women) is at risk of being harmed by the alleged perpetrator and they want to stop this happening.

Alerts about historical abuse from other agencies

Notify	the	HQ	Safeguarding	team	immediately	if	you	receive	notification	of	an	historical	disclosure	allegation	from	the	
police,	the	Independent	Inquiry	into	Child	Sexual	Abuse	(IICSA)	(previously	known	as	The	Goddard	Inquiry)	or	another	
official	source.	This	means	within	24	hours	of	receipt,	as	the	request	is	time-sensitive	in	terms	of	the	response.	

If	you	are	asked	to	share	information,	you	must	speak	to	the	HQ	Safeguarding	team	and/or	the	data	protection	officer	
at HQ before passing anything on.
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Associated people

If	you	become	aware	that	a	Girlguiding	volunteer	or	an	associated	person	(that	is,	their	partner,	etc)	may	pose	a	risk	of	
harm to others, you should immediately contact the Safeguarding team at HQ.  

Concerns Involving a representative of a partner organisation

What	if	a	Girlguiding	volunteer	witnesses	an	incident.	or	–	for	any	other	reason	–	has	a	serious	concern	or	suspicion	
about a representative of a partner organisation? They must report this in the same way as any other safeguarding 
concern. If someone contacts you and is unsure about what to do, guide them through the following process:

● Where there is reason to believe someone is at risk of immediate risk or harm, contact local 
relevant authorities (for example, social services or equivalent, where they exist, or the 
police).	In	any	emergency,	always	dial	999.	If	you	are	from	BGO	or	branches,	please	follow	the 
advice given on the BGO/branches	Safeguarding	Pocket	Guide. (note there are two 
pocketcards, one for the UK and one for BGO/branches).

● If there is no reason to believe that a vulnerable person is at risk of immediate risk or harm:

– Report your concern to the partner organisation: Where you can, report the incident to the
‘designated	safeguarding	officer’	(or	equivalent	title),	or	appropriate	member	of	staff,	as
soon as possible. It is then the organisation’s responsibility to investigate the matter and
adhere to the policies and procedures, and to involve external authorities.

– Then	report	your	concern	to	Girlguiding.	Complete	a	notification	form	as	soon	as	possible
and	send	it	to	the	HQ	Safeguarding	team.	The	reporting	Girlguiding	member	must	save
the	form	in	a	secure	and	confidential	area	(see	Management Information Policy for more
information).	It	must	be	sent	to	their	commissioner/region/HQ	staff	team	directly	managing
the	relationship	with	the	partner	in	an	email	marked	‘URGENT	AND	CONFIDENTIAL’
and be responded to within 24 hours.

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/managing-information-policy/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/safety-and-safeguarding-policy/safeguarding-structure/
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Basic five-step approach to managing a safeguarding concern 
Step 1 – Triage and risk assessment 

You	need	to	make	an	initial	assessment	of	the	situation	as	soon	as	information	is	shared	with	you	by	the	person	making	
the	report.	You	should	never	assume	they	have	taken	action.	Remember,	they	may	not	be	clear	about	what	they	should	
do.

Collecting and considering the information enables you to do two crucial things:

1. Identify what the issue is that has been reported to you.

2. Establish the level of risk to the individual who has been, or is being, abused or is at risk of harm.

Primary action is the response you make to the level of risk you identify. Always ask what action has already been taken. 
Never	assume	that	someone	else	will	take	responsibility	when	a	threat	of	harm,	such	as	further	abuse,	is	identified.	You	
must clearly establish who is responsible for doing what and ensure that all actions are completed.

Remember: you don’t have to be certain about the type of concern, to share information with other appropriate 
individuals. However, you do need to know what the cause for concern is, so you can identify the appropriate action to 
take.

Step 2 – Pulling information together

During your talk with the volunteer making the report, you should try to gather all the relevant information listed 
in	the	notification	form.	If	you	don’t	have	everything	you	need	to	complete	the	form,	prompt	them	to	give	you	the	
information.

Note: Not all types of information listed below are available in all cases.

If you haven’t got all the relevant information, do not ask the person making the report to go back and investigate to 
find	what’s	missing.	This	could	cause	distress	or	even	increase	the	risk	of	further	harm.	Send	in	what	you	have	as	we	can	
work together to gain further information.

Remember that you are not alone. The Safeguarding team is there to help you in deciding what steps to take and 
passing on information appropriately.
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Step 3 – Call the Safeguarding team 

Safeguarding timeline  

All	concerns	are	reviewed	within	24	hours,	unless	you	are	calling	the	out-of-hours	phone.	If	a	response	depends	on	
triaging,	you’ll	hear	within	five	to	eight	working	days.

The	Safeguarding	team’s	first	priority	is	to	establish	whether	the	appropriate	primary	actions	were	taken	to	address	
the	immediate	risk	level.	If	not,	these	are	immediately	actioned	by	the	safeguarding	duty	officer.	They	will	decide	
whether	to	bring	in	statutory	or	emergency	services,	based	on	a	standard	risk	assessment	process.	Your	input	and	clear	
knowledge is really important. We will work with you to achieve the best outcome for the child and volunteers.     

● If you feel that the Safeguarding team at HQ should be informed, talk to the person making the 
report and ask them to call the team. If they’re happy to do so, they must do it within 24 hours. 
If they ask you do this on their behalf, make sure you are clear who takes responsibility for this.

● If, after discussion, there is no safeguarding issue, then identify the nature of the concern and 
the	correct	Girlguiding	process	for	addressing	it,	for	example,	complaints.	

Are you in any doubt about the immediate level of risk? Are you unsure whether appropriate action has been taken? 
Then seek support and advice. Call the Safeguarding team at HQ or the police. Do not wait because it may result in 
further abuse or harm.

In all instances: Never attempt to conduct your own investigation or contact third parties involved. That means, do 
not call anyone who is named in the concern. And, do not visit the group or section and take statements, unless the HQ 
Safeguarding team has instructed you to do so.

Keep a record of the conversation you initially had, and notes of any subsequent talks. We all do dynamic risk 
assessment. However, we don’t all remember to write it down, especially your thinking behind why you made the 
decision to refer, or not. Remember to write down exactly what they said, using their words, not yours.
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How do we allocate a safeguarding case officer, safeguarding volunteer or volunteer investigator?

Safeguarding	officers	support	individual	countries	or	regions.	This	gives	us	a	good	understanding	of	the	way	in	
which they like to work. It also offers a chance to build trusting relationships with commissioners.

When	you	call	in,	ask	to	speak	to	a	duty	officer,	who	will	then	action	all	appropriate	processes.	Once	this	has	been	
completed	they	will	pass	the	concern	on	to	your	safeguarding	officer.		

You	must	have	a	meeting	as	soon	as	is	practical	after	the	initial	reporting	in	with	the	safeguarding	officer.	You	will	
cover all of the following that are relevant to the particular case:

● Review of all written documentation so far.

● Decide whether, on the evidence provided, there is substance to the concern.

●	 Decide	when	to	inform	the	person	within	Girlguiding	that	an	allegation	or	report	has	been	
made against them, and when and who will carry it out.

● Identify what support and training is needed to enable the volunteer to work safely and 
effectively with vulnerable people in future.

● Establish how to measure and monitor the implementation and effectiveness of any changes 
made, restrictions imposed, or support given.

●	 Identify	whether	the	case	brings	to	light	any	further	levels	of	enquiries	and/or	external	service	
intervention.	In	some	cases,	we	ask	a	safeguarding	volunteer	lead	from	your	country/region	
to support you directly. Or, they might undertake a basic investigation into the concern, so we 
have a better picture of what has happened.

The safeguarding volunteer is given a detailed term of reference for the investigation we wish them to do. It 
provides everything necessary for them to do their work.

However,	they	will	always	come	to	you	first	and	discuss	how	best	to	approach	the	situation.	They	may	email	or	call.	
Please	support	them,	as	this	can	be	a	very	difficult	time.	We	endeavour	to	have	this	in	place	within	five	working	
days of any report, but we have to remember the realities and pressures on volunteers.
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Step 4 - Informing an individual subject to a safeguarding concern

When a concern, allegation or disclosure is made about a volunteer, we have to decide how they should be informed. 
This must be done as soon as possible. But, not until the Safeguarding team has consulted the local authority designated 
officer	(LADO),	police	or	social	services	teams.	You	must	make	sure	you	wait	for	their	instruction	before	taking	this	
action.

What do you do where a referral needs to be made to a statutory agency, such as the police or social services? The 
individual who is the subject of an allegation, disclosure or concern must not be informed unless the statutory agency 
gives	you	specific	instructions	to	do	so.	They	may	ask	you	not	to	share	any	information	with	the	individual	at	all.	HQ	will	
communicate this with you directly. 

Step 5 – How we work together to investigate a concern

The	HQ	safeguarding	officer	will	guide	you	in	your	role	and	responsibility	as	the	commissioner,	as	and	when	an	
investigation is required.

We may ask you to make local enquiries in the initial stages, to gain more information. Again, we will guide you 
throughout the process.  

Your	main	role	will	be	to	support	the	volunteers	involved	and	be	the	main	point	of	contact	for	the	safeguarding	
volunteer	leads.	Each	country/region	may	have	a	different	process,	so	please	discuss	with	the	safeguarding	officer	
managing your case. 

Step 6 – Writing a report and gaining closure

The	safeguarding	officer	managing	the	case	will	explain	the	requirements	for	the	report	(which	is	usually	completed	by	
the safeguarding volunteer lead) in advance.
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However, all your emails and correspondence must be sent to HQ. That includes handwritten notes upon closure of the 
case. HQ will archive them according to the current data protection guidance. We will also scan and store electronically 
any	handwritten	notes.	When	HQ	confirms	receipt,	please	destroy	all	notes	at	local	level.	This	includes	deleting	email	
from the hard drive (we can help you with this).  

In	all	cases,	we	will	share	the	key	findings	of	the	investigation	(subject	to	this	not	compromising	any	police	or	other	
agency	interests)	and	recommendations	only.	We	do	not	share	the	full	report,	because	of	potential	sensitives	and/or	
data protection requirements. 
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What happens when someone makes a complaint? 
A	complaint	is	an	expression	of	concern	or	dissatisfaction	about	any	aspect	of	Girlguiding	that	does	not	fall	into	the	
remit of safeguarding. All complaints require someone to explore the situation on behalf of the complainant and 
respond. It is important to deal with complaints, especially if they are about a person’s behaviour. They can escalate 
into safeguarding concerns if they are not addressed and managed early on.

Girlguiding	aims	to	resolve	all	complaints	informally.	This	can	be	the	quickest	and	most	efficient	way	to	find	out	why	
someone is unhappy and to settle a problem. But, sometimes this isn’t possible or isn’t the best way to sort it out.  
A more formal procedure might be necessary, involving a full investigation. If you’ve tried to resolve it informally, but 
find	a	more	formal	process	is	needed.	

First, you must get in touch with the complainant to discuss the complaint. 

During	your	talk,	try	to	find	out:

● What is the complaint?

● Is the complainant making an allegation?

●	 When	did	the	event	happen	(date/time)?

● Where did it happen?

● Who was involved?

● Who else saw or heard what happened?

● What does the complainant want to happen after their complaint is looked into?

Make sure you understand exactly what the complainant is saying. At the end of your conversation you should both:

● Agree on what’s been discussed, including all details, such as names, dates and times. 

● Understand what the next steps will be.

After your talk, use the information you discovered to judge whether the complaint  
should be resolved using the informal or formal complaints procedure.
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Keep a written record of your conversation

Keep a written record of the conversation with the complainant. Write down exactly what they say. Use their words,  
not yours.

Ask the complainant to check the wording in your record if you think it’s appropriate. It’s important to record this stage 
accurately. Then tell the complainant what your next steps will be and whether you’ll try to resolve this informally, or a 
formal investigation will follow.

What happens if I can’t resolve anything and I need to talk to HQ?

If you can’t resolve the complaint informally, it may need to be formally investigated. If there are two parties who 
disagree about what happened, a formal investigation can help explore the facts further. Any investigation that is not 
a safeguarding case must follow the complaints handling procedure. It outlines the steps an appointed investigator must 
follow. If you are unsure how to go about a formal investigation, the HQ Complaints team will support you.

Complaints timeline  

All	concerns	are	responded	to	by	HQ	within	five	working	days.	Once	HQ	has	referred	it	locally,	local	guiding	should	
contact the complainant within seven calender days 

What if you decide that a formal investigation is needed? 

The	county	commissioner	together	with	country/region	office	and	the	HQ	Complaints	team	should	appoint	an	
investigator. The investigator must be fair and impartial. They cannot be part of the complaint or know the people 
involved. If suitable, you could be this person because you made the initial enquiries. 

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/complaints-policy/complaints-handling-procedure/
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Examples of a complaint that could be resolved informally

Most complaints can be resolved informally if they 
are dealt with quickly and professionally. Examples of 
situations where this might be appropriate:

● ‘I’m unhappy because in my daughter’s unit 
they never do any badges or exciting activities, 
but mostly stay in doing colouring.’

● ‘I registered my daughter to join and now 
three weeks have passed, but I have not heard 
anything.’

● ‘I’ve heard that my daughter’s unit is going to 
a camp, and all girls have received a form for 
it except mine.’

Remember – Stay alert. What sometimes seems like a 
simple situation can quickly escalate to something more 
complex. Don’t hesitate to rethink the complaint if you 
feel a more formal approach is needed.

Important: If you resolve a complaint informally, it is 
still important that you send a written closure to the 
complainant	with	the	agreed	resolution	and/or	outcome.	
You	must	always	inform	the	complainant	of	their	right	to	
appeal the outcome.

Examples of a complaint that should be  
resolved formally (with a full investigation) 

● ‘I went to speak to my daughter’s 
leader because I’m unhappy that they 
never do any badges. When I tried to 
speak to her, she started shouting at me 
and calling me names in front of all the 
other parents.’

● ‘I registered my daughter to join the 
unit where all her friends go. I know 
the leader because we used to be 
friends, but fell out a few years ago. 
She has told me there’s no space for 
my daughter, but I know there is. It’s 
clearly because she doesn’t want my 
daughter	to	join	because	of	our	fight.’

● ‘My daughter’s unit is going to camp, 
but the leader told me my girl is not 
allowed to go. It’s because she and 
some other girls had a disagreement the 
other week. However, all the other girls 
are allowed to go and only my daughter 
is being punished, even though they 
were	all	responsible	for	the	fight.’



26  Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet (Version 1)

How we allocate a complaints volunteer investigator and how we work together to 
investigate a concern
A full investigation into any allegation about a volunteer’s behaviour means you’re acting in the best interests of the 
young	women	and	girls,	the	adult	member/volunteer	and	anyone	else	involved.	Remember	that	the	individual	who	has	
had an allegation made about them has the right to give their side of the story. 

It is important that the individual carrying out an investigation is unbiased. In some cases, a commissioner may know 
the person about whom there are concerns. So, it’s best to appoint someone else to undertake the investigation. This is 
discussed in the initial allocation process. 

When a complaint requires an investigation, it will progress to Stage One of the Complaint procedure: Complaint 
investigation.

Complaint investigation

The complaint will be sent to the most appropriate person for investigation. It’s detailed in the Complaints policy 
under,	‘who	will	handle	my	complaint?’.	If	the	HQ	Complaints	team	first	receives	the	complaint,	they	will	refer	it	to	the	
relevant	county	commissioner	and	copy	in	the	chief	commissioner	and	country/region	office.

If a complaint is referred to you for investigation, you should contact the complainant as soon as possible and:

● Acknowledge that the complaint has been received. 

● Indicate how you intend dealing with the matter.

●	 Estimate	how	long	it	will	take	to	give	a	final	response	to	the	complaint.	If	a	complaint	takes	
longer than anticipated to resolve, let the complainant know and tell them when to expect 
further contact. 

We expect an investigator to be in touch with the complainant at least once every 14 days, unless they agree otherwise. 
The	amount	of	contact	between	them	will	depend	on	the	nature	of	the	matters	raised,	the	potential	difficulties	
involved, and how clear the information is. If necessary, and at any stage of the investigation, a complainant may be 
asked for further information. 

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/complaints-policy/
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Carrying out the investigation

The investigator will assess the situation and decide how best to approach each case. They will tell all relevant people 
who need to contribute to the investigation when the investigation is taking place and explain their involvement. The 
investigator must meet with, or talk to, the complainant individually, as well as the accused party and witnesses. 

During the investigation, all the relevant facts will be gathered, including statements from witnesses and relevant 
documentary material. The investigator uses this to mnake decisions about the complaint and, where applicable, writes 
a report of the investigation.

Any individual who is invited to attend a meeting to discuss a complaint has the right, if they wish, to be accompanied 
by	a	Girlguiding	colleague	or	a	friend	not	involved	in	the	complaint.	

In all cases, follow procedure and policy. As investigator, you must follow the Complaints policy and procedure, as 
well as the Volunteer Code of Conduct. If the complaint refers to safeguarding or whistleblowing, you must follow the 
relevant policy and procedure. 
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How reports must be written
What does a written report mean?

It is a record of what you have done to gain the truth behind what happened. This includes: the complaint, assessment, 
meetings, interviews, documentation, evidence, answers and behaviours from all parties. Also, what was learned, 
actions and closure.

How to write a report

Organise	your	findings.	Try	not	to	include	any	speculation,	only	the	facts	that	can	be	supported	by	evidence.	If	you	have	
information	you	feel	is	relevant	to	the	complaint	and	is	not	backed	by	evidence,	make	that	clear	in	your	report.	Define	
this by ordering and labelling information into:

● Uncontested facts that are not in any dispute.

● Contested facts,	which	are	contested	or	contradictory.	You	will	need	to	use	your	judgement	and	
consider whether things probably happened, or are likely to have happened, where you are not 
certain of facts.

The report will be given to all relevant parties involved. A record will be held at HQ, for future reference and study. 
Standard data protection legislation and current guidance is applied in terms of retention and archiving. 
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How we gain closure, issue sanctions and archive
Closing	the	case	for	everyone	involved	is	really	important,	but	can	be	very	difficult	–	especially	if	people	are	not	happy	
with	the	decisions	made.	We	have	an	appeals	process	for	both	safeguarding	(please	contact	the	safeguarding	officer	
concerned with your case) and complaints. 

● Guidance for complaints.	The	Complaints	team	will	remind	you,	once	you	have	your	findings,	
to contact the Compliance team for advice and support about sanctions towards a volunteer. 
You	must	work	with	the	Compliance	team	if	you	are	applying	anything	above	a	warning.	

● Write an action plan. Include actions or general learning you expect to happen as a result of 
the complaint procedure and a timeline for these. Please work with the volunteer or member 
involved. It will help them take ownership of the actions required.

● Report to all necessary parties. Based on your report, write to all relevant parties to outline 
your	findings.	Include	whether	the	complaint	will	be	upheld	and	what	actions	will	result	from	
the investigation. Only share the report with those necessary, or who have requested to see it 
specifically.	You	can	only	share	generic	learning	points.	Any	individual	learning	to	be	taken	by	a	
volunteer	must	be	kept	confidential.	Remember	to	inform	the	relevant	parties	of	their	right	to	
appeal to Stage Two within 14 days of the date of receiving the report.

● Meeting. If appropriate, you can call a local meeting to discuss the report with the volunteer 
who had an allegation raised against them. This can help resolve hurt feelings, for instance, and 
is	a	good	way	to	move	on.	You	should	choose	a	neutral	ground	for	the	meeting.	You	can	ask	a	
colleague	to	go	with	you.	This	should	happen	quickly	after	you	have	finished	your	investigation,	
and ideally no more than a month after you received the complaint. 

Remember, there is also a procedure appeals stage if there are any grievances about your investigation results. Or, the 
complainant	or	person	who	has	had	the	complaint	made	against	them	wants	to	appeal	the	investigation	findings.	 
You	must	follow	the	procedure.
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How to close the case

If allegations towards a volunteer are found proven, the Compliance team will support you with applying any relevant 
sanctions, including warning letters and improvement plans.

After	you	have	written	your	report	and	shared	your	findings	with	all	the	necessary	parties,	you	should:

●	 File	all	relevant	documentation.	If	the	country/region	office	or	the	HQ	Complaints	team	has	
referred	the	complaint	to	you,	send	the	report	and	any	response	letters	to	the	Girlguiding	
Complaints team and keep a copy for yourself – for an appropriate time period according to our 
Managing information policy.

● Oversee further actions and recommendations, and follow them through, either by yourself, or 
the local commissioner.

●	 If	you	feel	it’s	appropriate,	monitor	activities	and	behaviour	as	regularly	as	you	see	fit.	This	will	ensure	
there is no further cause for complaint and that the situation remains improved. This can be done 
informally,	in	line	with	your	role	to	oversee	activity	in	your	local	Girlguiding	area.	If	improvements	
haven’t been made in line with the agreed expectations, speak to the HQ Compliance team.

What is the link between the Complaints and Compliance teams?

The	Compliance	team	supports	Girlguiding	to	ensure	that	the	Volunteer	Code	of	Conduct,	and	policies	and	procedures	
are followed. The team is made aware of breaches through concluded complaints investigations or direct observations 
by commissioners.  

When a volunteer’s conduct becomes a concern, Compliance will deal with the following issues: 

●	 An	adult	volunteer	has	breached	a	Girlguiding	policy	or	procedure,	including	Data	Protection,	
Health	and	Safety,	Financial	Conduct,	and	Recruitment	and	Vetting	policies.	You	can	view	all	
Girlguiding	policies	on	our	website.

●	 An	adult	volunteer	may	have	breached	Girlguiding’s	Volunteer	Code	of	Conduct.	This	sets	out	
our	expectations	on	how	volunteers	work	with	others	in	Girlguiding.	This	includes	volunteers,	
staff	and	girls,	and	members	of	the	public,	including	parents/carers	and	partner	organisations.

Your	concern	about	an	adult	volunteer’s	conduct	may	be	the	result	of	one	specific	incident.	It	could	refer	to	a	number	
of seemingly minor incidents, which have led to growing and more serious concerns about their behaviour.

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/managing-information-policy/
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What might Girlguiding regard as inappropriate behaviour?
You	may	receive	a	report	from	a	volunteer	about	the	behaviour	of	a	Girlguiding	volunteer.	They	may	be	reporting	their	
own concern or have received information from someone else. 

As	well	as	the	types	of	abuse	you	know	about	from	safeguarding,	there	are	further	opportunities	for	Girlguiding	
members to cause harm or be abusive. That’s because they’re in a position of trust and can develop a potentially close 
relationship	with	the	girls,	young	women	and	adults	in	Girlguiding.	

Also,	Girlguiding	has	a	responsibility	to	actively	manage	the	behaviour	of	volunteers	and	to	create	a	safe	space	for	its	
work to take place. The following examples may come to Safeguarding or be raised as a complaint. But, they will need 
to be investigated. If the allegations are substantiated, we will apply sanctions according to our ‘Managing concerns 
about volunteers’ procedures. Either the Safeguarding or Compliance team will help you to do this.

List of examples (not exhaustive)

● Being alone with girls and young women, unless this is a necessary part of the individual’s role 
and	is	part	of	planned	activity	being	delivered	for	Girlguiding.

● Inviting girls or young women to your own home for no reason, or they are not known to have 
any relationship with the girl.

●	 ‘Abuse	of	trust’	means	misusing	your	trusted	role	in	Girlguiding	to	take	advantage	of	a	member.	
For example, persuading them to get involved in criminal activity or any sexual relationship 
with young people (consenting or not) at work or outside work.

●	 Inappropriate	language	and/or	behaviour	towards,	or	with,	girls	and	young	women	–	eg	
sexualised, swearing, insulting or threatening language or behaviour, or physical contact.

● Discriminatory practice or abuse of any kind towards young people or their families, or other 
staff or volunteers.

List continues overleaf
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● Engaging in physical contact with a girl, young woman or adult that may be inappropriate, make the 
individual or a reasonable observer feel uncomfortable, or that could be seen by a reasonable observer 
to	be	violating	reasonable	boundaries.	The	focus	should	be	on	the	Girlguiding	member	initiating	the	
physical contact, and should always be both appropriate and in keeping with meeting the individual’s 
needs.

● Conducting their own investigation into allegations or suspicions of potentially illegal or inappropriate 
behaviour. It is a member’s duty to report the matter to their commissioner or HQ Safeguarding team, 
not to investigate.

● Engaging in any communication with girls or young women they have contact with through their 
volunteering role outside their duties, regardless of who initiated the exchange. For example:

 – Personal phone calls (unsolicited)
 – Electronic communications (email, text message, instant message, online chats, social networking 

– including ‘friending’ – etc)
 – Personal letters
 –	 Excessive	communications	(online	or	offline).

● Singling out an individual and providing special privileges and attention. For example, paying a lot 
of attention to them, giving or sending personalised gifts, or allowing privileges that are excessive, 
unwarranted or inappropriate.

● Taking personal photos or videos. Using a personal mobile phone, camera or video to take pictures of 
a child or young women, or allowing any other person to do so, as well as uploading or copying any 
pictures taken to the internet or personal storage device (USB, Dropbox, etc). 

● Telling inappropriate, sexual or lewd jokes or making comments to a girl, young woman or adult that are, 
or could be seen as, suggestive, explicit or personal. This includes comments about personal appearance.

● Inappropriate outbursts, such as insults, criticism, name calling, swearing or yelling at a person.

● Showing material to other people that is indecent in nature. Included are signs, cartoons, graphic novels, 
calendars, literature, photographs and screen savers. Also, displaying such material in plain view of a 
girl, young woman or adult, or making such material available to others.

● Using alcohol or other intoxicating substances before, or during, any interaction with girls or young 
women, noting policies on the use of illicit drugs.



Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet (Version 1)  33

Summary
Be aware that just because a behaviour or poor practice, such as the examples above, could cause harm, it doesn’t 
mean it is causing harm. However, behaviours or poor practice could potentially escalate. So, it is better that concerns 
are reported to you and acted on early. They can then be managed appropriately, and any risks minimised.

An early report of a concern allows for the behaviour or poor practice to be challenged and corrected before harm  
can	be	caused.	It	is	always	possible	for	you,	as	commissioner,	to	de-escalate	a	concern	from	a	complaint	to	a	
management issue.

You	can	also	consider	the	context	of	the	inappropriate	behaviour	and	who	exactly	is	involved.	Some	cultures’	behaviour	
may	come	across	as	blunt	or	uncaring	and	could	be	seen	as	inappropriate.	It	is	important	that	you	reflect	on	what	can	
be considered the ‘norm’ for that setting when assessing the situation. Remember, the focus of your concern is the 
manner in which that behaviour could be causing harm or be misinterpreted, escalated or result in harm.
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Scenarios
These scenarios help you apply the information in this guide and the ‘Managing Concerns About Adult Volunteers policy 
and	procedure’	to	possible	real-life	situations.	We	have	broken	these	down	to	illustrate	the	issues	and	then	suggested	
actions you will need to consider. Bear in mind, these focus on what you will need to do in terms of compliance. There 
may be other things you should consider as commissioner, which we do not cover here.

The Level 4 A Safe Space workshop will give you many other example scenarios to work through, either individually or  
in groups.

Scenario 1

Things to consider:

● Conduct on Facebook (breach of Volunteer Code of Conduct and Social Media policy).

● Possible mismanagement of unit accounts (breach of Finance policy).

● Not cooperating with district commissioner (breach of Volunteer Code of Conduct).

● Planning and organising of events – is this being done well generally? Is the alleged lack of 
record-keeping	a	one-off,	or	a	pattern	that	needs	addressing?

Immediate actions would include:

●	 Getting	a	screen	shot	of	the	message	for	evidence.

● Taking the message down (either via the moderator or direct to the unit leader who posted it).

● Speaking to the unit leader about her conduct on Facebook and the complaint, explaining she needs 
to	apologise	to	the	parent/carer.	If	she	will	not,	contact	HQ	and	consider	suspension	of	membership.

●	 Contacting	the	parent/carer	to	let	them	know	this	is	being	handled.

A	parent/carer	complained	(through	HQ	Complaints)	that	they	paid	£50	for	an	outing,	but	received	no	receipt	and	 
the	leader	is	now	querying	whether	they	paid.	The	parent/carer	wants	to	cancel	and	get	a	refund.	When	she	asked	
the unit leader on Facebook, the leader posted a message calling the parent a liar and ended by saying, ‘Sue me’.  
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You	follow	the	complaints	procedure	and	there	is	an	investigation.	The	findings	are:

●	 The	unit	leader	apologised	to	the	parent/carer	and	resolved	the	issue	of	the	payment.

●	 There	is	£300	unaccounted	for	in	the	unit	accounts.	The	leader	admits	she	has	had	trouble	
coping with them and thinks there are missing receipts.

● The district commissioner says she has tried to talk to the leader about concerns in how 
accounts are handled, but the leader refused to discuss it.

What	sanctions	do	you	think	are	appropriate?	You’ll	need	to	discuss	with	HQ	Compliance	but	follow-up	should	include:

● A written warning about conduct on Facebook and handling of accounts.

●	 A	financial	restriction	so	that	the	leader	does	not	handle	accounts	for	Girlguiding.	

● An improvement plan – agree some actions for how you want to see things improve. This 
includes receiving direction and support from her local commissioner.

You	should	discuss	and	agree	this	with	your	local	commissioner.	Arrange	to	meet	the	unit	leader	to	go	through	 
the	findings	from	the	investigation.	Let	her	know	what	the	follow-up	will	be.	She	will	need	to	agree	to	any	 
improvement plan. 
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Scenario 2

Things to consider:

●	 Timing	of	REN	submission	and	insufficient	ratio	(breach	of	going	away	procedures).

● Leaders have not completed required recruitment checks (breach of recruitment procedures 
and Safeguarding policy).

●	 Volunteer	not	on	GO	(breach	of	all	of	the	above).

● Second occurrence (lessons have not been learned – consider necessary sanctions).

Immediate actions in relation to this leader would include:

● Notifying her you cannot sign off the REN and that you have a number of concerns that need to 
be followed up. There will be an investigation.

● Checking who is helping her run the units and whether they have completed recruitment checks.

You	arrange	for	an	investigation	to	be	carried	out	under	the	Managing	concerns	about	volunteers	procedure.	The	findings	
are that:

●	 The	unit	leader	is	dedicated	and	well-meaning,	but	not	good	at	planning	or	following	process.

●	 Acknowledges	that	she	is	bound	by	Girlguiding	policies	and	feels	bad	about	‘getting	it	wrong’	
about the residential and the impact on the girls.

● There is not much of a record about what exactly happened six months ago. She did not get a 
written warning.

A	unit	leader	has	arranged	a	sleepover	in	two	days’	time	and	submits	their	Residential	Event	Notification	(REN)	
form.	After	checking,	the	district	commissioner	discovers	the	adult-to-child	ratios	are	not	met.	There	are	four	
named	leaders,	but	two	do	not	have	a	valid	disclosure	check	and	one	is	not	on	GO.	She	contacts	you	for	advice.

This also happened six months ago. 
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What sanctions will you apply? 

You	should	ask	HQ	Compliance	for	further	discussion	and	advice.	You	will	issue	a	written	warning.	This	ensures	the	
incident is recorded and the leader is clear about why her actions were not acceptable. Perhaps this leader does 
not	have	the	suitable	skills	for	doing	a	sleepover	and/or	taking	responsibility	for	running	a	unit?	You	should	consider	
restricting her role accordingly, that is, not to be in a leadership role. If the leader wants to improve, so that she can 
take more responsibility again, you can agree an improvement plan. It describes what you want to see over the next 
year or so, that is, completion of training, and working with a mentor to plan events and activities. A restriction usually 
lasts three years.
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Section 3 – Supporting adult members and volunteers  
Each situation will be different and should be treated as such. When addressing concerns 
with adult members, remember that the individual is likely to feel upset, aggrieved and 
in need of personal support. It is important that everything is done fairly, openly and 
reasonably. 
 
Adult members and volunteers should have someone they can contact for support. This should be a person who is able to 
remain impartial and is not seen to have ‘taken sides’.

Communications
It’s important that the volunteer is kept informed, understands what the concerns are and what action is going to be 
taken. There should, where possible, be a meeting – or at least a phone call – between the volunteer and commissioner 
before any written communication is issued regarding a sanction from HQ.

You	should	always	try	to	meet	the	volunteer,	during	the	investigation	and	once	it	is	over.	You	will	go	over	the	findings	and	
explain what the outcome is and any sanctions you are going to put in place.

Sometimes, a volunteer will not agree to meet with you, but it is important to offer them the opportunity to do so.  

Personal safety
Bear	in	mind	confidentiality,	personal	safety	and	accessibility.	Your	meeting	place	should	be	somewhere	all	parties	feel	
safe and able to discuss matters. It should be free from noise, distraction or being overheard.

When	setting	up	the	meeting,	think	about	who	should	attend.	You	should	ask	someone	else	to	take	notes.	Let	the	
volunteer know who else will be there and what their role is. The volunteer should also have the opportunity to bring 
someone along to support them.  
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An adult member should be given clear information about the concerns being addressed. Ideally, this will be sent to 
the volunteer at the start of the investigation, so they come prepared. Don’t spring anything on them at the meeting 
because it’s not fair and is unlikely to be constructive.

At	meetings	to	discuss	the	findings	of	the	investigation,	make	clear	to	them	why	sanctions	are	being	put	in	place,	
Girlguiding’s	expectations	and	what	is	being	asked	of	them.	Remember,	you	are	working	in	their	best	interests,	too.	Your	
intention	is	to	support,	mentor	and	improve	on	what	they	do.	Any	sanction	will	be	put	in	place	according	to	a	specific	
Girlguiding	policy.	Make	sure	they	know,	and	have	access	to,	the	relevant	policy.

Suspending, restricting and withdrawing role or membership 
It’s important to consider the effect a suspension, restriction or withdrawal can have, in particular on the volunteer’s 
unit. Other volunteers may need to cover the unit temporarily. If no available volunteers can be found, the unit may be 
unable to meet until suitable arrangements can be made. 

Parents/carers	may	be	upset	or	want	further	information	about	the	reasons	for	a	volunteer	stepping	back	from	a	unit,	
or	why	a	unit	will	be	unable	to	meet	for	a	while.	However,	the	matter	must	remain	confidential.	It	is	important	to	
ensure	that	all	parties	involved	are	supported	during	this	time.	We	would	advise	that	parents/carers	and	other	members	
are informed that the volunteer is taking a break for personal reasons and no details are disclosed. 

 

Confidentiality

Sensitive	information	must	remain	confidential.	Information	should	be	disclosed	only	on	a	‘need	to	know’	basis.	In	
most	circumstances,	the	details	of	a	confidential	matter	should	not	be	disclosed	below	county	level.	For	example,	
avoid	disclosing	to	parents/carers	or	other	volunteers	the	reason	why	a	person	is	no	longer	carrying	out	a	role	in	
guiding.	It	is	sufficient	to	say	that	someone	suspended	is	on	a	break.
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Managing people’s expectations
Complaints	and	safeguarding	concerns	are	difficult	and	challenging.	They	can	provoke	unusual	and	unpredictable	
responses and behaviours in those dealing with it. As a volunteer with safeguarding responsibilities, you are likely to 
experience some of the following challenges, and in some cases, you may need to help others to deal with them:

● Rumours or gossip related to the incident.

●	 Guilt	or	blame	from	other	members,	young	people,	or	parents/carers.

● Anger or disbelief.

Be prepared to:

●	 Remind	volunteers	that	they	must	keep	certain	information	confidential.

●	 Explain	that	failing	to	follow	Girlguiding	requirements	can	result	in	their	membership	being	
revoked. It can also expose girls, young women and adults to risk or further harm.

●	 Explain	to	non-members	that	rumours	and	gossip	could	result	in	a	girl,	young	woman	or	adult	
being	put	at	risk	of	harm	or	a	future	investigation	being	jeopardised.	Ask	them	firmly,	but	
politely, if they will help put a stop to rumours and gossip by not spreading it further.

● State that you cannot comment if you are approached for information by anyone who is not 
entitled	to	know.	Repeat	yourself	firmly,	but	clearly,	if	necessary.

● Set aside time to talk to others about how they are feeling and, if necessary, signpost them to 
other sources of support. This includes national helplines and local support organisations. Do 
some research about appropriate organisations ,if needed.

● Set a positive example by remaining calm and professional at all times.

● Overlook other people’s irritability and anger and don’t take it personally. People behave angrily 
in	difficult	and	stressful	situations,	but	that	doesn’t	mean	you	are	the	cause	of	the	anger.

● Reassure people that they are important, and you value them, even if you can’t tell them 
everything they want to know at this time.
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You	may	also	need	to	provide	support	dealing	with	the	effect	of	the	incident.	Talk	to	the	local	Leadership	team	and	the	
Safeguarding team at HQ, to identify what to do next to address:

● Effects on individuals involved directly or indirectly (for example, the individuals who reported 
the concern feeling vulnerable).

●	 The	impact	on	local	guiding	–	especially	if	roles	need	to	be	filled	while	an	adult	is	suspended,	or	
units need to be closed.

 

When dealing with challenging situations, try to see the perspective of the other people involved. This may help you 
to anticipate problems that might arise and plan strategies to resolve them. It is important to manage everyone’s 
expectations.

Don’t	let	the	thought	of	challenging	conversations	prevent	you	from	making	the	right	decisions.	Conflict	cannot	be	
ignored, and addressing issues early can help to prevent further escalation.

It’s	likely	you’ll	be	contacted	by	volunteers	and	parents/carers	locally.	You’ll	need	to	help	adults	understand	what	will	
happen	next,	and	how	they	should	manage	emotions	and	attitudes	–	especially	when	confidential	information	can’t	be	
shared.

There are several signs that can indicate an underlying concern. They don’t all necessarily mean that someone has been 
harmed. But, if seen or reported more than once, they might highlight that a unit is poorly managed, and that young 
people aren’t getting the guiding they deserve. This may lead to unsafe situations or increase the potential risk of 
harm.



42  Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet (Version 1)

Things to bear in mind
Manage reputational risk
You	and	your	colleagues	are	representatives	of	Girlguiding.	The	way	you	behave,	your	words	and	your	attitude	all	reflect	
on	our	organisation	and	people’s	perceptions	of	it.	You	are	expected	to	represent	Girlguiding	positively	at	all	times.	
Safeguarding and complaint issues can be stressful and emotional for all of us. So, please remember to take a moment 
to think before you speak, or to pause before you act, to prevent you from doing or saying anything regrettable. This 
also goes for electronic correspondence, for example, sending emails late at night, or when you’re tired and angry. 

Don’t waste time trying to ‘diagnose’ abuse
You	will	never	be	expected	to	‘diagnose’	abuse	for	a	safeguarding	issue	to	be	taken	seriously.	This	means,	you	don’t	
have	to	be	certain	that	a	certain	type	of	abuse	or	harm	is	happening,	or	could	happen.	You	just	have	to	be	able	to	
report	what	the	concerns	are.	You	don’t	even	need	all	the	information;	just	stick	with	the	bits	you	actually	know.	
Investigating, and potentially putting together a case, is someone else’s job.

Keep yourself safe
Never	put	yourself	in	danger	to	deal	with	a	safeguarding,	complaint	or	compliance	issue.	Girlguiding	does	not	expect	
you to do so. If you are worried about your own safety, seek help from your local leadership team as soon as you can. 
There may be occasions where you feel you are not the right person to manage a concern because of your own personal 
relationships	or	experiences,	or	because	of	the	nature	of	the	concern.	You’re	not	alone.	Ask	for	help	and	support	from	
your team or the HQ teams. 

Stay objective
Never allow your personal view of a disclosure, allegation, incident or concern to prevent you from taking appropriate 
action.	You	don’t	need	to	decide	whether	you	believe	what	you	have	been	told	or	have	read.	Always	act	on	the	basis	
that the information is correct.
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Be fair and consistent
In	every	concern,	you	should	follow	and	implement	Girlguiding’s	policies,	procedures	and	guidelines	fairly	and	
consistently. For example, you must not ‘make exceptions’ if an allegation about a friend is made, and turn a blind eye, 
or be overly quick to judge if a disclosure involves a family that you’ve never really got on with.

A final note on managing behaviour and poor practice

It isn’t always about reacting to incidents or concerns once something has gone wrong. It’s about stopping things 
before they happen. This means you have to be proactive, too.

● Awareness – Make sure your teams understand the policies and attend regular training. 
This will help them to integrate good practice into everyday practices, and to ensure 
young people get the best possible guiding experience.

● Empowerment – Encourage and empower your teams to take responsibility, to challenge 
and report a concern, which helps to ensure young people and adults aren’t put at risk.
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Appendix 1

Supportive hints and tips on how to manage adult volunteers  
What is an honest conversation? 
An	honest	conversation	addresses	something	that,	for	the	sake	of	members	and/or	guiding,	cannot	go	ignored.	It’s	about	
nipping	a	problem	in	the	bud	before	it	gets	any	worse	–	and	harder	to	fix.	The	conversation	could	be	about	tackling	
unacceptable behaviour such as bullying, (‘We need to talk about not shouting at district meetings’); voicing safety 
concerns, (‘We need to talk about not storing girls’ contact details in a folder’); or addressing a breach of regulations 
(‘We need to talk about not smoking near the girls’).

See also How to hold honest conversations.

Tips on having honest conversations  
 DO:

●	 Make	contact	by	email,	phone	or	face-to-face.	Unless	the	complainant	has	specified,	choose	
the	best	way	for	you	both.	Phone	calls	or	face-to-face	are	best	for	discussion,	especially	for	
sensitive or challenging subjects.

● Plan it so you have plenty of time for your conversation and there’s no rush.

● Where and when to meet? If you are meeting, you don’t need to be somewhere formal, but a 
bit of peace and quiet may help. Never go to their home on your own! 

● Explain your role and why you’re making contact to prevent any misunderstanding. 

● Clarify that this is a complaint, what it is and how the complainant wants it resolved.

● Reassure the complainant, as they may be worried or feel they are in trouble.

● Be clear and ask direct and simple questions. Don’t be vague or use jargon or euphemisms.

● Use positive language, like, ‘I want to chat with you about how I can support you more’. This 
should be a positive look at making things better.

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/learning-and-development/training/trainers-talk---honest-conversation.pdf


Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet (Version 1)  45

● Use open questions like: ‘Can you tell me what happened?’ to avoid leading the  
complainant’s answers.

●	 Listen.	You	will	help	the	complainant	relax	and	talk	to	you,	if	you	listen	and	don’t	put	words	
into their mouth or make assumptions.

●	 Give	the	person	time	to	think	and	answer	without	interruption.	Go	at	their	pace.

● Ask the person to clarify anything you are not clear on.

● Explain next stages: What is likely to happen next, and when. The less doubt and more 
understanding, the better. 

● Explain the need for confidentiality	and	that	you	will	keep	information	confidential	unless	
obliged to reveal it.

● Record the conversation by keeping notes, using the complainant’s own words.

● Be professional and polite and stay objective.

 DON’T

● Be vague or use jargon.

● Use leading questions (for example, ‘Did you think it was bad behaviour?’).

● Show or give your opinion – verbally or through your facial expressions (unintentionally by 
frowning, or by the tone of your voice, for example).

●	 Judge.

● Make promises you can’t keep.

●	 Repeat	anything	confidential. 

Always have someone to support you.  
Never go to the complainant’s home on your own.



46  Managing concerns about adult volunteers – Commissioner guidance booklet (Version 1)

What do we mean by challenging behaviour?
Girlguiding’s	distinctive	method	encourages	adult	volunteers	to	work	together	in	small	groups,	and	to	engage	in	local	
self-government	and	decision-making.	Such	a	collaborative	method	means	members	can	sometimes	come	across	
instances	of	challenging	behaviour	displayed	by	adults	in	Girlguiding.

Challenging	behaviour	is	conduct	we	find	unacceptable	in	some	way.	Behaviour	becomes	unacceptable	when	it	hurts	or	
undermines	others.	Or,	it	is	socially	inappropriate	in	a	damaging	way	to	other	people,	or	to	a	project	(within	Girlguiding	
or otherwise), regardless of intention. It could be behaviour that is not in line with our Volunteer Code of Conduct.

Those	with	leading	and	managing	people	roles	in	Girlguiding	may	have	to	manage	situations	involving	challenging	
behaviour. Sometimes, such conduct will be a barrier to the commitment to a common standard. It can prevent leaders 
from working together effectively to deliver excellent guiding to young members. It may also affect other people, both 
members	and	non-members,	and	go	against	the	values	in	the	Promise	and	Guide	Law.

Caring for the individual is central to the management of challenging behaviour. This applies in three ways:

1. Caring for the individual who has been hurt by challenging behaviour. Volunteers for 
Girlguiding	have	a	responsibility	to	make	every	effort	to	safeguard	its	members	from	physical,	
sexual and emotional harm while participating in guiding activities.

2. Caring for the individual who has displayed the behaviour. Whatever the cause of challenging 
behaviour, the focus should not be the behaviour itself. Instead, it must be on care for the 
individuals involved and everyone’s positive role to play in guiding. While it is important to 
manage the behaviour, the person behind it should never be disregarded, as we have a duty  
of care.

3. Caring for yourself as an individual. It is impossible to look at challenging behaviour without 
considering the person dealing with it and their personal responses. Everyone has particular 
issues or feelings about some people that will make them react suddenly and emotionally. 
Be aware of how your own personal responses will affect the way in which you approach an 
incident of challenging behaviour. Ensure you have support to manage any situation.
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Challenging behaviour may take the form of:

● Verbal abuse

● Sarcasm

● Intimidation

● Inappropriate body language

● Bad language

●	 Language	that	can	undermine	people’s	self-esteem

● Silence, actively ignoring people, or disengagement

● Abuse or inappropriate comments through email or social media.

Who is involved?

Challenging	behaviour	may	be	shown	by	and/or	affect:

●	 Young	members

● Leaders

● Other adult volunteers

●	 Parents/carers	of	young	members

● Family members

● Colleagues

● Outside organisations and agencies.
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What are the effects of challenging behaviour?

Short-term	effects	can	include:

● Members, or other people, being hurt physically or emotionally

● Lack of progress on events, projects or developments within local guiding

● Disruption to events and meetings

● Damage to relationships between volunteers.

Long-term	effects	can	include:

● Volunteers or girls not staying in guiding

● Lack of growth in units or areas

● Low motivation within teams and areas

● Lack of innovation and positive change within local areas

●	 Damage	to	Girlguiding’s	reputation,	locally	and	nationally.

Why does challenging behaviour occur?

Challenging behaviour can occur as a result of a wide range of issues, many of which you have no control over.

Within	the	Girlguiding	context,	challenging	behaviour	could	result	from:

● A clash of personalities

● Lack of sensitivity or understanding from other volunteers

● Bullying from another volunteer

●	 A	volunteer	feeling	unable	to	manage	all	the	responsibilities	in	their	Girlguiding	roles

● Poor support or management from other adult volunteers.
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External reasons why any adult’s behaviour might become challenging can include:

● Something that happened before the meeting or event

● Problems brought from home or the workplace

●	 Bullying	outside	Girlguiding

● A medical condition or personal situation affecting them or someone close to them

●	 Difficulty	understanding	other	people’s	points	of	view.

Finding out the cause beyond the immediate issue, while being sensitive to other people’s privacy, can often help you to 
support the adult and other volunteers involved.

Preventing challenging behaviour

In	an	ideal	world,	challenging	behaviour	would	not	be	exhibited	by	any	adults	involved	in	Girlguiding.

However, circumstances, or the thoughts or feelings someone experiences, may lead to them behaving in an 
unacceptable way. The reasons behind challenging behaviour are often outside anyone else’s control. However, there 
are	ways	to	prevent	challenging	behaviour.	One	example	is	by	being	supportive	to	other	Girlguiding	volunteers	and	
creating an environment that fosters positive attitudes among adults. Important ways of doing this include, keeping 
open channels of communication and setting an example with your own behaviour.
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Assertive behaviour

Being assertive means ensuring that your rights, goals and priorities are acknowledged and respected, while not 
infringing on other people’s rights to the same acknowledgement and respect. This is in contrast to aggressive, passive 
or	passive-aggressive	behaviours.

Being clear about the difference between these types of behaviour can be useful for:

●	 Recognising	different	challenging	behaviours,	such	as	aggressive	or	passive-aggressive.

● Knowing when and how to use assertive approaches to prevent challenging behaviour.

● Knowing when and how to use assertive approaches to manage challenging behaviour.

The following four types of behaviour are used in this framework.

1. Passive – not asserting your rights or opinions. This can look like:

  – Lack of eye contact with others.

  – Quiet speech.

  – Not speaking up when you disagree in meetings and conversations.

  – Agreeing to forceful demands or giving in quickly during an argument.

  – Not taking opportunities to state your point of view.

2.  Aggressive – pushing your own rights while infringing other people’s, often in a confrontational 
or hurtful manner. This can look like:

  – Staring, glaring or making confrontational eye contact.

  – Speaking loudly and forcefully, using dramatic or aggressive language.

  – Interrupting, talking over others or dominating conversation.

  – Violent and intimidating body language, such as standing too close or pointing at people.
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3. Passive-aggressive – the indirect expression of hostility or aggression through passive means. 
This could look like:

  – Sarcasm.

  – Stubbornness.

  – Deliberate failure to accomplish tasks.

  – Indirect aggressive communication, such as through notes, email or social media.

4. Assertive – ensuring that your point is stated, and your position is upheld without infringing on 
other people’s. This could look like:

  –	 Good	eye	contact.

  – Calm, clear speech.

  –	 Being	firm	on	important	points	or	goals.

  – Listening to others’ points of view and responding appropriately.

  –	 Accepting	criticism	while	maintaining	a	firm	standpoint.
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Top tips for preventing challenging behaviour
● Ensure that everyone knows what they are expected to do 

If volunteers don’t know what is expected of them, they can be unhappy when they are asked 
to do things they have not anticipated. Be clear what a role involves and what you are asking 
people to do.

● Make new Girlguiding members aware of the Volunteer Code of Conduct and its expectations 

● Make it clear that people can come and talk to you about problems 
Be available and approachable so that you hear about problems early on, and straight from 
the person affected. This will make managing the situation a lot easier for you. Ensure other 
volunteers know when and how you can be contacted, and encourage them to do so.

● Be aware of when others feel overwhelmed or burnt out 
Some	volunteers	have	multiple	roles	and	responsibilities	within,	and	outside,	Girlguiding,	which	
can take its toll on their wellbeing. Show awareness of how others are feeling. For example, 
check that everyone has had enough sleep and downtime during a residential. Or, talk through 
a	difficult	situation	that	a	leader	has	had	to	manage.	This	includes	the	behaviour	of	a	young	
member	or	a	complaint	from	a	parent/carer.	Celebrating	the	successes	of	volunteers,	or	a	local	
team, can also help volunteers to feel appreciated.

● Find the right role for the right person 
Sometimes, volunteers take on tasks or roles before they fully realise the time involved, 
or	for	which	they	find	they	do	not	have	the	skills.	This	can	result	in	a	stressful	experience.	
When recruiting people for tasks or roles, think about whether they have the necessary skills, 
experience, support, time and enthusiasm. If not, is there a different role that they would be 
happier doing? Suitability for a role may change due to a volunteer’s external circumstances, so 
roles should be reviewed regularly.
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Managing challenging behaviour
When	adults	in	Girlguiding	display	challenging	behaviour,	consider	these	points:

● What is the problem with this behaviour? 

●	 What	are	the	effects	of	this	behaviour	on	other	people	and	on	Girlguiding?

● What do I want to happen?

● What approach will work best, with this individual, to enable this to happen? Am I the best 
person to respond to this behaviour?

Depending	on	the	situation,	a	conversation	about	a	member’s	behaviour	is	often	the	first	step.	Sometimes,	this	may	
be a quick reminder of what you need a member to do, and asking whether there is anything they would like to talk to 
you about. At other times, you will need a longer conversation about why the behaviour is unacceptable and what lies 
behind it.

An important skill for someone in a leadership and management role is knowing how to act to manage challenging 
behaviour. Two techniques are outlined below and can be explored through attending the A Safe Space, Level 4 training 
session, and other learning and development sessions. 
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Active listening
In	conversation,	it	is	vital	that	you	listen	properly	and	find	out	what	the	world	looks	like	from	the	other	person’s	point	of	
view. This helps you understand the reasons for their behaviour and how you can support them, so it doesn’t happen again.

Top tips with active listening

● Time  
Give	the	other	person	time	to	form	sentences	about	how	they	are	feeling	and	to	express	
themselves.

● Don’t be afraid of silence  
Sometimes, people need time to process and order their thoughts, especially when upset about 
something. Don’t interrupt.

● Concentration  
Concentrate on what the other person is telling you and ignore the narrative inside your own 
head. Try to avoid immediately linking what you are hearing to your own experiences, feelings 
and opinions.

● Non-verbal cues  
Pay	attention	to	the	other	person’s	non-verbal	communication,	and	what	that	tells	you	about	
their	feelings	and	experiences.	Use	your	own	non-verbal	communication	to	encourage	the	other	
person (for example, leaning forward, smiling, nodding, and making positive eye contact).

● Open questions  
Encourage the other person to express themselves further by asking open questions (for 
example, ‘How did you feel about this?’).

● Reflection  
Respond to the other person by summarising what you have heard them telling you. This can help 
them understand their own feelings and actions, and they can correct you if you have misunderstood.

● Difference  
Be aware that people have different backgrounds and abilities. A person may need more or less 
time to think about what they want to say, or might use different words.
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Moving on after an incident of challenging behaviour
After an incident, relationships between volunteers might be damaged, people could be feeling hurt, and it can seem 
difficult	to	move	on	as	a	volunteer	team	in	the	future.

Top tips for moving on

● Communicate what has happened and move on 
Ensure all the adults involved in the incident know the outcomes and learning. Discuss them all 
together, or by meeting individuals. Make it clear that once this particular incident has been 
closed, it will not be discussed further.

● Celebrate success 
Continue to highlight great guiding and the contribution of all individuals to local guiding. This will 
help	other	volunteers	feel	appreciated,	despite	any	difficult	situations	that	may	have	happened.

● Provide new ways of supporting local guiding 
Incidents of challenging behaviour can highlight a need for things to change. For example, you 
may need to recruit more volunteers to a team, or try a different way of doing things.

● Use personal reflection 
Thinking	about	how	you	feel	about	a	difficult	situation	with	another	adult,	and	acknowledging	
any feelings of hurt or disappointment, can help you move on from the situation.

● Use support networks 
Managing an incident of challenging behaviour can be a really stressful time. Use your own 
support networks within, and outside, guiding to support you, such as friends and family.

● Be positive 
Keep team communications positive and look forward to what you are going to achieve in the future.

● Lead by example 
As a volunteer in a leading role, it is important that you show the behaviour you wish to see 
in the team. For example, don’t hold grudges, but, instead, make efforts to rebuild damaged 
relationships.
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Appendix 2

Who will respond?  

A complaint, concern or allegation is received – can be from 
an	adult	member/volunteer	(at	any	level),	a	youth	member,	
parent/carer,	member	of	the	public	or	statutory	agency.

Should	there	be,	at	any	point,	a	concern	that	girls,	young	women	and/or	adults	at	risk	are	experiencing	abuse,	or	are	at	risk	 
of harm, the Safeguarding team will be informed.

On some occasions, a complaint may be received regarding an ongoing investigation or interventions to manage a volunteer’s conduct. 
It may be necessary for an investigator to be assigned to resolve both this complaint and the initial concern. This will be led by the 

Complaints team, unless there is a safeguarding concern, in which case it will be led by the Safeguarding team.

Are there any concerns that girls, 
young	women	and/or	adults	at	risk	 

(vulnerable adults) are  
experiencing, or are at risk of 

experiencing, harm?

Refer to the Complaints team.

They can offer support on receiving 
complaints and using the  
complaints procedure.

They will oversee any investigation.

Refer to the  
Safeguarding team  
who will initiate an  

investigation and place 
sanctions, as required.

An investigation concludes  
that, while there are no  

safeguarding concerns, a breach  
of our Volunteer Code of Conduct, 

or	a	Girlguiding	policy	or	 
procedure, has taken place.

Are there any concerns that 
girls,	young	women	and/or	adults	

at risk (vulnerable adults) are 
experiencing, or are at risk of 

experiencing, harm?

Refer to the Compliance team.

They can support with the management 
of volunteer behaviour and what to do if 

there is a suspicion that a policy has  
been breached.

The team will place sanctions, as required.

A commissioner has concerns regarding the conduct of a 
volunteer within their team. They feel it is necessary to 

intervene, in order to manage this behaviour.

Yes

No No

Yes
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Appendix 3

Warning Letter Template  
Please see Managing Concerns about 
Volunteers policy and procedure for details 
about when and how a Warning is applied.

This letter should be sent by the county 
commissioner or person appointed by HQ 
or region. It must be viewed and approved 
by	the	country/region	chief,	in	partnership	
with the relevant team at HQ. 

A record of this sanction will be made by 
HQ	on	GO.

Please note:

● When detailing concerns, it’s 
important to use objective language 
and avoid personal opinion.

● Refer to the third person when 
outlining concerns, for example, 
‘use of inappropriate language’ or 
‘consent forms not completed in 
line	with	Girlguiding	compliance	
procedures’.

Dear 

Following our recent meeting on [DATE],	I	am	writing	to	confirm	
the outcome of our discussion.

I requested this meeting due to the following concerns:

[INSERT	BRIEF	SUMMARY	OF	CONCERNS]

I enclose with this letter a copy of notes taken during the 
meeting.

As a result of these concerns, and our subsequent discussion, we 
agreed the following actions would be followed: 

[INSERT	BRIEF	SUMMARY	OF	AGREED	ACTIONS]

Please be aware that any further instances of failure to comply 
with	Girlguiding	Expectations	will	lead	to	further	action.	This	
may include the restriction or withdrawal of your volunteer 
role(s).

Of	course,	I	hope	this	will	not	be	necessary	and	I	am	confident	
that you will adhere to the recommendations that have been 
made. 

Please	be	assured	that	this	information	will	be	kept	confidential.

Thank	you	for	the	time	and	dedication	you	give	to	Girlguiding.

Yours	sincerely,

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/making-guiding-happen/policies/girlguiding-policies/managing-concerns-about-adult-volunteers-policy/


Safeguarding
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Appendix 4

Improvement plan  
Adult member name:           Membership number:

Girlguiding	is	committed	to	the	learning,	development	and	wellbeing	of	all	its	volunteers,	and	the	young	people	it	supports.	 
Where	a	volunteer’s	conduct	falls	below	Girlguiding	expectations,	this	will	be	discussed	with	them.	

An	improvement	plan	aims	to	address	any	areas	identified	for	development,	by	providing	the	relevant	guidance,	mentoring	and	training.

The	following	improvement	plan	has	been	agreed	by	the	above-named	volunteer	and																																																																			to	address	specific	
concerns.

I	understand	that	this	plan	forms	part	of	the	terms	under	which	I	can	continue	to	volunteer	in	a	Girlguiding	capacity.	In	signing	this,	I	am	also	confirming	that	I	support	the	aims	and	objectives	
of	Girlguiding	and	agree	to	abide	by	its	policy	and	regulations.	I	understand	that	if	actions	are	not	completed	as	required	and	within	the	required	time	frame,	further	sanctions	may	apply.	If	any	
actions need amending, or if I require more time, I shall discuss this with my county commissioner. 

Signed: Signed:

Dated: Dated:

Adult member County commissioner (or region chief)

Desired outcome How we will do this By whom By date Any additional detail Progress 

Review date:
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