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University Ombuds Office Annual Report 
  September 2, 2008 - September 1, 2009 


 
Attached are data from the first year’s operation of the University Ombuds Office, including 
number of visitors, employee classification of visitors, and gender.  Issues or concerns raised by 
visitors are tabulated according the International Ombudsman Association (IOA) uniform 
reporting categories (a copy of the IOA categories are appended to this report).  In some places, 
data are further subdivided according to non-faculty or faculty employee status.  In places where 
this occurs, my intention is to present information in the most meaningful way for the offices 
overseeing personnel matters for faculty (Office of the Provost) and for non-faculty employees 
(Human Resources). 
 
When reviewing the data, it is important to interpret the information in the context of how the 
ombudsperson comes in contact with visitors and how issues are tabulated.  Visitors voluntarily 
contact the office; no one is compelled to interact with the ombudsperson.  The ombudsperson 
serves as a neutral party and does not attempt to conclude the veracity of any statements by 
parties or determine the facts of what is being described.   The issues raised are recorded based 
on what visitors report and later translated into the IOA categories.  Thus, there are no verbatim 
quotes from visitors nor is there information that might reveal the source of a reported issue. 
 
Visitors 
 
The visitor data presented can only be interpreted as the number (or percentage) of employees 
experiencing a workplace concern who have chosen to contact the Ombuds Office as a neutral 
and confidential means to explore options towards resolving an issue.  The data presented does 
not represent the percentage of all employees experiencing conflict nor the extent to which 
employees seek other informal methods of resolving conflict.   
 
Approximate usage rates of Ombuds offices at colleges and universities range from 1% to 5% of 
the constituency population.  The usage rate in the first year of the Auburn University Ombuds 
Office was 2.5%. 
 
Issues or concerns raised by visitors to the Ombuds Office 
 
Issues raised range across several categories for any given visitor.  Often, a visitor will have in 
mind one or few main concern(s) but several other issues will be revealed during the course of an 
interaction.  The Ombudsperson makes no attempt to assess what a visitor’s major concern or 
most important concern may be when recording issues.  Despite this limitation, the data may be 
helpful to readers in discerning the types and frequencies of issues on the minds of people 
choosing to explore an informal resolution or other approaches to workplace problems.  As is the 
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______________________ 
a  see Gadlin H (2000). The ombudsman: What’s in a name?  Negotiation Journal 16(1), 37-48. 
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case with usage rate, the types of issues raised are very much in line with reports from ombuds 
offices at other universities. 
 
The 125 visitors raised a total 891 issues (7.1 issues per visitor).    The largest IOA category of 
concern raised by visitors was in the area of Evaluative Relationships, issues arising amidst 
supervisor-supervisee relationships (45.7% of all issues).  This observation is a consistent finding 
in the reports of most ombuds reports available for review. 
 
Pre-dispute versus Post-dispute 
 
The Ombuds Office is designed as an informal mechanism, when appropriate, to address 
workplace concerns.  Thus, an assessment of whether the visitors concern was prior to a formal 
action (pre-dispute) or after a formal action (post-dispute) was recorded.  Of all visitors, 108 
(86.8%) were addressing a pre-dispute issue and 17 (13.2%) made contact with the Ombuds 
Office following engagement in a formal dispute resolution process or after attempting to 
address their concern with a campus regulatory or compliance office. 
 


_________________________________________ 


Mirroring the response of institutions in academia, private industry, and government, Auburn 
University on September 2, 2008 established the Ombuds Office as a two-year pilot program to 
assist employees pursuing informal resolution of workplace concerns or problems. The 
University Ombudsperson is intended to serve as an organizational ombudsperson. There are a 
variety of Ombuds models all emphasizing that the incumbent has no command authority, 
functions independently of normal reporting channels, does not serve in other roles that could 
jeopardize neutrality, and is committed to confidentiality of communications to the extent 
allowed by law.a  The distinction of an organizational ombudsperson is the absence of the 
intention or ability to conduct formal investigations, be a finder of facts, publish findings, or 
render judgments on grievances whereas statutory or classical ombudpersons are vested with 
these powers.  The University Senate resolution describing the University Ombuds Office and 
the Standards of Practice and Code of Ethics of the IOA are appended to this report.  


I am grateful to those with whom I have visited for their enthusiasm and creativity in pursuing 
solutions to the problems they experienced.   I can also confidently report to our community that 
when it was necessary to reach out to administrators and administrative offices across campus I 
was received with the utmost professionalism, cooperation, and eagerness to find a positive 
outcome for all concerned parties.  In particular, the leadership of the University Senate, A&P 
Assembly, and Staff Council and the President’s Office, Office of the Provost, and Human 
Resources were instrumental in any success the office may have had in this first year. 


Respectfully submitted, 


 
Jim Wohl, DVM, MPA 
University Ombudsperson and Professor     October 6, 2009 
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Estimated Ombuds Office Service Population:  These estimated numbers and 
percentages of the university employee population served by the Ombuds Office are 
unofficial numbers tabulated solely for the purpose of interpreting the visitor data for the 
University Ombuds Office.  
 
 
 


Table 1.  Total Estimated Employees (excluding TES):  ~ 5010 
 


Classification number % total % male % female 
Faculty *  ~1860 ~37% ~62% ~38% 
Non-faculty ~3150 ~63% ~ 40% ~ 60% 


A&P ~1495 ~30% ~ 49% ~ 51% 
Staff ~1655 ~33% ~ 34% ~ 66% 


 
*  tenure track and non tenure track  


 
 
 
 
 


Table 2.  Ombuds Office Visitor Demographics & Employee Classification   
Total visitors = 125 


 
Classification Number % visitors % total 


population 
% male % female 


Faculty * 54 43.2% 2.9 % 63% 37% 
Non-faculty 71 56.8% 2.3% 32.4% 67.6% 


A&P 34 27.2% 2.3% 26.5% 76.5% 
Staff 30 24.0% 1.8% 26.7% 73.3% 


Other 7 5.6% 0.2%   
Total visitors 125 100% 2.5% 44.8% 55.2% 


 
* 76% (41/54) of faculty visitors were tenured 
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Table 3.  Ombudsperson Actions in Response to 125 visitors (multiple actions may be 
taken with any given visitor). 
 
Action Number of 


visitors 
Percentage 
of visitors 


Individual consultation / problem solving 
 


90 72% 


Referral to policy or campus agency/office 
 


41 32.8% 


Unit consultation or mediation 
 


17 13.6% 


Notify campus office on behalf of visitor 
 


2 1.6% 


Inquiry to campus office on behalf of visitor 
 


17 13.6% 


Look into situations, procedures, or problems 
 


6 4.8% 


Provide upward feedback to administrators / leaders 
 


10 8% 


 
Individual consultation / problem solving:  Listening, providing and receiving 
information, reframing issues, discussing options for a addressing a visitor’s concern 
rather than choosing for a visitor how to respond. Many visitors to an ombuds office are 
seeking an impartial listener to assist them in verbally expressing a concern.  No further 
action may be desired or needed.   
 
Referral to policy or campus agency/office:  Ombuds officers are in a position to 
respond to confidential inquiries for referral to appropriate offices or services that are 
available on campus. The ombudsperson must be well versed in university grievance 
procedures and have a working knowledge of the appropriate offices responsible for 
regulatory and compliance functions of the university.  This information resource 
function compliments the ombudsperson’s practice of remaining up to date and 
knowledgeable of current university policies. 
 
Unit consultation / mediation: A visitor may seek the ombudsperson’s assistance in 
finding an intermediary in speaking with another party privately in resolving a conflict – 
sometimes shuttling between parties and other times through a facilitated discussion 
similar to mediation.  The intermediary may be the ombudsperson or another appropriate 
person.  The ombudsperson may serve as a facilitator with groups when requested and 
when appropriate or refer multiparty conflicts to facilitation services elsewhere on or off 
campus.  The ombudsperson only serves in any of these roles with the permission of the 
involved parties. 
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Notify campus office on behalf of visitor:  Under certain circumstances, the 
ombudsperson may notify a campus office of information on behalf of a visitor in order 
to surface allegations while protecting the observer’s identity or safety.   
 
Inquiry to campus office on behalf of visitor:  A visitor may wish to confidentially 
seek clarification regarding the meaning of a specific university policy or procedure. 
 
Look into situations, procedures, or problems:  The ombudsperson does not perform 
formal fact finding investigations. On rare occasions, the informal practice of looking 
into or following up on an issue at the request of a visitor wishing to remain anonymous 
may be undertaken with the understanding that the information may be used in advancing 
an informal resolution.  When looking into a situation uncovers that a more formal 
investigation is warranted, the ombudsperson will turn the issue over to the appropriate 
office of responsibility. 
 
Provide upward feedback to administrators / leaders:  Throughout the year, the 
ombudsperson may report observations when series of related concerns are tied to 
systemic conditions, ambiguities of policy or procedure, or absence of policy.  These 
communications are made while preserving visitors’ anonymity. 
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Table 4.  Total Issues Raised by Visitors – IOA Categories 
N= 891 issues raised by 125 visitors (mean = 7.1 issues per visitor) 
 


IOA Issues Category % of total concerns  
Compensation & Benefits:  Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about 
the equity, appropriateness and competitiveness of employee compensation, 
benefits and other benefit programs. 
 


2% 


Evaluative Relationships:  Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries arising 
between people in evaluative relationships (i.e. supervisor-employee, faculty-
student.) 
 


45.7% 


Peer & Colleague Relationships:  Questions, concerns, issues or 
inquiries involving peers or colleagues who do not have a supervisory– 
employee or student–professor relationship (e.g., two staff members within the 
same department or conflict involving members of a student organization.) 
 


9.2% 


Career Profession and Development:  Questions, concerns, issues or 
inquiries about administrative processes and decisions regarding entering and 
leaving a job, what it entails, (i.e., recruitment, nature and place of assignment, 
job security, and separation.) 
 


9.9% 


Legal, Regulatory, Financial, and Compliance:  Questions, concerns, 
issues or inquiries that may create a legal risk (financial, sanction etc.) for the 
organization or its members if not addressed, including issues related to waste, 
fraud or abuse. 
 


3.3% 


Safety, Health, and Physical Environment:  Questions, concerns, 
issues or inquiries about Safety, Health and Infrastructure-related issues. 
 


1.6% 


Services/Administration Issues: Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries 
about services or administrative offices including from external parties.  
 


6.6% 


Organizational, Strategic, and Mission Related:  Questions, concerns, 
issues or inquiries that relate to the whole or some part of an organization. 
 


16% 


Values, Ethics, and Standards:  Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries 
about the fairness of organizational values, ethics, and/or standards, the 
application of related policies and/or procedures, or the need for creation or 
revision of policies, and/or standards. 
 


5.7% 


Total (N=891) 100% 
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Table 5.  Issues Raised by Number of Visitors (% of total visitors: n= 125) and 
subcategorized as percentage of faculty and non-faculty visitors raising concern 
(see appendix for descriptions of IOA categories) 


Selected Concerns Raised by Visitors Total 
(n=125) 


Faculty 
(n=54) 


Non-
faculty 
(n=71) 


1. Compensation & Benefits 
1a rate of pay, job classification 9.6% (12) 7.4% 11.3% 
1c benefits 3.2% (4)   


2. Evaluative Relationships (supervisory) 
2a priorities, values, beliefs 25.6% (32) 27.8% 23.9% 
2b disrespect, ruse, crude, disregard of people 30.4% (38) 29.6% 31% 
2c trust/integrity suspicions 25.6% (32) 31.5% 21.1% 
2d reputation, rumors, gossip 28% (35) 33.3% 23.9% 
2e communication, poor quality or quantity 41.6% (52) 44.4% 39.4% 
2f bullying, abusive, coercive behavior 8% (10) 3.7% 11.3% 
2g insensitivity to diversity 8% (10)   
2h punitive behaviors, retaliation 14.4% (18) 11.1% 16.9% 
2j fairness of assignments, schedules 12.8% (16) 7.4% 9.9% 
2k manner of feedback given or received 12.8% (16) 11.1% 8.5% 
2l supervisor consultation 7.2% (9)   


2m performance appraisal 12.8% (16) 5.6% 18.3% 
2n unit/departmental climate, norms 23.2% (29) 24.1% 27.5% 
2o supervisor failure to address work issues 28.8% (36) 25.9% 31% 
2q manner of disciplinary actions 11.2% (14) 1.9% 18.3% 
2r inequity of treatment, favoritism 13.6% (17) 18.5% 9.9% 


3. Peer and Colleague Relationships 
3a priorities, values, beliefs 8.8% (11)   
3b disrespect, ruse, crude, disregard of people 12.8% (16) 14.8% 11.3% 
3c trust/integrity suspicions 4% (5)   
3d reputation, rumors, gossip 14.4% (18) 16.7% 12.7% 
3e communication, poor quality or quantity 10.4% (13) 11.1% 9.9% 
3f bullying, abusive, coercive behavior 7.2% (9)   
3h punitive behaviors, retaliation 3.2% (4)   
3i actual harm or threats of harm 3.2% (4)   


4. Career Progression and Development 
4a job application selection recruitment 8.8% (11)   
4b job description after new position 8.8% (11)   
4c involuntary transfer/change of assignment 6.4% (8)   
4d tenure/position security/ambiguity 7.2% (9)   
4e ability to achieve promotion, tenure 15.2% (19) 16.7% 11.3% 
4f rotation/duration of assignment 6.4% (8)   
4h disputed termination, nonrenewal 6.4% (8)   
4k career development opportunities, support 7.2% (9)   


5. Legal, Regulatory, Compliance 
5b business, financial practices 7.2% (9)   
5d discrimination, different treatment 8.8% (11)   
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6. Safety, Health, Physical Environment 
6a meeting safety requirements  4% (5)   
6i work related stress (non-interpersonal) 3.2% (4)   
 7. Services & Administrative Actions (including external) 


7a quality of service, accuracy, thoroughness 5.6% (7)   
7b responsiveness, timeliness 8% (10)   
7c  decisions, application of rules (non-


disciplinary) 
28% (35) 29.6% 26.8% 


7d behavior of service provider(s) 5.6% (7)   
8. Organizational, Strategic, Mission Issues 


8a technical management of mission 8% (10)   
8b leadership, management decisions 24% (30) 33.3% 16.9% 
8c use/abuse or positional power/authority 15.2% (19) 18.5% 12.7% 
8d communication re strategy, mission 8% (10)   
8e restructuring and relocation 11.2% (14) 13% 9.9% 
8f climate, morale, capacity to function 16.8% (21) 25.9% 9.9% 
8g adaptability of unit to stated changes 11.2% (14) 16.7% 7% 
8h priority setting and funding 6.4% (8)   
8j inter-organizational work territory 12.8% (16) 16.7% 9.9% 


9. Values, Ethics & Standards 
9a applicability or lack of conduct codes 15% (19) 20.4% 11.3% 
9b values, culture of the organization 16% (20) 24.1% 9.9% 
9c scientific misconduct, lack of integrity 3.2% (4)   
9d applicability or lack of other guidelines 6.4% (8)   
 


 








    


   INTERNATIONAL OMBUDSMAN ASSOCIATION    
   Uniform Reporting Categories 
 


1. Compensation & Benefits  
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about the 
equity, appropriateness and competitiveness of 
employee compensation, benefits and other benefit 
programs. 
 
1.a  Compensation (rate of pay, salary amount, 


job salary classification/level) 
1.b  Payroll (administration of pay, check wrong or 


delayed) 
1.c  Benefits (decisions related to medical, dental, 


life, vacation/sick leave, education, worker’s 
compensation insurance, etc.) 


1.d Retirement, Pension (eligibility, calculation of 
amount, retirement pension benefits) 


1.e Other (any other employee compensation or 
benefit not described by the above sub-
categories)  


 .................................................................. 
 .................................................................. 


 
 
2. Evaluative Relationships 


Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries arising 
between people in evaluative relationships (i.e. 
supervisor-employee, faculty-student.) 
 
2.a  Priorities, Values, Beliefs (differences about 


what should be considered important – or most 
important – often rooted in ethical or moral 
beliefs) 


2.b Respect/Treatment (demonstrations of 
inappropriate regard for people, not listening, 
rudeness, crudeness, etc.) 


2.c Trust/Integrity (suspicion that others are not 
being honest, whether or to what extent one 
wishes to be honest, etc.) 


2.d Reputation (possible impact of rumors and/or 
gossip about professional or personal matters) 


2.e Communication (quality and/or quantity of 
communication) 


2.f Bullying, Mobbing (abusive, threatening, 
and/or coercive behaviors) 


2.g Diversity-Related (comments or behaviors 
perceived to be insensitive, offensive, or 
intolerant on the basis of an identity-related 
difference such as race, gender, nationality, 
sexual orientation) 


2.h Retaliation (punitive behaviors for previous 
actions or comments, whistleblower) 


2.i Physical Violence (actual or threats of bodily 
harm to another) 


2.j Assignments/Schedules (appropriateness or 
fairness of tasks, expected volume of work) 


2.k Feedback (feedback or recognition given, or 
responses to feedback received) 


2.l Consultation (requests for help in dealing with 
issues between two or more individuals they 
supervise/teach or with other unusual 
situations in evaluative relationships) 


2.m Performance Appraisal/Grading 
(job/academic performance in formal or 
informal evaluation) 


2.n Departmental Climate (prevailing behaviors, 
norms, or attitudes within a department for 
which supervisors or faculty have 
responsibility.) 


2.o Supervisory Effectiveness (management of 
department or classroom, failure to address 
issues) 


2.p Insubordination (refusal to do what is asked) 
2.q Discipline (appropriateness, timeliness, 


requirements, alternatives, or options for 
responding) 


2.r Equity of Treatment (favoritism, one or more 
individuals receive preferential treatment) 


2.s Other (any other evaluative relationship not 
described by the above sub-categories)  


 .................................................................. 
 .................................................................. 


 
 
3. Peer and Colleague Relationships 


Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries involving 
peers or colleagues who do not have a supervisory– 
employee or student–professor relationship (e.g., 
two staff members within the same department or 
conflict involving members of a student 
organization.) 
3.a Priorities, Values, Beliefs (differences about 


what should be considered important – or most 
important – often rooted in ethical or moral 
beliefs) 


3.b Respect/Treatment (demonstrations of 
inappropriate regard for people, not listening, 
rudeness, crudeness, etc.)  


3.c Trust/Integrity (suspicion that others are not 
being honest, whether or to what extent one 
wishes to be honest, etc.) 


3.d Reputation (possible impact of rumors and/or 
gossip about professional or personal matters) 


3.e Communication (quality and/or quantity of 
communication) 


3.f Bullying, Mobbing (abusive, threatening, 
and/or coercive behaviors) 


3.g Diversity-Related (comments or behaviors 
perceived to be insensitive, offensive, or 
intolerant on the basis of an identity-related 
difference such as race, gender, nationality, 
sexual orientation) 


3.h Retaliation (punitive behaviors for previous 
actions or comments, whistleblower) 


3.i Physical Violence (actual or threats of bodily 
harm to another) 


3.j Other (any peer or colleague relationship not 
described by the above sub-categories)  


 .................................................................. 
 .................................................................. 


 
 
 


4. Career Progression and Development 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about 
administrative processes and decisions regarding 
entering and leaving a job, what it entails, (i.e., 
recruitment, nature and place of assignment, job 
security, and separation.) 
 
4.a Job Application/Selection and Recruitment 


Processes (recruitment and selection 
processes, facilitation of job applications, 
short-listing and criteria for selection, disputed 
decisions linked to recruitment and selection) 


4.b Job Classification and Description (changes 
or disagreements over requirements of 
assignment, appropriate tasks) 


4.c Involuntary Transfer/Change of Assignment 
(notice, selection and special dislocation 
rights/benefits, removal from prior duties, 
unrequested change of work tasks) 


4.d Tenure/Position Security/Ambiguity 
(security of position or contract, provision of 
secure contractual categories)  


4.e Career Progression (promotion, 
reappointment, or tenure) 


4.f Rotation and Duration of Assignment (non-
completion or over-extension of assignments in 
specific settings/countries, lack of access or 
involuntary transfer to specific 
roles/assignments, requests for transfer to 
other places/duties/roles) 


4.g Resignation (concerns about whether or how 
to voluntarily terminate employment or how 
such a decision might be communicated 
appropriately) 


4.h Termination/Non-Renewal (end of contract, 
non-renewal of contract, disputed permanent 
separation from organization) 


4.i Re-employment of Former or Retired Staff 
(loss of competitive advantages associated 
with re-hiring retired staff, favoritism) 


4.j Position Elimination (elimination or abolition 
of an individual’s position) 


4.k Career Development, Coaching, Mentoring 
(classroom, on-the-job, and varied 
assignments as training and developmental 
opportunities) 


4.l Other (any other issues linked to recruitment, 
assignment, job security or separation not 
described by the above sub-categories)  


 .................................................................. 
 .................................................................. 
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5. Legal, Regulatory, Financial and 


Compliance 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries that may 
create a legal risk (financial, sanction etc.) for the 
organization or its members if not addressed, 
including issues related to waste, fraud or abuse. 
 
5.a Criminal Activity (threats or crimes planned, 


observed, or experienced, fraud) 
5.b Business and Financial Practices 
 (inappropriate actions that abuse or waste 


organizational finances, facilities or equipment) 
5.c Harassment (unwelcome physical, verbal, 


written, e-mail, audio, video psychological or 
sexual conduct that creates a hostile or 
intimidating environment) 


5.d Discrimination (different treatment compared 
with others or exclusion from some benefit on 
the basis of, for example, gender, race, age, 
national origin, religion, etc.[being part of an 
Equal Employment Opportunity protected 
category – applies in the U.S.]) 


5.e Disability, Temporary or Permanent, 
Reasonable Accommodation (extra time on 
exams, provision of assistive technology, 
interpreters, or Braille materials including 
questions on policies, etc. for people with 
disabilities) 


5.f Accessibility (removal of physical barriers, 
providing ramps, elevators, etc.) 


5.g Intellectual Property Rights (e.g., copyright 
and patent infringement) 


5.h Privacy and Security of Information (release 
or access to individual or organizational private 
or confidential information) 


5.i Property Damage (personal property damage, 
liabilities) 


5.j Other (any other legal, financial and 
compliance issue not described by the above 
sub-categories)  


 .................................................................. 
 .................................................................. 


 
6. Safety, Health, and Physical 


Environment 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about 
Safety, Health and Infrastructure-related issues. 
 
6.a Safety (physical safety, injury, medical 


evacuation, meeting federal and state 
requirements for training and equipment) 


6.b Physical Working/Living Conditions 
(temperature, odors, noise, available space, 
lighting, etc) 


6.c Ergonomics (proper set-up of workstation 
affecting physical functioning) 


6.d Cleanliness (sanitary conditions and facilities 
to prevent the spread of disease) 


6.e Security (adequate lighting in parking lots, 
metal detectors, guards, limited access to 
building by outsiders, anti-terrorists measures 
(not for classifying “compromise of classified or 
top secret” information) 


6.f Telework/Flexplace (ability to work from home 
or other location because of business or 
personal need, e.g., in case of man-made or 
natural emergency) 


6.g Safety Equipment (access to/use of safety 
equipment as well as access to or use of 
safety equipment, e.g., fire extinguisher) 


6.h Environmental Policies (policies not being 
followed, being unfair ineffective, cumbersome) 


6.i Work Related Stress and Work–Life 
Balance (Post-Traumatic Stress, Critical 
Incident Response, internal/external stress, 
e.g. divorce, shooting, caring for sick, injured) 


6.j Other (any safety, health, or physical 
environment issue not described by the above 
sub-categories) 


 ...................................................................... 
 ...................................................................... 
 


 
7. Services/Administrative Issues  


Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about  
services or administrative offices including from 
external parties. 
 
7.a Quality of Services (how well services were 


provided, accuracy or thoroughness of 
information, competence, etc.) 


7.b Responsiveness/Timeliness (time involved in 
getting a response or return call or about the 
time for a complete response to be provided) 


7.c Administrative Decisions and 
Interpretation/Application of Rules (impact 
of non-disciplinary decisions, decisions about 
requests for administrative and academic 
services, e.g., exceptions to policy deadlines or 
limits, refund requests, appeals of library or 
parking fines, application for financial aid, etc.) 


7.d Behavior of Service Provider(s) (how an 
administrator or staff member spoke to or dealt 
with a constituent, customer, or client, e.g., 
rude, inattentive, or impatient) 


7.e Other (any services or administrative issue not 
described by the above sub-categories)  


 .................................................................. 
 .................................................................. 


 
 
8. Organizational, Strategic, and Mission 


Related  
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries that relate 
to the whole or some part of an organization. 
 
8.a Strategic and Mission-Related/ Strategic 


and Technical Management (principles, 
decisions and actions related to where and 
how the organization is moving) 


8.b Leadership and Management 
(quality/capacity of management and/or 
management/leadership decisions, suggested 
training, reassignments and reorganizations) 


8.c Use of Positional Power/Authority (lack or 
abuse of power provided by individual’s 
position) 


8.d Communication (content, style, timing, effects 
and amount of organizational and leader’s 
communication, quality of communication 
about strategic issues) 


8.e Restructuring and Relocation (issues related 
to broad scope planned or actual restructuring 
and/or relocation affecting the whole or major 
divisions of an organization, e.g. downsizing, 
off shoring, outsourcing) 


8.f Organizational Climate (issues related to 
organizational morale and/or capacity for 
functioning) 


8.g Change Management (making, responding or 
adapting to organizational changes, quality of 
leadership in facilitating organizational change) 


8.h Priority Setting and/or Funding (disputes 
about setting organizational/departmental 
priorities and/or allocation of funding within 
programs) 


8.i Data, Methodology, Interpretation of 
Results (scientific disputes about the conduct, 
outcomes and interpretation of studies and 
resulting data for policy) 


8.j Interdepartment/Interorganization 
Work/Territory (disputes about which 
department/organization should be doing 
what/taking the lead) 


8.k Other (any organizational issue not described 
by the above sub-categories)  


 ...................................................................... 
 ...................................................................... 


 
  
9. Values, Ethics, and Standards 


Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about the 
fairness of organizational values, ethics, and/or 
standards, the application of related policies and/or 
procedures, or the need for creation or revision of 
policies, and/or standards.  
 
9.a Standards of Conduct (fairness, applicability 


or lack of behavioral guidelines and/or Codes 
of Conduct, e.g., Academic Honesty, 
plagiarism, Code of Conduct, conflict of 
interest) 


9.b Values and Culture (questions, concerns or 
issues about the values or culture of the 
organization) 


9.c Scientific Conduct/Integrity (scientific or 
research misconduct or misdemeanors, e.g., 
authorship; falsification of results) 


9.d Policies and Procedures NOT Covered in 
Broad Categories 1 thru 8 (fairness or lack of 
policy or the application of the policy, policy not 
followed, or needs revision, e.g., appropriate 
dress, use of internet or cell phones) 


9.e Other (Other policy, procedure, ethics or 
standards issues not described in the above 
sub-categories)  


 ...................................................................... 
 ...................................................................... 
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Ombudsperson Commentary:  Perspectives on conflict theory and academic life 
 


The first annual report of the University Ombuds Office provides a profile of 
activity that is remarkably similar across reports from other college and university 
ombuds offices.  Perhaps this is to be expected; conflict is an inherent feature of 
university life.  Universities are driven towards multiple and often competing missions, 
are populated by several constituencies with differing relationships with the university, 
exhibit formalities of shared governance while maintaining a hierarchical, even monastic, 
organizational structure, and are under perennial financial duress.  Colliding goals among 
campus constituencies and university missions can breed complicated interest-based 
conflicts that are not always well suited for formalized grievance procedures typically 
found in academic institutions.   
 


Faculty, staff, administrators, and students coexist on campus and seek their 
collective and individual needs in an environment predicated on open criticism to ideas 
and competition. Indeed, the confrontational aspect of academia attracts, and may even 
indoctrinate a tolerance (if not desire) for conflictual discourse and communication.1  At 
the same time, we acknowledge our work is rooted in collegiality, shared governance, 
and consensus building and our administrators usually place a premium on maintaining 
harmony among those they lead and serve.  The seeming incongruity between 
confrontation and collegiality provides fertile ground for conflict among members of 
most all university communities.2  And still, superimposed on the unique enterprise in 
which we are engaged, are sources of conflict that can be present in any other social 
setting or workplace.3  In reviewing this years report (or thinking about problems in one’s 
own unit), classifying issues as relationship conflict (How we get along), task conflict 
(How we get things done), and process conflict (How we decide to get things done) can 
give us a starting place for discussing solutions.   


 
Another lens by which to consider the information in this report is to distinguish 


between disputes resulting from conflict over resources, conflict over needs, and conflict 
over values.  Financial constraints, particularly this year, have dominated all facets of our 
work life.  Conflicts occur in response to the distribution of resources and the process by 
which resources are allocated.  Conflict over needs involve social and psychological 
factors such as self esteem, autonomy, power, and respect.  Needs, and their relevant 
priority, vary between individuals and are generally more hidden sources of conflict.  
Conflict over values is still less tangible and touches our understanding of the purpose 
and goals of our university, unit, or department. 
 


It may also be helpful to perceive conflict as arising out of the collision of 
competitive, cooperative, or individualistic motives.4  The work cultures in which we 
hope to thrive may ultimately promote competitive-individualistic behaviors and 
minimize cooperative behaviors at the expense of our idealized value of collegiality.5  
Faculty, in particular, often work in isolation and are rewarded for individual 
achievements.  At times, distribution of rewards and resources can be explained or be 
interpreted as a zero-sum game where assigning a larger piece of the pie to one group or 
individual results a correspondingly smaller piece for others. 5 
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The allegiances accentuated by faculty, staff, students, and administrators may 
influence the potential for conflict in academic life.  As the university becomes more 
culturally and ethnically diverse, the campus becomes home to numerous sets of race, 
gender, religious practices, social norms, and communication styles.  These differences, 
though celebrated, also introduce uncertainty in many of our person-to-person and group 
interactions.  Similarly, professional allegiances can be unrecognized or misunderstood.  
Commitment may be strongest towards the advancement and well being of narrow 
academic or professional disciplines rather than that of one’s home department, unit, 
college, or university.  We can easily find ourselves valuing relationships with peers from 
other institutions more highly than relationships in our own department and elsewhere on 
campus.   
 


For many individuals and units, the prospects for successful conflict management 
may seem dim given an environment so conducive to conflict.  The notion of academic 
rigor itself even suggests that attempting to manage conflict could be detrimental to the 
successful practice of education and scholarship.  Indeed, conflict can be a constructive 
influence on innovation and progress.6,7  However, as many visitors this past year have 
explained, destructive conflict can stifle the potential success of any group.  Constantino 
and Merchant in their book, Designing Conflict Management Systems, described unique 
symptoms of groups suffering from destructive conflict that might benefit from 
examining sources of conflict and new approaches.8  These symptoms include internal 
competition, visible disputes, sabotage, inefficiency, low productivity, low morale, and 
withholding knowledge.   


 
Mary Rowe, an eminent ombudsperson and scholar, has explained that 


consequences of unaddressed conflict can be equally destructive to individuals.9  
Resignation, absenteeism, going slow, complaints, legal suits, gossip, anonymous attacks, 
fear of loss of privacy, loss of dignity, fear of retaliation, and labels/name calling are 
typical results affecting individuals.  These individual concerns can be more acute for 
women, minorities, and other nontraditionals who experience a greater risk of being 
stigmatized as troublemakers rather than as self-confident professionals when surfacing 
concerns.9  Positive outcomes reported by groups in higher education following effective 
conflict management include the effect of better group cohesion on unifying 
organizational mission, group preservation by preventing escalation of hostilities, a 
period of productivity associated with the stability that follows conflict, innovation, and 
incorporation of problem solving skills into the function of the unit.10  Periodic self 
examination for symptoms of destructive conflict and contemplating the benefits of 
effective conflict management approaches seems a worthwhile exercise for any campus 
unit or office.  The Ombuds Office is one of many resources on our campus where a 
discussion about the sources and substance of conflict is welcome. 
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IOA CODE OF ETHICS


P R E A M B L E


The IOA is dedicated to excellence in the practice of Ombudsman work. The IOA Code of Ethics
provides a common set of professional ethical principles to which members adhere in their
organizational Ombudsman practice.


Based on the traditions and values of Ombudsman practice, the Code of Ethics reflects a
commitment to promote ethical conduct in the performance of the Ombudsman role and to
maintain the integrity of the Ombudsman profession.


The Ombudsman shall be truthful and act with integrity, shall foster respect for all members
of the organization he or she serves, and shall promote procedural fairness in the content and
administration of those organizations’ practices, processes, and policies.


E T H I C A L P R I N C I P L E S


INDEPENDENCE
The Ombudsman is independent in structure, function, and appearance to the highest degree
possible within the organization.


NEUTRALITY AND IMPARTIALITY
The Ombudsman, as a designated neutral, remains unaligned and impartial. The Ombudsman
does not engage in any situation which could create a conflict of interest.


CONFIDENTIALITY
The Ombudsman holds all communications with those seeking assistance in strict confidence, and
does not disclose confidential communications unless given permission to do so. The only exception
to this privilege of confidentiality is where there appears to be imminent risk of serious harm.


INFORMALITY
The Ombudsman, as an informal resource, does not participate in any formal adjudicative or
administrative procedure related to concerns brought to his/her attention.


www.ombudsassociation.org
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IOA STANDARDS OF PRACTICE


P R E A M B L E


The IOA Standards of Practice are based upon and derived from the ethical principles stated in the IOA Code of Ethics.


Each Ombudsman office should have an organizational Charter or Terms of Reference, approved by senior management, articulating the principles of the Ombudsman function
in that organization and their consistency with the IOA Standards of Practice.


S TA N D A R D S O F P R AC T I C E


INDEPENDENCE
1.1 The Ombudsman Office and the Ombudsman are independent from other organizational entities.
1.2 The Ombudsman holds no other position within the organization which might compromise independence.
1.3 The Ombudsman exercises sole discretion over whether or how to act regarding an individual’s concern, a trend or concerns of multiple individuals over time. The


Ombudsman may also initiate action on a concern identified through the Ombudsman’ direct observation.
1.4 The Ombudsman has access to all information and all individuals in the organization, as permitted by law.
1.5 The Ombudsman has authority to select Ombudsman Office staff and manage Ombudsman Office budget and operations.


NEUTRALITY AND IMPARTIALITY
2.1 The Ombudsman is neutral, impartial, and unaligned.
2.2 The Ombudsman strives for impartiality, fairness and objectivity in the treatment of people and the consideration of issues. The Ombudsman advocates for fair and


equitably administered processes and does not advocate on behalf of any individual within the organization.
2.3 The Ombudsman is a designated neutral reporting to the highest possible level of the organization and operating independent of ordinary line and staff structures.


The Ombudsman should not report to nor be structurally affiliated with any compliance function of the organization.
2.4 The Ombudsman serves in no additional role within the organization which would compromise the Ombudsman’ neutrality. The Ombudsman should not be aligned


with any formal or informal associations within the organization in a way that might create actual or perceived conflicts of interest for the Ombudsman. The Ombudsman
should have no personal interest or stake in, and incur no gain or loss from, the outcome of an issue.


2.5 The Ombudsman has a responsibility to consider the legitimate concerns and interests of all individuals affected by the matter under consideration.
2.6 The Ombudsman helps develop a range of responsible options to resolve problems and facilitate discussion to identify the best options.


CONFIDENTIALITY
3.1 The Ombudsman holds all communications with those seeking assistance in strict confidence and takes all reasonable steps to safeguard confidentiality, including


the following:
The Ombudsman does not disclose confidential communications unless given permission to do so in the course of informal discussions with the Ombudsman, and even
then at the sole discretion of the Ombudsman; the Ombudsman does not reveal, and must not be required to reveal, the identity of any individual contacting the
Ombudsman Office, nor does the Ombudsman reveal information provided in confidence that could lead to the identification of any individual contacting the Ombudsman
Office, without that individual’s express permission; the Ombudsman takes specific action related to an individual’s issue only with the individual’s express permission and
only to the extent permitted, unless such action can be taken in a way that safeguards the identity of the individual contacting the Ombudsman Office. The only exception to
this privilege of confidentiality is where there appears to be imminent risk of serious harm, and where there is no other reasonable option. Whether this risk exists is a
determination to be made by the Ombudsman.


3.2 Communications between the Ombudsman and others (made while the Ombudsman is serving in that capacity) are considered privileged. The privilege belongs to the
Ombudsman and the Ombudsman Office, rather than to any party to an issue. Others cannot waive this privilege.


3.3 The Ombudsman does not testify in any formal process inside the organization and resists testifying in any formal process outside of the organization, even if given
permission or requested to do so.


3.4 If the Ombudsman pursues an issue systemically (e.g., provides feedback on trends, issues, policies and practices) the Ombudsman does so in a way that safeguards the
identity of individuals.


3.5 The Ombudsman keeps no records containing identifying information on behalf of the organization.
3.6 The Ombudsman maintains information (e.g., notes, phone messages, appointment calendars) in a secure location and manner, protected from inspection by others


(including management), and has a consistent and standard practice for the destruction of such information.
3.7 The Ombudsman prepares any data and/or reports in a manner that protects confidentiality.
3.8 Communications made to the ombudsman are not notice to the organization. The ombudsman neither acts as agent for, nor accepts notice on behalf of, the organization


and shall not serve in a position or role that is designated by the organization as a place to receive notice on behalf of the organization. However, the ombudsman may
refer individuals to the appropriate place where formal notice can be made.


INFORMALITY AND OTHER STANDARDS
4.1 The Ombudsman functions on an informal basis by such means as: listening, providing and receiving information, identifying and reframing issues, developing a range of


responsible options, and – with permission and at Ombudsman discretion – engaging in informal third-party intervention. When possible, the Ombudsman helps people
develop new ways to solve problems themselves.


4.2 The Ombudsman as an informal and off-the-record resource pursues resolution of concerns and looks into procedural irregularities and/or broader systemic problems
when appropriate.


4.3 The Ombudsman does not make binding decisions, mandate policies, or formally adjudicate issues for the organization.
4.4 The Ombudsman supplements, but does not replace, any formal channels. Use of the Ombudsman Office is voluntary, and is not a required step in any grievance process


or organizational policy.
4.5 The Ombudsman does not participate in any formal investigative or adjudicative procedures. Formal investigations should be conducted by others. When a formal investigation


is requested, the Ombudsman refers individuals to the appropriate offices or individual.
4.6 The Ombudsman identifies trends, issues and concerns about policies and procedures, including potential future issues and concerns, without breaching confidentiality or


anonymity, and provides recommendations for responsibly addressing them.
4.7 The Ombudsman acts in accordance with the IOA Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice, keeps professionally current by pursuing continuing education, and provides


opportunities for staff to pursue professional training.
4.8 The Ombudsman endeavors to be worthy of the trust placed in the Ombudsman Office.
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PROPOSAL TO ESTABLISH A UNIVERSITY OMBUDSPERSON POSITION 


(It is intended that this policy be implemented on a two-year trial basis and re-evaluated for 


continuation beyond that time period.) 


Rationale for the Position: 


Universities are increasingly establishing Ombudsperson positions to assist in the informal resolution of 


internal problems or conflicts.  Although the law in Alabama does not provide a guarantee of 


confidentiality, the informality of the Ombudsperson position and the practice of minimizing formal 


record-keeping help to maintain the privacy of the person consulting the Ombudsperson.  Except when 


obligated to warn persons facing apparent imminent threat of serious danger to people or property, the 


Ombudsperson will, to the extent permitted by law, protect confidentiality.  Subject to these limitations, 


the expectation of confidentiality applies to all employees and to all reports, communications, and 


aggregate data generated by the Office of the Ombudsperson.   


The Ombudsperson will adhere to the Code of Ethics and the Standards of Practice of the International 


Ombudsperson Association (IOA) as provided at: http://www.ombudsassociation.org/standards.html. 


Position Summary:   


The Ombudsperson will assist university employees (faculty, staff, and administrative and professional 


employees) to expeditiously resolve problems or conflicts that arise within the institutional setting.   


  


1. The Ombudsperson acts as an advocate for fairness and provides advice, information, 


intervention, mediation, and referrals to help ensure that all employees receive equitable and 


fair treatment. 


2. The Ombudsperson may exercise discretion in accepting or declining issues addressed to 


him/her and may, at his/her discretion, decline to consider conflicts or issues deemed outside 


his/her mandate, that appear to be frivolous, that may not have been brought to the Office of 


the Ombudsperson in a timely manner, or for any other reason considered appropriate by the 


Ombudsperson.  When declining such a case, the Ombudsperson shall direct the employee to 


the appropriate relevant body within the institution, if one exists. 


3. The Ombudsperson does not have the power or authority to make binding decisions on behalf 


of Auburn University.   


4. The Ombudsperson is independent of the normal academic administration but may consult with 


the Provost for faculty concerns, and with the Executive Vice-President for staff, administrators 


and professional employees concerns.   


What the Ombudsperson Can Do: 


1. Listen to and gather information about any problem or conflict brought forward by an 


employee. 


2. Help employees analyze the problem or conflict and evaluate possible options for obtaining a 


resolution. 
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3. With permission of the employee, carry the issue forward on the employee’s behalf if the 


employee cannot do so, or if the employee has a fear of retaliation. 


4. Advance a resolution of the problem or conflict using mediation, facilitation, negotiation, and 


other conflict resolution skills. 


5. Evaluate if policies and procedures have been applied in a fair and equitable manner consistent 


with espoused values and the policies of the University. 


6. Suggest improvements to policies and procedures if current ones are incomplete, unfair, or in 


need of updating. 


7. Guide the employee through the process of resolution, and when requested, provide expertise 


regarding the University’s existing formal institutional grievance and dispute resolution systems.  


What the Ombudsperson Cannot Do: 


1. Act as an advocate for any party or provide testimony or evidence in any adjudicatory or formal 


 grievance process. 


2. Require an appointing authority to change a decision, practice, policy, or modify a negotiated 


 contract provision or waive rules, regulations, or laws. 


3. Change a grade or deal with parking violations. 


Office Composition and Compensation: 


The Office of the Ombudsperson shall consist of an Ombudsperson at 0.75 F.T.E during the regular 


academic year plus 0.75 F.T.E. during the summer plus a staff person at 0.50 F.T.E. on 12 month salary to 


run the office.  If the workload of the Ombudsperson proves too burdensome, an Assistant to the 


Ombudsperson shall be appointed at any time at an appropriate F.T.E. level.  The Assistant to the 


Ombudsperson shall be employed under normal employment guidelines and shall be selected by the 


Ombudsperson following the advertisement of the position in the local media.  The individual selected 


as Assistant shall require the approval of the Executive Committee of the Senate, including the Provost.  


It is recommended that an annual stipend of one month’s base salary be added to the regular annual 


compensation of the Ombudsperson (and Assistant, if one is appointed) in order to attract well-qualified 


applicants.   


Budget and Facilities: 


The physical facilities of the Office of the Ombudsperson shall provide the privacy necessary for 


confidential consultations.  For the sake of such privacy, it is desirable that there be a rear entrance to 


those seeking the Office’s services.  Since training is critical to the Office of the Ombudsperson, a 


training and travel budget of $5,000 per year shall be provided.  This will allow the Ombudsperson to 


attend professional workshops and training.  Telephone service shall also be provided to the Office of 


the Ombudsperson. 
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Qualifications for Ombudsperson:  


Candidates for Ombudsperson shall possess these minimum qualifications: 


1. Very high level of integrity, professionalism, and trustworthiness. 


2. Knowledge of the Auburn University culture, policies, structure, practices, and academic due 


 process.  The individual must be a tenured full professor, a retired faculty member, or be a 


 faculty member on modified service. 


3. Master’s degree required, doctorate or other terminal degree preferred. 


4. Excellent oral and written communication skills. 


5. Understanding of diverse cultures and backgrounds. 


6. Commitment to maintaining integrity and confidentiality. 


7. Proven ability to serve as a good listener and as an informed and fair-minded problem solver. 


8. Extensive experience in higher education, law, psychology or public administration. 


9. Certification in dispute resolution or the willingness to obtain such certification. 


10. A professional style that emphasizes facilitation and collaboration. 


Selection Procedure: 


The Ombudsperson position shall be an internal appointment in order to provide the desired 


institutional knowledge, appointment efficiency, and flexibility required in this position. 


A Search Committee shall evaluate nominations and applications for the position of Ombudsperson.  


The Search Committee shall be appointed by the Executive Committee and be composed of three 


tenured faculty members, one of whom will act as chair, one classified staff member, one Administrative 


/Professional staff member, one representative from Human Resources, and one representative from 


the Provost’s Office.  The Search Committee will narrow the pool of candidates to no more than three 


finalists, who will be available to the Auburn University community in an open forum.  Members of the 


university community will provide feedback on the finalists to the Search Committee which will then 


make recommendations to the Executive Committee of the Senate, including the Provost, who will 


collectively make the appointment. 


The term of appointment of the Ombudsperson shall be two years, although there is no limit to the 


number of terms an individual may serve in this position.  Three months prior to the conclusion of each 


term, the Rules Committee shall request nominations and applications for the position for the next two-


year term.  If the current Ombudsperson wishes to be re-appointed for an additional term, he/she must 


re-apply for the position in the same manner as a new nominee or applicant.  If more than one 


nomination or application is received by the Rules Committee, a new Search Committee will be formed 


for the purpose of appointing an Ombudsperson for the next two-year term according to the procedure 


described above.  
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Performance Review: 


The President may counsel the Ombudsperson regarding his/her performance at any time.  In addition, 


the President, in consultation with the Executive Committee of the Senate and the Provost, shall meet 


with the Ombudsperson each May to review his/her work during the previous year and to provide a 


performance evaluation.  The President shall also make a recommendation regarding a merit raise for 


the Ombudsperson in years where merit raises are awarded.  The Executive Committee of the Univeristy 


Senate, in consultation with the Provost, may also recommend removal of an Ombudsperson.  If such a 


recommendation is supported by a two-thirds vote of the Senate, taken in closed Executive Session, the 


recommendation shall be forwarded to the President.  


 


 





