Employment tribunal rules on dismissal of charity shop manager over volunteer misconduct
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A recent employment tribunal has highlighted the dismissal of Adelaide Ribaud, a manager at a Cancer Research charity shop, due to misconduct involving volunteer management. The tribunal, which convened in Watford, Hertfordshire, examined the case after a series of complaints were filed against Ms Ribaud by three volunteers working at the Edgware shop in London. Her employment spanned from July 2018 to March 2023.
The conflict arose when Ms Ribaud removed certain volunteers from a WhatsApp group chat, which she deemed necessary after claiming they had been irritating her. Among the volunteers who raised grievances were Dafta Shah, Rubeena Anwar, and Adelle Clancy. Shah did not receive an explanation when Ms Ribaud refused her permission to volunteer following a period of leave in October 2022. Anwar reported that upon her arrival for a scheduled shift in November 2022, her access to the till was revoked, and she had been unceremoniously removed from the volunteer group chat. Clancy reported being upset by a 'rude' message Ms Ribaud sent her after interpreting a previous message as sarcastic.
During the tribunal's hearings, it was established that Ms Ribaud showed a lack of remorse for her actions. Employment Judge Amy French noted that Ms Ribaud acknowledged that she could have been more courteous yet seemed to underplay the significance of her behaviour. The judge remarked on the unique dependence of Cancer Research UK on its volunteers, stating that they represent the "life blood of the charity," and any mismanagement could lead to significant operational challenges.
At a disciplinary meeting in March 2023, Ms Ribaud accepted the "essential elements" of her misconduct but argued that her actions should not be classified as gross misconduct. However, the tribunal concluded otherwise, stating that Ms Ribaud's lack of remorse and her actions created a risk of further incidents, thus constituting a serious breach of trust expected within the charity's work environment.
The tribunal ultimately dismissed Ms Ribaud’s claims of unfair dismissal, wrongful dismissal, and victimisation, ruling that the charity was justified in terminating her employment without notice due to the findings of her gross misconduct. The case underscores the complexities of managing volunteer relationships within non-profit contexts, where the balance of authority and sensitivity to the volunteer base can impact overall charity operations.
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