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Abstract 

 

 Organizational ombuds officers have worked in corporate America for nearly fifty 

years. This was an exploratory study of ombuds officers in the United States that utilized 

direct interviews to gather data from seven ombuds officers in large organizations. A 

qualitative approach compared roles of these ombuds officers to roles of other ombuds 

officers working in the United States. Roles examined included: investigatory, advocacy, 

assisting, and regulatory roles. The results demonstrated that a majority of ombuds 

officers worked in an assisting role. Ombuds officers may provide better information to 

organizations if they employ a four frame structure to track issues brought by visitors, 

such as that outlined by Bolman and Deal, which identifies four frames for understanding 

organizational behavior: structural, human resource, political, and symbolic. In this study, 

when looking at the functions of ombuds officers in light of the four organizational 

frames, most focused on a human resource frame.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Competition drives organizations in the United States to deliver services and 

products in the marketplace which create the most profit for the company and its 

stakeholders. Organizations may reach greater effectiveness in addressing internal or 

external conflict by hiring an ombuds officer. An ombuds officer is often part of a larger 

continuum of alternative dispute resolution services within an organization. The ombuds 

officer can assist with conflict at the lowest level, perhaps before a company is forced to 

manage conflict while incurring the potentially higher costs of arbitration or litigation. 

An ombuds provides a contact within the organization that can informally and 

confidentially be accessed by an employee or individual within an organization. Some 

organizations utilize ombuds officers to not only assist employees, but also to assist 

external others affiliated with an organization, such as customers or government 

constituents. The potential to prevent an organization from paying for the high cost of 

litigation, or at the least lessening the impact of the financial liability to an organization is 

a primary underpinning of the ombuds officer position.  

Purpose of Thesis 

 One reason that ombuds officers may be so important to an organization is that 

“decision makers rely on others not so much to gain new information as to strengthen 

preconceived thinking” (Bolman and Deal, 2003, p. 35). Supporting preconceived
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 thinking does not lead to good decision-making. An ombuds officer, who never 

functions as a decision- maker in an organization and listens to the concerns of visitors
1
 

with no regard for attempting to address a situation in such a way to support his or her 

already established resolution may be well-equipped to provide new ideas and 

suggestions to leaders of an organization. Input from ombuds officers allows for new 

ways of thinking. An ombuds officer or organization that clearly identifies the ombuds 

officer’s working role within an organization as well as how specific organizational 

issues presented to an ombuds office can be defined within the four frames, may create a 

great resource for a company.  

 This thesis will examine in what way ombuds officers serve an investigatory, 

advocating, assisting, or regulatory role and whether there is a trend toward one or more 

roles. Have the roles of ombuds officers changed over time? By reviewing what issues or 

concerns are brought to an ombuds officer, we can assess whether issues are related to the 

four frames (structural, human resource, political, and symbolic) as outlined by Bolman 

and Deal (2003). Is there a trend in focus on any of the four frames or are the frames 

similar depending on the type of organization or characteristics of ombuds officers? The 

research in this study is designed to address these questions.  

 It is important to examine how ombuds officers perform their job and how they 

might be able to enhance their role because ombuds officers can have a direct impact on 

the financial growth and organizational success of a company. Currently many ombuds 

                                                 
1
 Ombuds officers typically refer to those who come to the ombuds office as “visitors.” Many ombuds 

officers explain that “clients”, “employees” or “customers” may too narrowly define people seeking the 

services of the ombuds; thus most ombuds offices have chosen to use the word visitor. 
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officers utilize Uniform Reporting Categories (URCs) to track data (see Appendix C). 

While URCs may allow for the gathering and reporting of information about visits to the 

ombuds office, URCs may not categorize the themes of such visits in such a way that 

they provide thorough information about organizational systemic issues. By utilizing a 

four frame structure such as Bolman’s and Deal’s an ombuds officer may be better able 

to define the systemic impact of the ombuds office within an organization. Furthermore, 

by working to better define ombuds roles within organizations (investigatory, advocacy, 

assisting, regulatory) ombuds officers can not only pinpoint what they contribute to the 

organization, but can additionally describe how ombuds officers fulfill these roles in the 

United States. As the International Ombudsman Association (IOA), the American Bar 

Association (ABA), and other associations continue to wrestle over definitions of ombuds 

officers, this examination might provide some clarity. 

Executives in any organization need good information and communication in 

order to make decisions. Ombuds officers provide an avenue for executives to indirectly 

receive information from employees, managers, supervisors, and those at all levels of the 

organizational ladder; although this is not the primary function of an ombuds officer. 

Ombuds officers provide information visitors would not seek from others due to 

confidentiality concerns or “for fear of retaliation;” assist with options for reporting 

organizational concerns or addressing conflict; can provide coaching to visitors in how to 

address a conflict; and serve as an “off-the-record resource” (Howard, 2010, p. xviii). An 

ombuds officer can be one of the least threatening options in an alternative dispute 

resolution continuum for an organization. 
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Information that ombuds officers learn through conversations with visitors to the 

office is often related to systemic inefficiencies (or efficiencies) of an organization. Due 

to the fact that ombuds officers work in an extremely confidential position, ombuds 

officers must be vigilant to protect information and the anonymity of visitors to the 

office. The confidentiality of the office allows for the free flow of communication and a 

mechanism to provide quick resolution to work conflicts. This confidentiality also allows 

a safe environment for discussion and information-sharing by those who may otherwise 

not speak due to fear of job loss, possible damage to relationships with other employees, 

or salary and career repercussions. In the continuum of alternative dispute resolution, 

ombuds officers are often one of the newest positions established by an organization, 

(they have been in organizations in the United States for a mere 50 years), but in truth, 

this type of position has been in existence for centuries. A history of the development of 

the ombuds concept is necessary to understand how an ombuds officer works in U.S. 

organizations today. 

Background 

 Credit for the concept and development of an ombudsman belongs to King 

Charles XII of Sweden according to scholars (Bexelius, 1968, p. 10). Charles XII 

fashioned this in 1709 (according to Caiden as cited in Howard, 2010, p. 3) as a position 

similar to one in medieval Germanic tribes who coined the term ombudsman as an 

individual who would “collect fines from remorseful culprit families to give to the 

aggrieved families of victims.” In 1809, the parliamentary government in Sweden 
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enacted a law creating the “justitieombudsmann,” a position that was implemented to 

ensure that government officials followed the law and fulfilled their obligations.  

 The justitieombudsmann, or civil ombudsman, was a commissioner for the 

judiciary and the civil government and the position was designed to maintain the balance 

of power as per the Swedish constitution (Jägerskiöld, 1961, pp. 1077-1078). The civil 

ombudsman was established as a liaison between courts and administrative agencies and 

the citizens served by them. The civil ombudsman ensured that executive duties were 

followed according to the intent of the law and to maintain the country’s service to the 

citizenry (Bexelius, 1968, p. 11). An ombudsman was independent of government 

administrators and the parliament and could not be given direction by courts or 

government officials regarding what to investigate or how to decide cases coming before 

the office (Bexelius, 1968, p. 13). The ombudsman had to have a clear understanding of 

legal issues and have an upright moral character. This ombudsman had official 

investigative powers and was able to prosecute elected officials (Howard, 2010, p. 4). 

The justitieombudsmann often provided recommendations to the judiciary and 

parliament based on issues that were presented before the ombudsman office. This civil 

ombuds idea worked so well, that by 1915 a militieombudsmann was established to 

oversee Swedish military authorities. Other countries subsequently created an ombuds 

position. The Finnish Parliament established an ombuds position in 1919, and Norway 

created a military ombudsman in 1952 and a civil ombuds position ten years later. 

Denmark created a position in 1955, but it did not have the authoritative position as 

allowed by the preceding countries (Howard, 2010, p. 4-5) 
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 Ombuds officers generally have some of the characteristics today that they had 

centuries ago, with the exception of judicial authority and subsequent responsibility to the 

public. Donald C. Rowat, an attorney, influenced the establishment of the ombudsman in 

the United States and provides a description of the Canadian ombudsmen, one of the first 

established in North America (Rowat as cited in Howard, 2010, p 5):  

All of them can receive and investigate any written complaint, which can 

be submitted in a sealed envelope without reference to any superior 

authority. All can initiate investigations and make inspections, without 

first having received a specific complaint. All can call upon government 

agencies to give reports and all have the power to demand departmental 

records. All are appointed by Parliament, are entirely independent of the 

executive, and report annually to a special committee of the House. All 

can comment critically on official actions in their annual report, and all 

can make a report on an urgent matter at any time  

 

In the United States in 1961, Kenneth Culp Davis, a law professor started 

examining the possibility of an improved process to address obstacles in the workings of 

government. Davis investigated the ombudsman of Scandinavia and began writing about 

the opportunities an ombudsman could bring to the U.S. government. “When a bureaucrat 

irritates you, or delays too long, or requires too much red tape, or denies what you want, 

you can quickly and easily get relief, if you are entitled to it, by merely writing to the 

Ombudsman” (as cited in Howard, 2010, p. 6).  

In the mid-1960s, others began writing more about the idea of the ombudsman 

position for the benefit of corporations. Walter Gellhorn initially developed some of these 

ideas. In 1966, Gellhorn published Ombudsmen and Others: Citizens’ Protectors in Nine 

Countries and When Americans Complain: Governmental Grievance Procedures 

(Verkuil, 1975, p. 845). This research laid some of the groundwork by presenting ombuds 
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functions in other nations and possibilities for the United States. Isidore Silver published 

an article in the Harvard Business Review titled, “The Corporate Ombudsman” (Howard, 

2010, p. 15).  Silver described the ombudsman office as a way to ensure justice within 

organizations and provide an outlet for communications. Silver discussed the ombuds 

role as “conducting investigations…interpreting company policy, recommending 

decisions, and creating a body of precedent” (as cited by Howard, 2010, p. 16). In 1969, 

Stanley Anderson published a book, Ombudsman Papers: American Experience and 

Proposals. Anderson described that, “standards for an Ombudsman require him to be 

independent, impartial, expert, accessible, informed, and empowered only to express an 

opinion” (as cited  by Howard, 2010, pp. 16-17). Foegen added in 1972 that an 

ombudsman should be neutral, and if “appointed from the community by unions and 

management, could make many grievance procedures work better” (as cited by Howard, 

2010, p. 17). Thus from the 1950s to the 1970s the writings of Rowat, Culp, Gellhorn, 

Silver and Anderson, contributed to the discussion and the development of the ombuds 

officer in the United States (Howard, 2010, p. 6). 

The first ombuds offices were implemented in the United States in the 1960s and 

1970s, as federal and local governments, education systems, and organizations pursued 

the establishment of a position that would be a liaison between organizations and 
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employees or users of the goods and services provided by an agency. Ombuds officers
2
  

were established in nursing homes and long-term care facilities to provide advocacy for 

patients and their families. Local governments appointed citizen advocates to assist with 

constituent complaints or to facilitate citizen’s difficulty accessing public services. 

Universities hired ombuds officers to deal with the violence and protests that sprung up 

on campuses in response to the Vietnam War, as well as to deal with significant changes 

as more and varied students, (the addition of women and international students), filled 

college classes. University and college administrations found the necessity to reorganize 

in order to handle the influx of increasingly liberated students who found a voice to 

challenge authority. Recently, human rights ombuds officers have been established in 

some countries to oversee democracies and the fair and ethical treatment of people.  

Organizational ombuds officers often serve different functions in an organization 

according to the needs of the company and the industry in which the ombuds works. 

There are several categories of ombuds officers as designated by ombuds organizations. 

The primary ombuds classifications as presented by ombuds associations and current 

ombuds officers in the United States are: legislative/classical, and organizational.   

                                                 

 
2
 Many ombuds associations use the term “ombudsman” to describe this position. As per the IOA 

webpage (http://www.ombudsassociation.org) “The term ombudsman is used to communicate to the widest 

possible community and is not intended to discourage others from using alternatives. IOA respectfully 

acknowledges that many practitioners use alternative forms of this word” Journal of the International 

Ombudsman Association, 1, 1, 2008, p. 38.  Many organizations also use the generic term “ombuds.”  

For the sake of ease in this paper and in keeping with more generic terminology, the term 

“ombuds” or “ombuds officer” will be used from this point on, rather than ombudsman, ombudsperson, or 

ombudswoman.  

 

http://www.ombudsassociation.org/
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The International Ombudsman Association defines a legislative/classical 

ombudsman is a part of the legislative branch of a government entity that addresses issues 

raised by the general public or internally, usually regarding the actions or policies of 

government entities, individuals or contractors with respect to holding agencies 

accountable to the public.  Legislative/classical ombuds officers have the ability to 

investigate and make recommendations to the government entity that they serve. By 

nature of the job, legislative/classical ombuds officers have some influence over systems 

larger than what organizational ombuds officers may have. 

An organizational ombuds officer primarily serves employees of an organization 

or those internal to an organization, but may also be available for outside consumers or 

investors. Organizational ombuds’ influence and work is mostly within the organization. 

Organizational ombuds officers may influence the office itself by collaborating with 

other ombuds officers performing similar jobs in the United States for purposes of 

information sharing, mentoring, and/or to work on recommendations for ombuds officer 

taxonomy. For example, IOA members have worked together on the development of 

Uniform Reporting Categories for organizational ombuds officers that may be found in 

Appendix C. 

It has been difficult for ombuds officers in the United States to agree on the exact 

definitions of these legislative/classical and organizational categories. Rowat states, the 

“dispute resolution movement,…in effect,…[has] hijacked the word ‘ombudsman’ for its 

own purpose” (2007, p. 46).  Rowat adds (2007, p. 50): 
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Various types of complaint-handlers, now using the word, are so different 

that we should be careful to distinguish them from one another by the use 

of an adjective…, so as not to confuse them with the preferred legislative 

model…More important, steps should be taken to restore the classical 

concept to its former lustre (sic). 

 

While Rowat has a point, organizational ombuds officers have proven valuable to 

organizations and the roles of these ombuds officers may be different according to the 

needs of an organization. As noted, legislative/classical ombuds officers act as liaisons 

with government entities, ensuring that constituents are receiving services as they should, 

and providing feedback to branches of governments in order to improve services as 

necessary. Organizational ombuds officers have morphed into something different, while 

maintaining some similarities; some may still act as liaisons, while others primarily 

provide coaching or assistance to address conflict within an organization. 

History of the Ombuds Institution in the United States  

In general, ombuds officers in government agencies may have a 

legislative/classical focus, while ombuds officers in private sectors may have more of an 

organizational focus. To best understand the evolution of ombuds officers in the United 

States, the following historical descriptions are divided into legislative/classical and 

organizational ombuds officers. These descriptions do not include all ombuds officers 

introduced in the last fifty years, but provide selected examples. 

 Legislative/classical ombuds officer: In the early 1960s, state legislatures in the 

United States began introducing bills to establish ombuds officers in individual states. 

These were the first classical ombuds officers recommended in this country. The first bill 

was introduced by Connecticut State Representative Roger Eddy (Unruh, 1968, p. 111), 
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although this legislation was never passed successfully. Hawaii was the first state to 

implement a state ombuds position in the United States. Speaker of the Assembly of the 

California State legislature, Jesse Unruh, had presented the bills to attempt the 

establishment of this position both in 1965 and 1967. Establishment of an ombuds office 

for many states in the nation was difficult as no government had any real understanding 

of the position (Unruh, 1968, p. 113) and how it would interact with current systems. It 

was largely determined at that time that interactions with constituents and various 

government agencies were better handled by staff at legislators’ offices in consult with 

the seated member (Unruh, 1968, p. 118) rather than with an ombuds. In fact, most state 

legislators, councils, or assemblymen saw the ombuds role as duplicating or interfering 

with their work in state government.  

Ombuds officers were established in the United States for the purposes of citizen 

advocacy and patient care for individuals in nursing homes and for children in 

institutionalized services in 1972. States were charged with the task of creating long-term 

care ombuds officers to address problems in long-term care facilities for individuals, 

groups of patients and to address systemic changes needed for corrections to deficient 

service. While long-term care ombuds officers provide assistance and advocacy, they 

typically do not provide advocacy in a court setting. According to Hoffman, Grob, 

Schlesinger (2010, p, 153): 



     

12 

 

Ombudsmen were incorporated into the Older Americans Act in 1978, 

extended to mental health services during the 1980s, adopted as state-

administered insurance reforms during the 1990s, and made a part of 

Medicare in 2003. Federal support for state-administered ombuds 

programs was incorporated in the recently enacted Patient Protection and 

Affordable Care Act.  

 

In 1979, the Taxpayer Advocate Service (TAS) introduced an ombudsman within 

the IRS. The TAS ombuds responds to consumer complaints against the IRS, attempting 

to assist in resolving these disputes (Omarova, 2012, p. 649). This ombuds also serves to 

have an impact on systemic problems by recommending potential legislative and 

administrative changes through an annual report to Congress. This classical ombuds 

consequently has a great amount of agency power, unlike most organizational ombuds. 

The Office of Special Counsel and the Office of Government Information Services 

(OGIS) (more about this office below) serve similarly to the TAS and other ombuds 

officers (Levin, as cited by Clark, 2010, p. 382). All these offices may also serve in an 

assisting and advocacy role. 

McDonnell and Schwarcz classify roles such as the TAS as regulatory 

contrarians. Regulatory contrarians are mostly limited to areas of consumer protection 

and consumer services (McDonnell and Schwarcz, 2011, p. 1629). These regulatory 

contrarians work as consumer advocates, watching for and advocating for appropriate 

treatment of customers by the agency for which they are employed. Some of these 

ombuds may investigate complaints and make recommendations for organizational 

changes, or even make suggestions for legislative actions (McDonnell and Schwarcz, 

2011 p. 1653). 
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In 1984, an ombuds officer position was created through the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) to manage issues arising in regards to the Resource 

Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA). When the authority for this office expired in 

1989, the ombuds remained available to work with the Superfund and other EPA actions. 

In 2001, this ombuds was prevented by Congress in having any part of issues that were a 

subject of litigation, so became less regulatory and more assisting; somewhat outside the 

definition of the legislative/classical ombuds. The Superfund/EPA ombuds was then 

moved to the Office of the Inspector General when Congress limited its authority.  

There have been attempts to establish a general ombuds office in the federal 

government in the United States. An American Bar Association resolution in 1971 

initiated a recommendation for the implementation of the office, but a Congressional bill 

failed to pass (Howard, 2010, p. 22). According to Levin, members of the United States 

Congress have also functioned similarly to ombuds officers while in the role of providing 

services and resolution of issues for constituents (as cited by Clark, 2010, p. 382). As 

with state legislatures, Congress has firmly maintained its necessity to retain this type of 

function and relationship to its constituents and has often shut down attempts to create 

more ombuds-like positions to usurp this (Clark, 2010, p. 382).  

Many other agencies in the U.S. have established ombuds offices. The 

Smithsonian Institutions established an ombuds in 1977; the United States Information 

Agency (USIA) established an ombuds in 1985; and in 1987, the U.S. Secret Service 

established an ombuds (The Federal Workplace Ombuds, as cited by Howard, 2010, p. 

22). The Administrative Conference of the United States, a public-private partnership 
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established to promote efficiency in the federal government, proposed in 1990 that “all 

government agencies that interact frequently with the public consider establishing an 

ombuds service to deal with grievances from the public” (as cited by Howard, 2010,  p. 

22).  

More recent classical ombuds have been established by the governments in the 

1990s and early 2000s. Upon the establishment of the Community Development and 

Regulatory Improvement Act of 1994, an ombuds position was implemented by the 

Federal Reserve Board to handle issues related to regulatory matters. This ombuds officer 

would act as a facilitator or mediator, direct complainants to access the appropriate 

appeals processes, and take other steps necessary to ensure complaints were handled in a 

timely or efficient manner. In 1996, the Administrative Dispute Resolution Act (ADRA) 

began focusing on alternative dispute resolution programs, including ombuds officers 

(Howard, 2010, p. 23). The establishment of ombuds in the federal government, as in 

other arenas, is complicated by the incomplete acceptance of the definition and practices 

of the ombuds officer position. The position also threatens to overlap with the jobs of 

others. 

In 1997, Utah’s state legislature created the position of Office of the Property 

Rights Ombudsman (OPRO). This was in response to state concerns about eminent 

domain. This ombuds office has decreased litigation against property owners 

significantly, by seventy-five percent (Call, 2010, p. 375). The OPRO is the first step in 

dispute resolution and is staffed by attorneys and available to assist with disputes in, 

“cities, counties, school districts, utilities, and other government entities that have the 
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power to regulate land use, impose impact fees, or use eminent domain” (Call, 2010, p. 

375).  

Other towns and communities, while they do not have general ombuds officers for 

all community concerns, may have ombuds officers to handle conflict resolution for 

specific projects. The San Francisco Public Utilities Commission utilizes ombuds as 

neutral parties to oversee and facilitate safety management meetings for contractors 

working on mega infrastructure projects (Bjornsen, 2012, et al., p. 44). That is the limit of 

the position. 

Several other federal ombuds are as follows: A Victims’ Rights Ombudsman was 

established inside the DOJ in 2004. This ombuds officer provides limited representation 

when victims have conflicts with a prosecuting attorney. This ombuds will receive the 

complaint when the case involves only a single victim (Zimmerman and Jaros, 2011, p. 

1385). The OGIS ombuds was established by Congress in 2007 to provide ombuds 

services to those making Freedom of Information Act requests (Clark, 2010, p. 383). 

In 2010, the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act 

established the implementation of ombuds programs for the Securities and Exchange 

Commission (SEC) and ombuds offices within the new organization called the Consumer 

Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB). This ombuds acts as a neutral and confidential 

position to assist financial investors in disputes or concerns with the SEC (Kosakowski, 

2010, p. 80). In 2012, a Private Education Loan Ombudsman was implemented in the 

new CFPB in order to assist students whose loan payments were not being applied 
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properly, or those who were having other issues regarding private school loans 

(McDonnell and Schwarcz, 2011, p. 1671). 

The SEC’s Office of the Whistleblower was implemented in August 2011.  

Maharaj states that it is generally better and less costly for companies to have internal 

mechanisms to deal with complaints, and due to fines and penalties that might be 

imposed by the SEC, it may behoove companies to establish ombuds offices to address 

concerns of whistleblowers (“Is an Ombudsman Right,” 2012, para. 6). Maharaj also 

notes that according to Jonathan McBride, 30% to 75% of employees in any company 

might see questionable ethical conduct by others in the organization in any one year. 

One-fourth to one-third of employees does not report this conduct (“Is an Ombudsman 

Right,” 2012, para. 11). An ombuds officer may offer an opportunity for employees to 

have a neutral and confidential contact to discuss how to address these concerns.  

Abedin lists a number of other types of legislative/classical ombuds officers now 

working in the United States (2012, p. 896):   

Crime Victim Ombudsman, Ombudsman for Correction Facilities, Police 

Ombudsman, AIDS Task Force Ombudsman, Prison’s Ombudsman, 

Banking Ombudsman, Long Term Care Ombudsman, Health Services 

Ombudsman, Telecommunication Ombudsman, Military Ombudsman, 

Public Utilities Ombudsman, Political Ombudsman, Prostitution and 

Obscenity Ombudsman in Utah.  

 

According to the International Ombudsman Institute (IOI) Annual Directory 2009, there 

are also the following: Federal Student Aid Ombudsman, EPA Ombudsman, Federal 

Language Ombudsman, Federal Ombudsman for Victims of Crime, and Small Business 
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Administration Ombudsman. Raines lists a number of different corporate ombuds 

officers now operating at the following companies (2012, p. 111):  

Coca-Cola, UPS, BP America, Dell, General Electric, Shell Oil, New 

York Life, Mars, Inc., Halliburton, Eaton Corporation, American Express, 

Putnam Investments, Chevron, Bristol-Myers Squibb, Scotiabank, The 

Hartford, United Technologies, Tyco, National Public Radio (US), The 

World Bank, most UN organizations, and thousands of universities around 

the world. 

 

 Organizational ombuds officers: The first organizational ombuds office, a 

university ombuds office was put into place in 1966 at Eastern Montana College (Janzen, 

1971, p. 200). The following year, Michigan State University established an ombuds 

(Stieber as cited in Alcover, 2009, p. 277). As of 2009, ombuds offices were present at 

approximately 200 colleges and universities in the United States. University ombuds 

typically do not have executive roles within the university system, but may influence the 

educational organization through reports of trends and recommendations (Alcover, 2009 

p. 277).  

According to Janzen, “campus disruptions accounted for almost one-fourth of the 

main reasons university planners of the late sixties and early seventies looked to the 

ombuds idea as a possible solution to pressing problems” (1971, p. 201). University 

ombuds officers understood the fact that issues, protests, and lack of communication 

between students and administration could not be solved merely by enforcing rules; it 

was a new age. Students were becoming more sophisticated, and a neutral, confidential 

party that could hear concerns and facilitate the resolution of such concerns could 

decrease some of the tensions and confrontations and assist to maintain a healthy learning 
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environment. Ultimately the hope was that this would alleviate campus unrest, including 

the increasing violence and fatalities that were occurring on campuses around the nation. 

It was hoped that this type of ombuds officer would be an assisting ombuds; allowing for 

greater, more productive communication to alleviate conflict. 

Issues raised to the ombuds in a university setting may be different than those in 

corporate settings and may include: conflicts over grades received; conflicts with 

professors or others on campus; conflicts between professors; or interference with 

personal rights and liberties (Alcover, 2009, p. 277). Ombuds officers in universities 

often carry both authoritative and legitimate power on campuses (Alcover, 2009, p. 279), 

but it does not mean that they have investigatory or regulatory powers in this arena. Many 

university ombuds have previously worked as a professors, deans, or department 

directors and have relationships with others in the educational setting. Some ombuds 

continue to provide some teaching at the university; this is controversial as other 

professors and students see it interfering with the ombuds officer’s confidentiality. If 

ombuds officers teach classes, students may believe the ombuds supports other professors 

in his/her role. Likewise, professors may see the ombuds officer as the one professor with 

too much “power” to influence professors on behalf of students. 

Shelton, who was an ombudsman for the University of Kansas, developed several 

criteria he saw as necessary for a university ombudsman (2000, p. 83):            

1) Experience in the community;  

2) Independence;  

3) Impartiality and neutrality;  

4) Investigation; and,  

5) Recommendation responsibility.  
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Shelton and others believed that for a university ombudsman to be effective, one 

must come from the ranks of educators at the university, but also have a history of 

ongoing and effective communication with students. When managing issues between 

students and administration, he found that being part of the faculty gave the ombuds clout 

with other professors. Being a fair professor while he was teaching, allowed students to 

have confidence in his fairness. 

In 1967, the first newspaper ombuds was appointed in Louisville, Kentucky for 

the Courier-Journal and the Louisville Times. A newspaper ombuds was implemented as 

a result of public complaints of bias and inaccuracy in news stories. The idea for an 

ombuds officer-type of position for newspapers was initially established in 1913 as part 

of The New York World Bureau of Accuracy and Fair Play. A committee of ombuds-like 

individuals was established at that time to investigate complaints (Maezawa, 1999, “The 

Controversy Over the Origins,” para. 4, 5). A newspaper ombuds officer may not only 

assist readers with complaints, but may work in a somewhat investigatory and/or 

regulatory role. According to the Organization of News Ombudsmen (ONO) there are 

three objectives for a newspaper ombuds officer: 1) to promote fairness and accuracy of 

the newspaper; 2) enhance the credibility of a paper; and, 3) to bring issues of concern 

from readers back to editors and writers at a paper (http://newsombudsmen.org).  

 There are newspaper ombuds operating all over the world, but only twenty 

ombuds operating in thirteen states, according to the ONO (http://newsombudsmen.org/). 

Most of these ombuds represent print media. There are also ombuds officers for National 

Public Radio and ESPN. Opponents of these news ombuds positions are concerned about 

http://newsombudsmen.org/category/articles/origins
http://newsombudsmen.org/
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First Amendment rights and the ombuds’ ability to regulate news (Kenney and Ozkan, 

2011, p. 39) thus the concept has fallen out of favor in the U.S. There have been concerns 

about news reports being edited, altered, complained about, or squelched according to 

public input. As stated on the ONO website, a newspaper ombuds’ original charge was, 

“Monitoring the accuracy, fairness and balance of the world’s news media.” 

It was more than a decade later that a true corporate officer was proposed in the 

United States. In 1985, defense contractors were beginning to realize a need for an 

ombuds position. “As of May 1985, 131 separate investigations were pending against 45 

of the (Department of Defense’s) 100 largest contractors” (as cited in President’s Blue 

Ribbon Commission on Defense Management Conduct and Accountability: A Report to 

the President (Packard Commission Report) in Howard, 2010, p. 18). There were 

concerns about contracting, billing, use of materials, and falsification of documents. In 

1986, eighteen of the largest Defense contractors met and formed the Defense Industry 

Initiative on Business Ethics and Conduct (DII) (Howard, 2010, p. 19). In order to 

address conduct and ethics in companies, this group recommended that corporations 

implement an ombuds officer position. In 1987, fifty new ombuds officer programs were 

implemented in North America, and there were as many as 200 ten years later (as per 

Rowe and cited by Howard, p. 20).   

Some organizations have ethics officers as well as ombuds officers. While an 

ethics officer is typically responsible for ensuring organizations follow all laws and 

regulations for their business, ombuds officers may hear of alleged ethics violations, may 

even investigate potential violations if that is their role in the company, but will not take 
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action beyond that to manage the complaint. Ethics officers are responsible for the 

development of corporate policies to ensure ethical behavior and are responsible for the 

training to disseminate information about such policies. Ombuds officers do not write 

organizational policies or ensure organizational understanding or compliance with 

policies according the Society for Human Resource Management 

(http://www.shrm.org/templatestools/samples/jobdescriptions/pages/cms _014713.aspx) 

It seems that since 2000, the number of organizational ombuds officers has grown 

exponentially. In 2001, the office of the International Franchise Association (IFA) 

established an ombuds officer position. This ombuds is available to deal with conflict 

between franchisees, and franchisers. The IFA does not require two-party participation 

and may provide information or coaching to one party or the other. Franchise data is 

maintained or researched by the ombuds officer, and the ombuds provides this report to 

franchising parties (Vandittelli interview, 2010, p. 44).  

In this age of economic uncertainty, some healthcare companies have filed for 

bankruptcy while continuing to provide patient care and services.  The Bankruptcy Abuse 

Prevention and Consumer Protection Act of 2005 has sought to protect patients during 

this process, and required the creation of an ombuds to monitor the provision of patient 

care to ensure quality care continues to be given while organizations are in the midst of 

financial woes and restructuring (Spainhour, 2008, p. 207). This ombuds officer is 

available for patients and the ombuds is required to prepare reports every 60 days 

regarding patient concerns and quality of care provided by a healthcare organization in 

bankruptcy. The ombuds is responsible for publicly posting information about inadequate 

http://www.shrm.org/templatestools/samples/jobdescriptions/pages/cms
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or detrimental healthcare in a place where the information will be seen by patients 

(Spainhour, 2008, p. 208.) There are controversies with this type of ombuds as the 

ombuds officers hold some authority over the healthcare practice. It is hard to define 

what is adequate and inadequate patient care when the ombuds officer makes and reports 

his or her evaluation; for example, does an ombuds deem care inadequate when too many 

patients are getting secondary infections, or only when inadequate or inappropriate care is 

life threatening? 

 Kosakowski describes several ombuds positions that have been proposed between 

2008 and 2010 in the United States. An ombuds officer was proposed for the 

Transportation Security Administration (TSA) in order to deal with concerns regarding 

air marshals (TSA Management Directive No. 2300.1). An ombuds was proposed for the 

Department of Treasury in order to address concerns of individuals regarding financial 

institutions. (This is separate from the ombuds officer that addresses financial 

investments now available through CFPB). The Office of the Director of National 

Intelligence proposed establishing an ombuds to address concerns about issues revolving 

around security clearances for government and intelligence positions (Kosakowski, 2010, 

p. 81). 

In 2012, Edwards, et al. proposed that a Safety Ombudsman could be established 

for corporations that design and create healthcare products, including pharmaceuticals 

and medical devices (2012, p. 269). In response to concerns about problems and poor 

quality reported in a 2006 Institute of Medicine article, the proposed ombuds would allow 

communication in order to ensure excellence in medical products, adherence to 
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regulatory compliance, and allow for providing an entry for potential whistleblowers (pp. 

265-266). 

An ombuds was proposed as part of the Affordable Care Act to assist in health 

insurance exchanges. O’Reilly discusses the benefit of this position to states that have 

opted out of providing the healthcare exchanges within the state, and instead will have 

residents rely on the federal exchange (2013, p. 6). This vice mayor of the city of 

Wyoming, OH, and University of Cincinnati College of Law professor encourages state 

legislators to implement this position. 

Lee and Hunt have also discussed the potential need for ombuds officers that 

would provide oversight to medical companies in order to protect the rights of patient’s 

access to medications (2012, p. 227). The World Health Organization (WHO) requires 

this commitment to health and the highest standards for human rights as they pertain to 

access to medical interventions. The authors would envision an ombuds that would serve 

individual pharmaceuticals or a group of pharmaceutical companies. Specific to this 

study, Lee and Hunt noted that GlaxoSmithKlein should commit to initiating the services 

of an ombuds office in order to uphold this Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Lee 

and Hunt, 2012, p. 230). 

 In August 2012, Brandl discussed the creation of an ombuds position that could 

be useful within an information technology (IT) organization. This IT ombuds would go a 

little outside the definition of ombuds, and would be for the purposes or identifying and 

bringing to light support problems (Brandl, 2012, “When Outsourcing is Slow-Sourcing,” 

para. 9). This position may be similar to the complaint handler referred to previously. 
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Ombuds officers may be found in many organizations in the United States: 

educational institutions, medical facilities, state and local governments, federal 

governments and corporations. This section has discussed only some of the ombuds 

offices in the nation. The progression of implementation of selected ombuds offices in the 

United States may be seen in the diagram that follows. I utilized select offices in this 

research to create this figure as a sample of the development of U.S. ombuds offices. This 

is only a representative sample.
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Chapter 3: Research Design 

Description 

This study is an exploratory study of ombuds officers in the United States. I 

employed a direct interview approach in order to gather data specific to seven ombuds 

officers in various types of large organizations. Interviews were conducted from 

November 2008 through January 2009. Transcripts of interviews were then analyzed for 

themes related to how the ombuds officers conducted their work and what roles they 

played within the ombuds officer position (investigatory, advocacy, assisting, or 

regulatory). In addition, I reviewed organizational documentation or website information 

in order to corroborate and validate information provided by the ombuds officers. A 

qualitative data approach was used to compare roles of these ombuds officers to roles of 

other ombuds officers working in the United States. Transcripts were analyzed for themes 

related to the four frames as discussed by Bolman and Deal. A primary theme was 

identified for each ombuds officer and the number of themes utilized in the discussion 

was also identified. For purposes of further description, I pulled phrases from the 

interview transcripts which most closely described themes explained by the ombuds 

officers, similarly to the study conducted by McArdle.  

In addition, one of the techniques utilized to analyze whether ombuds officers 

were operating in one or more of the four frames was by referring to the Leadership
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 Orientations questionnaire developed by Bolman and Deal (see Appendix B). This tool 

was utilized by Sypawka, et.al, McCardle, Yi, and Lieff and Albert in conducting 

leadership studies.  I have used this tool in a different fashion, only as a reference to 

compare ombuds officer interviews with the descriptive selections stated in the 

questionnaire, rather than as the other researchers who were able to have the Leadership 

Orientations questionnaire actually completed by the leaders in their studies. The 

organizations to be utilized in this analysis included organizations that have an 

organizational ombuds office in place currently. As presented, the organizations are all 

large corporations, 500 or more employees, from within the Denver metro area, New 

York City, Boston, and Washington, D.C. All corporations have in place some type of 

alternative dispute resolution (ADR) system and it was presupposed that all organizations 

have and would be willing to share at least two years of aggregate, unidentifiable data on 

usage of these systems. (This did turn out not to be the case and will be further discussed 

in “Limitations of the Study” in Chapter Five). 

Initial contact organizations and potential initial contacts included: 

 Corporate and business entities. 

 Government contracting agencies. 

 Hospitals and medical centers. 

 State governments. 

Initial contacts of ombuds officers in order to schedule interviews were made by 

phone. Each ombuds interviewed was asked if they had recommendations of other 

ombuds officers who may be willing to be interviewed. I explained to the ombuds 
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officers that I was asking questions in order to learn more about how ombuds officers 

conduct their work day-to-day. All ombuds officers were asked the pre-determined 

questions but the direction and format of the interview varied somewhat as each ombuds 

officer had different interests and discussed these interests sometimes at length before I 

was able to move on in the question sequence. Questions that were asked of 

organizational ombuds interviewed are located in Appendix A. 

As this thesis progressed, it became obvious that data regarding types of visitors 

and types of issues brought to the attention of the ombuds officer would not be 

forthcoming from ombuds officers that were interviewed; specifically none were willing 

to share detailed aggregate data the ombuds office collected about visitors. Ombuds 

officers operate under a great level of confidentiality and a majority of ombuds do not 

keep records in order to maintain the confidentiality of employees and other visitors to 

the ombuds’ office. This ensures that records are not available for subpoena if litigation 

were to occur in the future. Some ombuds do keep trending system data, but again they 

maintain a strict confidentiality of even these data, as any release of generic 

organizational trends may identify visitors to the ombuds’ office. All ombuds officers 

interviewed expressed an extreme reluctance to share data outside the organization or 

outside their professional ombuds association.  

In order to interview ombuds officers, I contacted and met face-to-face with six 

organizational ombuds officers and by phone with a seventh ombuds. A summary of 

these interviews may be found in Tables 4-9. Several of these ombuds officers asked not 

to be identified in this thesis, thus all ombuds officers are identified as working for 
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Organizations A through G. The ombuds officers with whom I met included ombuds 

from a state government, an energy research organization, a medical research facility, 

international banking organizations, a financial investment company, and a business 

consulting organization. I contacted ombuds officers with the purposes of interviewing 

organizational ombuds in corporate or governmental settings, outside of academia. The 

intent was to get an impression of corporate behavior as it pertains to utilizing an ADR 

system, specifically at the level of the ombuds office, in order to better define how an 

ombuds officer impacts an organization. Ombuds officers selected for interviews were 

chosen initially by contacting a past presenter in a conflict resolution class at the 

University of Denver. Others were located through the IOA, and several were referrals 

from other interviewees. Ombuds officers were additionally chosen by location and ease 

of access. 

In meeting face-to-face with all but the international consulting organization, I 

asked the same questions and attempted to conduct the interviews systematically to get 

the most accurate and comparable information. Due to the nature of conversations, it is 

difficult to chronologically control an interview dialogue, so the interviews were all 

interspersed with a somewhat individual flavor. Toward the end of the interviews, many 

of the ombuds officers started discussing the future direction of the ombuds office as 

pursued by the IOA; so to gather additional information about this topic, I asked the final 

three ombuds officers questions surrounding the establishment of criteria for data 

maintained by ombuds in all roles. Ombuds officers were developing what has since 

become the IOA Uniform Coding so as to more legitimize and generalize the position of 
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ombuds officer (see Appendix C). By asking these additional questions of the final three 

ombuds officers, I did not really obtain any more information for use in this study than I 

did in the previous four interviews. Again, it is important to note that the final interview 

with the consulting organization was conducted by telephone, so questions and answers 

may not be what they could have been if the interviewer and interviewee were sitting 

face-to-face and responding to one another’s non-verbal expressions. Four additional 

ombuds officers were called for potential interviews but neglected to respond.  

In the late 90’s there were 200 corporate ombuds officers in the United States. 

This study provides a look at a small sample of those ombuds officers. Seven ombuds 

officers were interviewed for this thesis. This is in part due to the nature of the ombuds 

position. I obtained referrals from ombuds officers interviewed in order to contact 

additional ombuds officers for interviews. Many ombuds officers are very protective of 

their positions and of the confidentiality of their work. Due to this, I was not able to 

access interviews with more than the seven that agreed. It would be important to add 

though, that the seven interviewed are or were some of the most prominent ombuds 

officers in the field in the U.S. at the time of the interviews. These were ombuds officers 

who are well-published in the field, who are founding members of the IOA, who have 

developed some of the procedures and training programs that are part of the IOA, and 

who have been in the field for ten to twenty years or more at the time of this writing. 

Many of the ombuds officers knew the others interviewed and talked about the work of 

the other ombuds officers. I was able to verify the credentials of the ombuds officers in 

multiple formats: through their own LinkedIn profiles; through information on the 
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corporate website or corporate publications; and/or through other writings available in the 

public. While this does not validate exactly how I categorized the interviews according to 

the four frames of Bolman and Deal, or the four roles of investigating, advocating, 

assisting, or regulating, it may provide some substantiation that I received accurate 

information regarding the work performed by each of these ombuds officers. 

Furthermore, I asked each of these individual ombuds officers the same questions, but 

many of the conversations drifted in the direction in which the ombuds officer was most 

interested. When people are asked to talk about their job and their work within that job in 

a fashion that allows them to speak somewhat freely, people are apt to speak about the 

issues that are most at the top of their minds and speak most directly to their own 

personal focus on the job. 

Although the interview summaries of the ombuds officers provide a snapshot of 

the type of work ombuds do and where they do it, the information does not provide the 

entire picture; specifically, it does not address the trends in any meaningful categories 

discovered by the ombuds officer in the course of his or her work. While each ombuds 

discussed the types of issues brought to the office, and some of the officers discussed the 

type of resolution, by examining the emphasis in each of the interviews, I was able to 

determine how each ombuds focused on one or more of the four frames, and was also 

able to determine if the ombuds officer worked in one or more of the four roles. 

For purposes of this analysis, I have examined the four roles of ombuds officers 

(investigatory, advocacy, assisting, and regulatory) in order to assess whether the 

organizational ombuds officers interviewed follow a similar pattern to that which may be 
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found in other ombuds offices in the United States. I also wanted to determine if the roles 

of ombuds officers have changed over time. Additionally, I gathered information about 

the functions and focus of the ombuds officers to determine if they are working within 

any of the four organizational frames as defined by Bolman and Deal: structural, human 

resource, political, and/or symbolic. 

Analysis of the roles of ombuds officers was conducted by simple charting of the 

roles as described by each interviewed ombuds.
 
This was compared to ombuds officers 

implemented or proposed in the United States between 1966 and present (see Table 1).
 

Secondly, I analyzed interview transcripts of the seven ombuds officers to determine if 

there were separate themes and phraseologies associated with the four frames. This 

analysis was performed solely by this researcher. 

Ombuds Officer Interview Summaries  

Seven ombuds officers were interviewed for this thesis. An initial ombuds officer 

familiar to the researcher was contacted by phone. In addition, an ombuds officer 

working locally to the researcher was contacted by phone. These and subsequent ombuds 

officers were asked about possible other ombuds officers to contact in order to gather 

information. In addition, all ombuds officers that were referred were geographically 

accessible to the researcher at the time. All ombuds officers were contacted initially by 

phone, six were interviewed face-to-face and one was interview by phone at a scheduled 

time. 

 Organization A: The ombuds officer working with Organization A, a state 

government organization, has been in this position since May 2007. The ombuds serves 
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as ombuds for all state employees, save some of those who are faculty in higher 

education, those who report to officers in higher education, and those who work in the 

judicial branch, the governor’s office, or the legislative branch. None of the state 

employees are unionized, as the state system is governed by a constitution. Thus, the 

ombuds provides services to employees (non-faculty) at all higher education institutions 

and eighteen government departments; in all 33,155 employees. 

 Ombuds Officer A maintains data on the number of contacts made by the office, 

how many issues are coming from certain departments, issues that are forwarded, line 

level classifications of employees, geographical data as far as region and department, and 

basic demographic information. The ombuds would describe the role as adding value to 

the company and is responsible for surfacing workplace concerns that hinder a healthy 

workplace. The ombuds provides a prism that other parts of the organization are not able 

to provide. 

 The issues that are predominantly brought to the ombuds office in the state 

involve “evaluative relationships” such as supervisor to employee, or management to 

team relationships, peer and colleague relationships, and the application of rules, policies 

and procedures. Ombuds Officer A expressed that the data-keeping on an Excel 

spreadsheet is minimally able to be analyzed and the ombuds is hoping to begin utilizing 

a database specifically designed for ombuds offices soon. As this ombuds stated, some of 

the issues can be much nuanced, and a targeted data-base will provide more 

comprehensive information.  
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 Those that utilize the ombuds officer’s services are fairly equal as far as levels in 

the company. Ombuds Officer A has visits from line workers as well as deputy directors 

of agencies. Data from the state ombuds office are available as part of the annual 

workforce report for the state. The ombuds additionally gives a report to the governor 

monthly which is not publicly accessible. 

 Organization B: Ombuds Officer B is an ombuds at an energy development and 

research organization. Organization B is a quasi-governmental organization that the 

ombuds explained is government-owned and contract-operated. This organization is 

funded and operated by the Department of Energy. The ombuds is the only ombuds 

officer at the organization and serves all levels of the company. The ombuds officer does 

not provide ombuds services to anyone outside the company, except to minimally assist 

with technology transfer issues if necessary.  

 In order to promote ombuds services, Ombuds Officer B is visible within the 

company at various functions and trainings, provides information via internal newsletters, 

brochures, the website and posters. The ombuds often speaks to groups within laboratory 

departments and centers in order to remind them of the position in the company. 

Employees may access services via telephone and email; however this ombuds 

encourages phone calls to promote confidentiality. Every age, race, ethnicity, and people 

at every level in the company have visited the ombuds office. The ombuds believes that 

the office sees a proportionate number of people in relation to race, level at the company 

and ethnicity; however, women are less represented per capita at Organization B, but visit 



     

90 

 

the office in the largest number. The largest numbers of people at Organization B are in 

the age ranges of 41-61. 

 Ombuds Officer B does more coaching than mediation in this position. The 

officer keeps aggregate data regarding age, gender, where an individual works in the 

organization, types of problems, and ethnicity. Anything identifiable gets scrubbed. The 

ombuds does not keep track of the resolution of issues, but does track referrals to formal 

processes. The ombuds pays attention to the impact of her office in regards to 

effectiveness. This is done by observing how mediations impact multi-parties, work units, 

large groups and impact the gravity of the issue. Infractions of law become a costly 

conflict. It is less costly to deal with things at the informal level. Any data Ombuds 

Officer B keeps are shared only with the people to whom the office reports. It is 

proprietary information, and this ombuds is not able to share it outside the organization. 

 Organization C: Ombuds Officer C is the ombuds at an international financial 

organization. Prior to this position, this ombuds worked as an ombuds officer at two other 

organizations. Ombuds Officer C is an ombuds for staff of this financial organization, but 

not for countries which the organization assists. 

 In order to access ombuds services at Organization C, individuals call, email, and 

as stated by Ombuds Officer C, “Some even knock on the door.” Most issues are related 

to performance, relationships, expectations and mobility within the company. Ombuds 

Officer C noted that mostly women utilize ombuds services at the organization, except 

for last year, when unexpectedly or unexplainably, a greater number of male staff came to 

the office. More support staff than supervisory staff present issues to the ombuds, but the 
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range is fairly equalized according to the population of the organization. Ombuds Officer 

C maintains data regarding gender, nationality, group of work, how long employees have 

worked there, the type of issue and resolution of issues. 

 Ombuds Officer C believes the ombuds office has an impact on the organization. 

Due to this ombuds officer’s decade of tenure at Organization C and the nature of the 

office, when the ombuds calls, people listen. Ombuds Officer C prepares an annual report 

that goes to everyone in the company but is not publicly available. Ombuds Officer C 

mentioned that the office does not see a great deal of difference in whom accesses 

ombuds services depending on the type of organization, i.e., whether it is a public, 

academic, or private entity – only the culture is different. 

 Organization D: Organization D is a medical research facility with several 

ombuds officers employed. I interviewed a lead ombuds officer at the organization. 

Organization D receives referrals from individuals at all levels of a conflict. Sometimes 

they are the first place utilized by an employee; sometimes the ombuds office comes in at 

the middle or end of a conflict. The ombuds office may be an alternative to people filing 

a grievance, but sometimes individuals with an EEO complaint may utilize the ombuds 

office for mediation before going to a judge. This office is unusual in that there is a great 

deal of emphasis on identifying or addressing systemic issues. 

 Ombuds Officer D is quite flexible in how the office responds to issues. The 

ombuds officer related one case example of a conflict which led to the ombuds 

addressing organizational issues by designing facilitation and training in order to impact 

the conflict brought to the office. The ombuds office was able to reach out and interview 
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people involved in the conflict in order to determine the resolution. People access the 

various ombuds officers in this organization by walking in and calling. Employees learn 

about ombuds services through the website, brochures, and employee assistance 

programs. 

 Many disputes at Organization D have to do with authorship of papers between 

post-doctoral scientists and mentors; intellectual property is the primary issue. The 

organization does not see more women than men in the ombuds office, but Ombuds 

Officer D believes the visitor ratio is comparable to the gender demonstrated within the 

entire company. There are 20,000 people in the organization, and 15,000 are located on 

this campus. Gender ratios as a whole in the company are fairly equal, but more males 

then females are scientists. The ombuds officer sees this changing with younger 

generations, but currently more females work as support staff in Organization D. 

 Ombuds Officer D collects data on demographics, the unit where an employee 

works, level at the company, about whom the employee is complaining, the kinds of issue 

brought to the office, and the type of resolution to the conflict. The ombuds commented 

that less than 50% of cases are spent on scientists and scientific issues, but more than 

50% of the time is spent resolving these issues. The ombuds officer would like to see the 

implementation of an online dispute resolution system. This office is also studying the 

dynamics of team science and research collaboration and the issues that arise during that 

collaboration. 

 Organization D utilizes no forms and notes; generic data are put into a database as 

conflicts arise. The ombuds officer is currently preparing a public report that will include 
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such things as statistics on types of cases with case examples. The annual report is a 

public document, but the ombuds officer was unsure if any other information could be 

shared for purposes of this thesis.  

 Organization E: The ombuds officer at Organization E has worked as an ombuds 

for two other organizations prior to this one. This officer has been the ombuds at this 

international financial organization for a couple of years. The organization has 17,000 

staff worldwide with 5,000 of those being temporary. Temporary staff may work for as 

short a time as one week in order to write a brief report for the organization. The agency 

also has 7,000 consultants throughout the world. Ombuds Officer E works as the ombuds 

for all, but the agency also has a mediation department, an ethics department, an office of 

integrity which investigates abuse and misconduct, and an appeals committee. The 

organization also has an administrative tribunal, which serves as the justice system, as 

Organization E is not legally bound by the U.S. court system. Ombuds Officer E shares 

information with these other departments, but does not necessarily work on cases with 

them. There is another ombuds officer that does work on inter-country mediation. 

Ombuds Officer E provides coaching or intervention with the party of conflict if 

necessary. The ombuds can refer visitors to human resources for any of the other 

services. 

 In the system at this organization, all complaints should originate at human 

resources and will then be referred to the ombuds if appropriate. Ideally, individuals will 

work out conflicts on their own before coming to the office, according to Ombuds Officer 

E. Most of the issues that come to this ombuds are about relationships. Many of the 
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people the organization serves are technical people, “so their interpersonal skills are not 

what they ought to be.” This ombuds coaches people to go back and talk in order to 

maintain a relationship. Like other ombuds officers, the office maintains strict 

confidentiality. 

 Ombuds Officer E does not take any notes. The ethics department does take notes 

if a conflict gets to that point. Employees with this organization are unionized. People 

access the ombuds office via email, telephone, or come into the office, (with or without 

going to human resources first). Employees learn about the ombuds office through a 

website, outreach, presentations, and at new staff orientation. An annual report is 

published, but shares little information beyond demographics.  

 Ombuds Officer E states that people have similar issues whether they work at this 

organization, a university, or a corporation. People have the same aspirations, want 

challenging work, and want access to opportunities for advancement. The ombuds does 

not necessarily see differences in types of conflict between men and women, yet as with 

other organizations where the ombuds officer has worked, women use this system more 

than men. According to Ombuds Officer E, “that’s just the way women are. I think 

women like to talk things over a lot more than men. Men have their own ways of 

posturing or dealing with conflict. I haven’t looked at the formal filings. My guess is that 

most of the formal filings are men.” There are more men working in Organization E than 

women. The ombuds officer does not see it as a problem that woman utilize the ombuds 

office more than men. The system is designed to be used and this ombuds thinks if it is 

not being used it is not working. The ombuds mentioned that the hope would be that there 



     

99 

 

Chapter 4: Data Results, Analysis and Discussion 

 The primary purpose of this thesis is to determine if there are similarities or trends 

in the roles and functions of organizational ombuds officers. Interviews conducted with 

ombuds officers provided the information for this type of analysis. The interviews also 

provided additional general information related to the individual organizations as 

depicted below. 

 In order to organize the data, the ombuds officer interviews are summarized 

below and followed by tables to further depict how the seven organizational ombuds 

officers do their work. While all of these summary tables are not perfectly aligned with 

the four roles or four functions, the summaries may provide data to further explain the 

roles and functions of ombuds officers. Chapter Five and the conclusion of this thesis will 

discuss these tables further. Table 2 on the following page presents a summary of the 

seven organizations interviewed for this thesis:
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Table 2 

Descriptions of Ombuds Organizations Interviewed 

 
ORGANIZATION  TYPE OF 

ORGANIZATION 

EMPLOYEE 

CATEGORIES  

# OF EMPLOYEES 

Organization A State Government Support Staff 

University Employees 

Healthcare Employees. 

Correctional Employees 

Finance and Budget  

Facilities Maintenance 

33,155 

Organization B Energy Research and 

Development 

Support Staff 

Scientists 

Engineers 

Analysts 

1,100 

Organization C 

 

International Banking 

Agency 

Support Staff 

Accountants 

Business Analysts 

Financial Specialists 

2,500 – 95% in U.S., 

5% in other countries 

Organization D Medical Research Support Staff 

Administration 

Scientists  

Researchers 

20,000 with 15,000 of 

them   

at this location 

Organization E 

 

International Banking 

Agency 

Support Staff 

Financial Personnel 

Contractors 

Consultants 

Country Leaders 

17,000  

12,000 regular 

5,000 contract 

7K consultants  

Organization F 

 

Investment Banking Support Staff 

Sales 

Research 

Money Management 

4,500 

Organization G 

 

Business Consulting Support Staff 

Partners 

Consultants 

International 

Employees in various 

companies 

9,500 

Data compiled according to 2007-2008 figures. 
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Typically ombuds officers introduce themselves to new employees via several 

methods; introductory letters, corporate intranet videos, push emails, face-to-face 

orientations, and written literature. This introduction primarily occurs for new hires, but 

with the recent addition of more ombuds to organizations it often occurs for the entire 

agency when an ombuds is introduced. It is important that an ombuds or the organization 

design the system and the introduction of the ombuds office well before implementation. 

I have compiled Table 3 as an illustration of how visitors learn about the ombuds office at 

the seven organizations in which ombuds officers were interviewed for this thesis. Most 

visitors to the ombuds office learn about the office through an organizational website or 

during orientation when hired at the company. Print materials and visibility of the 

ombuds officer in the organization are the second most common ways these people learn 

about the ombuds. Videos, newsletters, and posters are used as a third most common 

means to educate others about the office. Organization C utilizes annual reports and 

supervisors to publish information about the ombuds. Organization D advertises through 

an employee assistance program. Employees find out about Ombuds Officer F via an 

annual satisfaction survey sent out to everyone, regardless of whether or not they utilize 

the ombuds office. Ombuds Officer G mentioned word-of-mouth as also providing 

education to organizational constituents about the availability of an ombuds officer. 
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Table 3 
How Visitors Learn about the Ombuds Office 

  

 
 

  

 Most ombuds officers only allow initial access to the ombuds officer via 

telephone. One ombuds office only allows access through a hotline, or 1-800-number that 

does not allow for callers to be identified on any telephone system caller ID. Surprisingly, 

many of the ombuds officers interviewed allowed contacts via email, or allowed visitors 

to simply show up at the ombuds office if they wanted to discuss an issue. This is quite 

unusual as ombuds officers do not want to maintain records, including electronic 

information such as email, or take the chance that visitors to the ombuds office come 

upon one another coming to or leaving the office. Fax and U.S. mail contact was used by 

only one ombuds officer. Table 4 has been compiled for this thesis to demonstrate the 

methods visitors use to access the seven ombuds offices in this study. 

 

ORGANIZATION

ORIENTATION

W
EBSITE

VIDEO

NEW
SLETTER

PRINT M
ATERIAL

POSTER

VISIBILITY

ANNUAL REPORT

ANNUAL SATISFACTION SURVEY

SUPERVISOR

W
ORD OF M

OUTH

EM
PLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

A X X X

B X X X X X

C X X X X

D X X X

E X X X

F X X X X X X

G X X

TOTAL 4 5 2 2 3 2 3 1 1 1 1 1
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Table 4 

How Visitors Access the Ombuds Officer 

 

 
 

 In order to demonstrate the most common types of concerns or issues brought to 

the ombuds office, I have designed Table 5.  Most of the issues brought to the seven 

offices pertained either to evaluative relationships (supervisor to employee) or to 

relationships one has with peers or others at the organization. The next most common 

issues had to do with promotions and rules/policies/procedures. These are followed by 

performance and credit for work. Least common issues brought to the ombuds office 

concerned applications (grant applications or patent applications at Organization B), 

issues with job expectations or job conditions, personal issues or work issues related to 

burnout or stress, and finally concerns about the economy. 

ORGANIZATION

PHONE

EM
AIL

FAX

U.S. M
AIL

 OFFICE VISIT

800 NUM
BER

A X X X X X

B X X X

C X X X

D X X

E X X X

F X

G X X

TOTAL 5 5 1 1 5 2
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Table 5  

Most Common Types of Issues Discussed with the Ombuds Officer 

 

 
 

 

 Table 6 has been compiled for this thesis to illustrate the usual type of resolution 

or follow-up at the seven organizations in this study. The majority of resolutions occur 

due to facilitation by the ombuds officer, followed by coaching or assistance from the 

ombuds or by assistance in discussing or addressing concerns of visitors. Some ombuds 

officers provide information on policies or recommend training, provide mediation or 

training, or refer others to a more formal process. Only two ombuds officers mentioned 

the analyzing of trends of issues brought to the ombuds office as part of the resolution or 

follow-up, although all officers discussed the presentation of trends to organizational 

administration. The least often utilized resolutions for the ombuds officers interviewed 

included: the surfacing of workplace concerns, intervention with other parties, creation of 

reports, development of trust-building, or the emphasis of company culture. 
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Table 6  

Usual Form of Conflict Resolution or Follow-up 

 

 
 

 For purposes of this thesis, Table 7 has been compiled to demonstrate the types of 

data maintained by ombuds officers. It is important to note that all of this is aggregate 

data, not individual data kept on separate visitors to the ombuds office. All but one 

ombuds officer maintained records on the level or location of the individual visitor in the 

company, five ombuds officers also kept data on the types of issues and gender of 

visitors. Four ombuds officers maintained data on the resolution, outcome, or referrals 

they make. Two officers keep track of the following: demographics, length of time with 

the company, age and ethnicity of the visitor, and how the visitors happen to find out 

about the office before they call the ombuds officer. Only one of the ombuds officers out 

of the seven kept any information on the number of contacts and number who come from 

each department. One ombuds officer kept general information about what person or 

about which supervisor in the company visitors were complaining. One ombuds officer 

kept data on the effectiveness of the ombuds contact, and another officer stated that 

information was maintained on themes and trends, (though, again, all ombuds officers 

ORGANIZATION

SURFACE W
ORKPLACE CONCERNS

POLICY/ TRAINING RECOM
M

ENDATIONS

FACILITATON

M
EDIATION

COACHING

TRAINING

INTERVENTION W
ITH OTHER PARTY

REFERRAL TO FORM
AL PROCESS

ANALYSIS OF TRENDS

REPORTS

DISCUSSION/ ADDRESS CONCERNS

TRUST-BUILDING

EM
PHASIZE COM

PANY CULTURE

A X X

B X X X X

C X X

D X X X X X

E X X X X

F X X X X X

G X X X

TOTAL 1 2 4 2 3 2 1 2 2 1 3 1 1
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reported that they did report themes and trends to the administration, even if they did not 

report keeping data on this during the interview). 

 

Table 7 

Type of Data Maintained by Ombuds Officers 

 

 
 

 

Evaluating Ombuds Officer Roles 

  In order to evaluate the ombuds officers interviewed, the ombuds were 

categorized by the types of roles they fill in the organization according to 

explanations each provided during the interview. All of the ombuds officers 

defined their roles at the organization as assisting; either assisting members 

working within the organization or working as contractors with the organization. 

By looking back at Table 6, we can see how these ombuds officers assisted. Four of 

the ombuds officers provided facilitation, three provided coaching, and three 

assisted with discussions and addressing concerns for visitors.  

ORGANIZATION

NUM
BER OF CONTACTS 

TYPES OF ISSUES

DEM
OGRAPHICS

NUM
BER FROM

 DIFFERENT DEPARTM
ENTS

LEVEL/ LOCATION IN COM
PANY

LENGTH OF TIM
E W

ITH COM
PANY

GENDER
AGE

ETHNICITY

ABOUT W
HOM

  COM
PLAINING

RESOLUTION/ OUTCOM
E/ REFERRALS

EFFECTIVESS OF OM
BUDS CONTACT

THEM
ES AND TRENDS

HOW
 THEY CAM

E TO OM
BUDS OFFICE

A X X X X X X X

B X X X X X X

C X X X X X X

D X X X X X

E X

F X X X X X

G X X X X X

TOTAL 1 5 2 1 6 2 5 2 2 1 4 1 1 2
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 Two ombuds officers also fulfilled a regulatory role within the organization. 

Ombuds Officer F provided ombuds services to those outside the organization who 

receive investment services from the company. Officer F was in an ombuds 

position implemented due to some regulatory concerns or missteps in the financial 

investing firm as a way to avoid further issues with the SEC. Officer F was 

available to meet with concerned investors and to discuss concerns with potential 

whistleblowers. Officer B provided regulation through ensuring that work was 

completed according to licensing and technology transfer rules. The ombuds did 

this by assisting workers within the organization in correctly transferring new 

technology to other organizations. (Table 8 further in this section will outline the 

roles of the ombuds officers interviewed). 

 We can further examine the previous tables to see the similarities and 

differences between Ombuds Officer B and F. Table 3 demonstrates that 

Organization F utilizes the most methods (six) to advertise the availability of the 

ombuds office. Ombuds Officer F is the only ombuds that conducts an annual 

satisfaction survey for all employees and constituents of the organization. This may 

have been put into place due to the requirements by the SEC to establish this type 

of position. Ombuds Officer B utilizes five of the methods to advertise the office. 

All of the other ombuds officers use four or less methods. 

 By referring back to Table 5, we note that Ombuds Officers B and F have as 

one of the most common types of issues presented to their office concerns about 

rules/policies/procedures. Working as an ombuds with a regulatory role might lead 
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to these issues being some of the most common in the organization. Officer A also 

has this listed as an issue. The last commonality we see with the regulatory ombuds 

officers has to do with referral to a formal process. On Table 6 we can see that 

Ombuds Officers B and F are the only ombuds that mention this being one of the 

types of resolution to conflict for issues brought to the ombuds office. 

Table 8 lists the roles of the ombuds officers interviewed for this study. Of 

the seven ombuds officers, all work in an assisting role, and two also officers work 

in a regulatory role. This data pertains to the ombuds officer’s roles prior to 2010. 

Due to the small size of ombuds officers interviewed and outlined by this data, it 

may be difficult to make many assumptions based on the data. (Please note that the 

organizations are listed by year of implementation in order to compare them back 

to Table 1). 

Table 8  

Investigatory, Advocacy, Assisting, and Regulatory Roles of Ombuds Officers 

Interviewed 

 

ORGANIZATION, 
IMPLEMENTATION YEAR INVESTIGATORY ADVOCACY ASSISTING REGULATORY 

Organization E, 1981 
  

X 
 Organization D, 1997 

  
X 

 Organization G, 1998 
  

X 
 Organization F, 2005 

  
X Xa 

Organization B, 2006 
  

X Xb 

Organization C, 2006 
  

X 
 Organization A, 2007 

  
X 

 TOTAL 
  

7 2 

     
a
 Ombuds Officer at this organization was hired as per a regulatory requirement by the SEC 

b 
Ombuds Officer at Organization B does assist in regulatory matters involving technology transfers 
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In order to further evaluate the data regarding the roles of ombuds officers 

interviewed, it is helpful to compare these roles with other ombuds officers in the United 

States. Utilizing the ombuds officers discussed in this paper, those in the literature review 

and the seven ombuds officers interviewed, we can analyze the roles of ombuds officers. 

By examining the data we may determine how the roles of ombuds officers in the United 

States have changed over time. Again, these tables and data have been compiled by this 

researcher according to the information found in the literature review and may be 

somewhat subjective. By looking at Table 1 in Chapter 1, it is noted that the majority 

(75%) of the ombuds officers in this table work in the role of assisting, 45% of the  41 

ombuds officers work in a regulatory role, 33% work in an advocating role, and  23% 

work in an investigatory role. There is some overlap in roles for some of the ombuds 

officers.  

Fourteen of the 41 ombuds offices were implemented before 2010, while almost 

twice as many (26) have been implemented or proposed since the start of 2010, (again, 

this is a selective sample of only the research for this thesis). By looking at the roles of 

ombuds officers prior to 2010, we find that 71% worked in an assisting role, 64% worked 

in a regulatory role, 43% provided an advocacy role, and 21% had investigatory roles. 

From 2010 on, the ombuds officer roles are as follows: 77% provide an assisting role, 

35% work in a regulatory role, 27% work in an advocacy role, and 23% work in an 

investigatory role.  

Prior to 2010, 8 of the 14 ombuds officers researched and listed on Table 1, 

worked in multiple roles. Most of the ombuds officers prior to 2010 worked in an 
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assisting role followed closely by a regulatory role. From 2010 on, only 9 of the 26 

ombuds officers worked in multiple roles. The great majority of ombuds officers from 

2010 on worked in an assisting role. It seems that for some of these officers, the move is 

toward working in more of an assisting role and away from working in a regulatory role. 

The ombuds officer’s roles listed on Table 1 are similar to the role of ombuds officers 

interviewed and presented on Table 8. Most work in an assisting role since 2010. More 

ombuds officers may have worked in regulatory roles prior to 2010, but that number 

seems to have decreased over time. 

Since there are so many instances of the roles of ombuds officers overlapping, one 

has to question why this may be occurring. It may be that the role of the ombuds officer 

changes according to such things as organizational need, the conflict, or the background 

and experience of the ombuds officer. There may be role confusion on the part of the 

ombuds officer or the organization in regards to the job description for the ombuds 

position. There also perhaps could be role ambiguity in organizations that are not able to 

define the position clearly. Overlap of the roles could also be due to the fact that the 

ombuds officer position does not have a broadly accepted definition that is agreed upon 

by ombuds office associations. We can make some general statements about the ombuds 

officers interviewed in this study while remembering that the roles still may not be 

clearly defined. 

All of the organizational ombuds officers interviewed for this study work in an 

assisting role in their position. This is consistent with the IOA definition of organizational 

ombuds officers in focusing on two primary goals: assisting with organizational conflict 
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resolution, and impacting systemic change. The regulatory role is present only in two of 

the seven officers interviewed. Investigatory or advocacy roles are not filled by any of the 

seven ombuds officers interviewed for this study. 

Evaluating Ombuds Officers Working within the Four Frames 

 Ombuds officers may be able to assist organizations in specifying trend 

information by encapsulating it in relation to the four frames. This may in turn assist 

leaders in systemic change as necessary to correct these issues. Schön quotes Ackoff (p. 

16) a researcher in the field of operations research, in a comment that may best describe 

why it is necessary to create a framework in which to examine system issues: 

Managers are not confronted with problems that are independent of 

each other, but with dynamic situations that consist of complex 

systems of changing problems that interact with each other. I call 

such situations messes. Problems are abstractions extracted from 

messes by analysis; they are to messes as atoms are to tables and 

charts…Managers do not solve problems: they manage messes.  

 

 In order to examine the four frames used by ombuds officers interviewed for this 

study, I separated phrases used by the ombuds officers to represent their utilization of any 

one or more of the frames. In interviews with ombuds officers, phrases related to the four 

frames became clear. Table 9 depicts primary themes from conversations by listing the 

most predominant frame and the number of frames used by each ombuds officer in 

describing his or her position. Following Table 9 are some of the specific phrases used by 

ombuds officers as they pertain to the four frames of organizations.  
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Table 9 

Primary Frame Usage from Ombuds Officer Interviews  

 

ORGANIZATION PRIMARY THEME 
PRIMARY 

FRAME 
NUMBER OF 

FRAMES USED 

 
ADDITIONAL FRAMES 
USED 

A Positive employee relationships Human Resource 4 

 
Structural, Political, 
Symbolic 

B Technology and licensing Structural 2 
 
Human Resource 

C Employee performance and expectations Human Resource 1 
 
none 

D Ownership of discoveries and authorship Political 3 
 
Human Resource 

E Employee aspirations and relationships Human Resource 2 
 
Political 

F Evaluative relationships Human Resource 2 
 
Structural 

G Burnout, stress, relationships Human Resource 2 
 
Symbolic 

 

 Table 9 is a summary of the information presented below. By analyzing 

transcripts of interviews with ombuds officers, including the quotations that follow, I was 

able to determine a focus of frames utilized by ombuds officers. In addition, I used 

phraseology found in the questions from the Bolman and Deal Leadership Orientations 

questionnaire found in Appendix B to check similarities between the ombuds officer 

comments and Bolman’s and Deal’s questions related to the four frames. My 

interpretation is that each ombuds officer had a primary frame that was the focus of the 

conversation; the focus was not necessarily the same as the quote from the ombuds 

officers utilized below. Quotations were used for illustrative purposes only. Five of the 

seven ombuds officers focused on the human resource frame, one focused on the 

structural frame, and one focused on the political frame. Ombuds Officers A and F 

mentioned the structural frame to a lesser extent than the human resource frame. Ombuds 

Officers B and D minimally focused on the human resource frame. Officers A and E gave 
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minimal attention to the political frame. Finally, Officers A and G mentioned items 

related to the symbolic frame. The final column depicts these additional frames used by 

the ombuds officers interviewed. Additional frames were referred to only briefly, once or 

twice during the course of the interview. Example quotations from the ombuds officers 

pertaining to the four frames help to illustrate how these ombuds officers utilized the 

frames. 

Structural Frame 

The structural frame focuses on the organizational chart of an agency and on the 

roles and responsibilities within the chart that are crucial in order to get the job done.  

There is a focus on a division of labor and coordination of efforts in order to reach goals 

and objectives. These ombuds officers understood and referred to the structural needs of 

the organization. 

 

Technology transfer is a big thrust for our organization. It 

is how we get our research to the public for cars, etc. I may 

provide mediation for someone wanting a license for new 

technology. 

 

Patent issues are less frequent (and mostly informational 

sessions) because of the rules and guidelines with this task. 

This is mostly referred to another department. 
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I spend time with visitors going through regulations and 

helping them gain an understanding of the process and 

protections. 

 

 The comments cited above focus on the structural frame as it relates to 

organizations. One ombuds officer discussed the technology transfer function of the 

organization and how it affected the role of the ombuds office in working with 

individuals to perform this function; a structural part of the agency. A second ombuds 

officer had employees and scientists that created technology that was patentable. This 

ombuds officer saw issues come to the office that required assistance in working through 

the structural process of obtaining patents for invented items or processes. A third 

ombuds officer dealt with issues of regulations in the agency. Many times visitors to this 

office simply needed an explanation of regulations and how those regulations related to 

the issue at hand. At times, the visitors needed to know who to see in the structure of the 

organization in order to resolve the issue. 
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Human Resources Frame 

The human resources frame focuses on an organization being a family. 

Relationships are important, and individuals rely on one another. Organizations are 

concerned with careers and needs of the employees. These ombuds officers reflect on 

feelings, prejudices and limitations of employees. 

 

I am always mindful of women being treated fairly and 

whether she is the only female working among males or 

whether she is the youngest. 

 

When you err on the side of aiding the employee, it makes a 

difference. 

 

If you are angry it is your reality and affects the workplace. 

 

We have many technical people, so their interpersonal 

skills are not what they ought to be. They need to learn to 

go back and talk to maintain the relationship. 

 

Generally, people are dealing with the stresses and strains 

of their lives. What are their options? 
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 The statements above come directly from ombuds officers interviewed for this 

project. These ombuds officers utilized the statements in reference to their discussion 

about the ombuds office functions conducted in the course of their day. All of these 

statements are from a human resource focus. The first ombuds officer was concerned 

with the fair treatment of women in the workplace. The officer also had a clear 

understanding of how gender combined with age may impact the individuals in a 

workplace. This ombuds officer may have operated out of a human resource frame 

primarily as the second quote is also attributable to the ombuds officer. Focusing on 

“erring on the side of aiding the employee” demonstrates a focus on employees and the 

human resource side of the organization. 

 Another ombuds officer expressed a focus on the human resource frame by 

discussing the anger of employees and how that affects the workplace, definitely a human 

resource issue. A third ombuds officer believed that some of the negative human 

interactions in this officer’s particular organization were due to the fact that employees 

were very technically-oriented; thus, they may not have the interpersonal skills necessary 

to interact with others successfully. The final ombuds officer made this statement in 

regards to why people visited the ombuds office; people are trying to manage stress. This 

stress affects human relationships within the workplace and this ombuds officer also 

stated that this is a human resources issue for the agency. 
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Political Frame 

 In the political frame, organizations are seen as jungles or arenas. Conflict is 

frequent and obvious in this frame as people compete for power and scarce resources. 

These ombuds officers deal with this fight over scarcity between employees. 

 

I am the smoke detector for the organization. By nature of 

“rankism” there are a huge number of employees who will 

not speak up, regardless of how open and loving things are 

– they don’t want to get in trouble. 

 

A large number of disputes are about authorship on papers, 

between post-docs and mentors, in both directions. 

 

Occasionally interests don’t coincide, so there is a conflict. 

 

 In the political frame ombuds officers may see the most conflict. The officer in 

the first quotation understood the ombuds officer role within the political context; in this 

organization people were concerned about retaliation, they wanted to speak up but not 

damage their careers, and they clearly understood that others had the power over them. 

The “rankism” this ombuds officer spoke about clearly delineated that there were levels 

within the organization and employees were concerned about the power retained within 

those levels. The power conflict was also obvious at the second organization where the 
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ombuds discussed authorship on papers as being a conflict among visitors to the ombuds 

office. It is important for people to be able to publish in this organization and the 

opportunity to publish results of studies and other such information is scarce and may not 

be available to all without a fight or conflict. The third ombuds officer mentioned 

interests of employees colliding. Again, scarce resources create political conflict. This 

ombuds officer was describing things from a political frame.  

Symbolic Frame 

 In the symbolic frame, organizations are tribes, theaters or carnivals. There is the 

use of symbol, myth, and magic to support the all-important culture of an organization. 

Ombuds officers in this frame note the symbolism and strong culture in the organization. 

 

My first time working with our office in another country, a 

country and culture that is generally not open to 

discussions about issues and feelings, I wound up meeting 

with everyone in the office. Some wanted to discuss 

personal issues, work-related issues; some just wanted to 

meet me. 

 

The culture of our company, with its well-articulated values 

that are underscored frequently, outweighed the culture of 

another country. 
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 Fewer ombuds officers provided any commentary that could be related to the 

symbolic frame. The quotes above are from one ombuds officer; the only ombuds officer 

that provided a specific quote in the interview that could be related to symbolism. The 

culture of an organization is a primary component of symbolism. Although this ombuds 

officer talked about employees wanting to “discuss personal issues, work-related issues,” 

the comment pertained primarily to the culture of the country in which the ombuds 

officer was working. The point of the two quotations was that the culture of the 

organization overrode the culture typical in the country visited. While issues brought to 

this ombuds office might be related to a human resource frame or a political frame, the 

ombuds officer was very aware of a symbolic frame as it pertains to the work conducted 

by this ombuds office. Lack of knowledge in this area, or lack of focus at all in this area, 

may limit how an ombuds officer is able to assist organizational leadership. 

Discussion 

A practitioner in any field must often conduct an analysis to examine how they 

may individually be impacting services provided. As Schön notes, “In real-world 

practice, problems do not present themselves to the practitioner as givens. They must be 

constructed from the materials of problematic situations which are puzzling, troubling, 

and uncertain,” (p. 40). As such, problems, successes, or impacts practitioners have as 

ombuds officers within organizations may not be pronounced, and may not surface 

without further analysis. 

From the data, we learn that a majority of the ombuds officers in the United States 

examined for this thesis work in mostly an assisting role. The percentage of those who 



     

120 

 

work in an regulatory role as ombuds officers have dropped by nearly half in those 

ombuds positions implemented since 2010 (see Table 1). In addition, the number of 

ombuds offices implemented since 2010 that work in an advocacy role has also decreased 

by nearly half. The percentage of ombuds working in an investigatory role to present has 

not changed much since 2010. The percentage of ombuds officers working in an assisting 

role has increased slightly since 2010. It would seem that most ombuds officers, not only 

organizational ombuds officers, but also ombuds officers defined as classical, are moving 

in the direction of working in an assisting role, at least at this point, (and according to this 

selective sample). 

When looking at the functions of ombuds officers in light of the four frames, a 

primary issues theme prevalent in the interviews with seven ombuds officers is the 

human resource frame. While an ombuds officer who categorizes issues according to a 

human resource frame may be helpful in making recommendations for systems change, 

not including issues related to the other three organizational frames may limit information 

that could be provided in an annual executive report. Decision-making may be enhanced 

if an ombuds officer is able to think and present information within the four-frame 

concept. 

The seven organizational ombuds officers interviewed did not all seem to be 

cognizant of issues within the four organizational frames. One seemed to work a great 

deal within the structural frame in providing technical transfer assistance and guidance, 

and another spent time with others as necessary to understand the regulations. While 

another ombuds discussed that the structure of this organization allowed the ombuds to 
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send employees to another department for patent information, another ombuds officer did 

not discuss how the structure of his organization could be examined to allow for changes 

to training in regulatory issues; perhaps training on regulations was not necessarily the 

role of the ombuds officer, yet this officer made it his responsibility.  

All of the ombuds officers commented on various issues within the human 

resources frame. One mentioned the influence of the workplace on women vs. men. 

Another ombuds expressed a difference in relational skills between those who had little 

training and those workers who had higher education, and the necessity for learning to 

talk to one another. One discussed the stresses seen by all during the economic downturn 

and how it affected the work environment. An ombuds discussed how anger affected the 

workplace, and another discussed her support for employees and the ways she attempted 

to pursue conflict issues in this vein. Human resources within conflict resolution and in 

the organizational ombuds office seem inherent. 

Although seven organizational ombuds officers were interviewed, I was only able 

to pull three quotes out of the interviews that had to do with the political frame. One 

quote came from an ombuds officer who had worked many years as a human resources 

officer with people working in both blue collar and in highly professional positions; this 

ombuds had a great understanding of unions and lower line level staff and the 

relationship with upper management.  Another ombuds officer worked in a very 

competitive environment with highly educated and intelligent scientists competing for 

recognition, definitely a highly political atmosphere. There are political issues in every 
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work environment; it is surprising that the ombuds officers did not truly speak more to 

these types of events. 

Only one ombuds officer referred to a symbolic frame at all in the interviews. 

This ombuds officer definitely emphasized culture. Culture was emphasized within the 

organization as well as within the other countries where the firm has other offices. The 

ombuds understood the culture of the company and stated that it was a pertinent factor in 

how they do business. Again, culture is present in every company as is the political 

frame; yet ombuds officers tended not to focus much on a symbolic frame, and only 

briefly on the political frame in the interviews. 



     

123 

 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

An organization’s ability to learn, and translate that learning into action rapidly 

is the ultimate competitive advantage. 

- Jack Welch 

  

 This thesis attempts to answer whether ombuds officers work in an investigatory, 

advocating, assisting, or regulatory role and whether that has changed over time in 

organizations. In addition, the thesis is that ombuds officers would be more helpful to an 

organization in decision-making if they are able to utilize a four-frame structure such as 

Bolman’s and Deal’s in order to analyze issues brought to the ombuds office. I attempted 

to discern whether the frames are similar depending on the type of organization, 

characteristics of the ombuds officers, or changing over time. 

 Ombuds officers have typically been categorized as classical/legislative or 

organizational. These two categories may not entirely provide the best description of the 

roles of ombuds officers. The ombuds concept started in Sweden as a legislative role; 

however, most organizational ombuds officers in the United States primarily work in an 

assisting role. Some of these assisting ombuds officers continue to provide advocacy and 

regulatory roles in the organizations in which they exist, but fewer of these officers 

provide an investigatory function. 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/jackwelch173305.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/j/jack_welch.html
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 Leaders in other professions utilize a human resource role primarily in their line 

of work (Sypawka, et.al, McArdle, Yi, Lieff and Albert, and Tull and 

Freeman).Academic deans, community college presidents, academic library directors, 

medical education leaders, and student affairs administrators all utilized the human 

resource frame in their leadership style; the same could be said of the ombuds officers 

interviewed as five of them primarily used a human resource frame. It is difficult to 

completely identify the reason for the ombuds officer focus to be on the assisting role and 

the human resource frame in the United States. Several things may come into play:  

 Organizational ombuds officers were started in various 

organizations in the United States to be a part of the 

continuum in a conflict resolution system.  

 The characteristics of the individuals actually employed as 

ombuds officers may influence their work within an 

assisting role and a human resource paradigm.  

 The evolution of the ombuds office in the United States and 

influence and impact from professional associations may 

emphasize an assisting role and human resource frame. 

 Changes in the work environment in the United States may 

be impacting these roles and frames as the diversity of the 

workplace increases.  
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Main Findings 

Most of the organizational ombuds officers interviewed in this study exist in the 

organization as part of a continuum of alternative dispute resolution services, so the 

primary function of most of the ombuds officers is to fulfill a role in that continuum; this 

inevitably may become an assisting role as the majority of visitors seek to work through a 

conflict. Conflict resolution in and of itself occurs within the context of assisting with 

human relationships. Most organizational ombuds officers provided this assistance 

through facilitation, coaching, and by discussion or advising on how to manage the 

conflict at hand. 

 The ombuds officers interviewed have a variety of backgrounds, but out of the 

seven interviewed, five have degrees in psychology, human resources or social work. 

Many times ombuds officers have a human resources or social work background. 

(Although this may be changing as it seems from a quick glance at current ombuds 

association memberships; many of those newly hired are attorneys). Only one ombuds 

officer interviewed has a law degree in addition to the psychology degree. Two ombuds 

officers additionally have business or engineering/technology degrees or training. Most 

of the five have used their psychology, human resource, or social work degrees in 

previous work positions besides the ombuds officer position. By assisting others in 

human resource offices, therapeutic settings, or in accessing community services, these 

ombuds officers may have a natural inclination to working in an assisting role and a 

human resource frame.  
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To further support why there is primarily an emphasis on the assisting role and 

human resource frame in this study we can look to the reasons ombuds officers were 

established in the United States. Many ombuds officers were established with thoughts to 

protecting people in university environments that had become more liberal, outspoken 

and diverse, from the reporting of erroneous news stories, and for appropriate care in 

long-term care facilities for the elderly or disabled. One of the first ombuds officers to 

fall somewhat outside of this assisting role was the Taxpayer Advocate that was not 

established until nearly 20 years after the first university ombuds officer in the United 

States. University and long-term care ombuds officers primarily were hired to assist with 

human interaction in specific communities; thus a focus on assisting and a human 

resource frame. 

 Although government ombuds officers banded together first in the USOA, the 

IOA was established with a broader coalition of university, college, corporate, and other 

ombuds officers. This may have allowed for a stronger voice in the ombuds field from 

these assisting organizational ombuds. Government ombuds officers often have a 

regulatory or investigatory role. University, college, and corporate ombuds officers 

typically have an assisting role and the direction and focus of these organizations may 

have an impact on the roles and functions of the organizational ombuds in general. The 

IOA has a large and active membership that works on training, mentorship, and writing 

policies and procedures for the role of the ombuds office. The values of the IOA may 

influence a focus on an assisting role and a human resource frame. 
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As more and varying types of people begin working in corporations, human 

resource issues come into play. Workplaces have now become intermingled 

environments, with the addition of more women to the workforce since the 1960s, people 

working longer in life due to economics, and younger employees entering the workforce 

with different values than older workers. Women used to work at home and while at 

home and in their neighborhoods, share problems with the woman next door or the friend 

walking her children down the street. Prior to this time, people were not bringing 

problems from home to work. There has been a focus on feelings since this time (Feste, 

2003). A person’s emotional state in conflict is very important. People have more of a 

need to have feelings understood, made explicit, and communicated to the other side. 

This may lead to an assisting role and human resource frame on behalf of ombuds 

officers.  

Ombuds officers in the United States may be mostly defined as working in an 

assisting role; however they may need to be aware of the four frames in organizations in 

order to best work in their field and assist the leadership of organizations. If an ombuds 

officer is seeing issues brought forth that relate to a symbolic frame, the officer may want 

to discuss with leadership a possible need for more focus on corporate culture. If an 

ombuds officer sees that employees seem to be coming with relationship issues, but upon 

further discussion the issues actually relate to the lack of rules, specific job descriptions, 

or direction, an ombuds officer and leadership may want to discuss more of a focus on 

the structural needs of the organization. An ombuds officer can enhance the role of the 

position by focusing on all four organizational frames.  
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Conversation is important. Organizations are successful and suffer setbacks due to 

verbal communication (Kolb, p. 68). An ombuds officer can be fundamental to successful 

communication within an organization.  “Ombuds officers characteristically use their 

roles to keep their fingers on the pulse of the organization, create a map of the 

organization, and assist CEOs to address concerns confidentially, for the group,” as noted 

by one of the ombuds officers interviewed for this study. This role in assisting and 

focusing on a human resource frame may continue to be important. 

Ombuds officer roles and functions are important for organizations to understand 

when hiring for this position. If an organization is looking for an ombuds officer to work 

in primarily an assisting role, the administration may need to keep in mind the 

background and experience of potential candidates for an ombuds office. In this research, 

all of the organizational ombuds officers interviewed worked in an assisting role and 

many of them had backgrounds in social work or human resources that gave them some 

experience in assisting others. Some organizations are eager to hire an ombuds who has 

experience as an attorney in order to help the company in this conflict resolution position. 

Employees may be hesitant to go to see an ombuds with this type of background. A 

former attorney may not be seen as neutral by employees, may be seen as someone who 

is more of an investigator or regulator and who breach the confidentiality of the visitor to 

assist the organization legally, or may be seen as less informal due to the law degree. 

Additionally, if ombuds officers are to best provide information to the administration 

regarding system improvements, CEOs and ombuds officers may want to consider 
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utilizing something similar to the four-frame structure to categorize visitor information 

brought to an ombuds office.  

Limitations of the Study  

Interviews with ombuds officers were approached with the purpose of 

determining the possibility of gathering information for a different topic, namely how 

males and females in their organization use ombuds services. Questions were designed 

for the interview with this in mind. Ombuds officers were not all willing to share data 

related to this topic, thus the data I had through the interviews needed to be examined 

with an alternative view. While the analysis of the ombuds officers in terms of the types 

of roles played in specific positions (investigatory, assisting, advocating, or regulating) 

can be easily determined from the interviews, comments analyzed in terms of the four 

frame perspective may have been stated differently by the ombuds officer if the group of 

questions had been more focused on gathering material related to these frames. The 

themes emerged as part of the general interview regarding how the ombuds officer 

worked. 

Information gathered was from discussions with ombuds officers and could have 

been more enlightening if the ombuds officer interviews were more methodical and 

aimed at obtaining information about specific points necessary to the research. Only 

seven ombuds officers were interviewed for this study, thus the data available and 

assumptions made are extremely limiting. More ombuds officers interviewed utilizing 

more direct questioning would presumably lead to a more conclusive result. 
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Ombuds officers were interviewed only where the researcher was most able to 

meet them at their organizations for interviews. These ombuds officers were primarily 

located in the eastern United States and may have provided a limitation to the data. 

Furthermore, ombuds officers were interviewed utilizing a random snowball sampling. 

By interviewing mostly ombuds officer who were referred by others, the data may have 

limited results due to like-minded or otherwise similar ombuds being interviewed. 

It should be noted that the categorization of roles and functions of the ombuds 

officers in this research was completed by the researcher based on written public 

information and other research available to the general public about roles (investigatory, 

advocacy, assisting, regulatory) and may be somewhat subjective. Subjectivity may come 

into the interpretation of the research documents studied in the literature review by the 

researcher and some interpretation of what the writers meant in the description of the 

specific ombuds officer. Comparisons of ombuds officers in the literature to the ombuds 

officers interviewed may be affected by this.  

Functions (within the four frames of structural, human resource, political, and 

symbolic) of the seven ombuds officers interviewed for this thesis were also determined 

by the researcher upon review of interview transcripts and comments and quotations 

therein. Some of these comments seem to fit one frame over another, but this too could be 

subjective.  Even with the comparison to the Leadership Orientations questionnaire, the 

categories designated by this researcher for the seven ombuds officers are my 

interpretation and not the interpretation of the ombuds officer.  
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Future Research 

There has been very little research conducted on the ombuds office. This is an 

area in conflict resolution that warrants further study. It would be recommended that 

future research more extensively analyze the roles of ombuds officers in the United 

States. In order to analyze and compare ombuds officers, I utilized a selection of ombuds 

officers from research gathered in comparison to the seven ombuds officers interviewed. 

A more thorough idea for future research would be to gather information about all former 

and existing ombuds officers through the USOA, the IOA and other ombuds associations 

in order to examine the investigatory, advocacy, assisting, and regulatory roles. In 

addition, surveys designed for these ombuds officers in order to gather more information 

from them directly would be helpful. It additionally may be helpful to examine the 

specific job descriptions of ombuds officers in order to further clarify the roles played 

within their agency. 

Analysis of how ombuds officers use the four frames of Bolman and Deal could 

be enhanced greatly by having ombuds officers utilize the Leadership Orientations 

questionnaire in order to identify how they utilize the four frames in their work. As an 

alternative, future research could ascertain how ombuds officers may focus on one of 

more of the four frames by providing scenarios of conflict in the workplace and asking 

ombuds officers how they would respond to or describe the conflict that might be brought 

to them from a hypothetical visitor. Certainly, a study of a much larger number than 

seven ombuds officers in this study would lead to better information. In addition, 

working with the IOA to discuss how they see the four frames fitting into the work of an 
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organizational ombuds may determine if that is a tool helpful to an ombuds office. It is 

possible that ombuds officers utilizing a four frame analysis for issues that come to the 

office may hinder some of the inherent aspects of the position; specifically, neutrality and 

informality. 

Conflict resolution may be able to have an impact on policy development in many 

organizations, including federal, state and local governments. In conducting this research 

about organizational ombuds officers in the United States, the intent was to learn more 

about the office and how it interacts with the organizations it serves. As new ombuds 

officers are proposed for many different agencies in federal government, as well as local 

and state governments, continuing to examine the roles and functions of the ombuds 

office will assist in the performance of organizations. 

 “Part of the design of any system is a clear elaboration of goals the system hopes 

to achieve in resolving or managing disputes. Dispute resolution systems cannot be 

everything for everyone” (Harrison and Morrill, 335). Whether an organizational focus is 

to have an ombuds officer act as a watchdog, a sounding board, or a smoke detector may 

define whether the ombuds officer hired has a background in psychology or law and 

whether the ombuds officer ultimately works in an assisting, advocacy, investigatory, or 

regulatory role. 
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Appendix A: Ombudsman Interview Questions 

1. For whom within or outside the organization do you provide ombudsman services? 

2. How are your services accessed? 

3. Who typically utilizes the ombudsman services? 

4. What is the most common grievance? 

5. Is there a difference in utilizing ombudsman services in relation to race, gender, age, 

culture, position in the company or any other qualifier? 

6. What types of support do you provide as an ombudsman? 

7. Is there a difference in the outcome of your meetings related to race, gender, age, 

culture, position in the company, or any other qualifier? 

8. What types of data do you maintain? 

9. Are the data available to anyone outside your organization? If so, in what format? 

10. How do you promote or advertise your services to potential clients/employees? 

And as I approached the final three interviews, due to information gathered from the 

previous three, I asked: 

11. Is there a difference in who accesses these services in relation to gender, age, culture, 

position in the company or any other qualifier in regards between this and any other 

agency where you have worked? 

12. If there were one thing you could do to improve ombudsman services in general, what 

is that one thing? 
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Appendix B: Leadership Orientations Tool by Bolman and Deal 

Name:____________________ 
 
LEADERSHIP ORIENTATIONS 

 
This questionnaire asks you to describe yourself as a manager and leader. For each item, give the number 
"4" to the phrase that best describes you, "3" to the item that is next best, and on down to "1" for the item 
that is least like you. 
 
1. My strongest skills are: 
_____ a. Analytic skills 
_____ b. Interpersonal skills 
_____ c. Political skills 
_____ d. Flair for drama 
 
2. The best way to describe me is: 
 
_____ a. Technical expert 
_____ b. Good listener 
_____ c. Skilled negotiator 
_____ d. Inspirational leader 
 
3. What has helped me the most to be successful is my ability to: 
_____ a. Make good decisions 
_____ b. Coach and develop people 
_____ c. Build strong alliances and a power base 
_____ d. Inspire and excite others 
 
4. What people are most likely to notice about me is my: 
_____ a. Attention to detail 
_____ b. Concern for people 
_____ c. Ability to succeed, in the face of conflict and opposition 
_____ d. Charisma. 
 
5. My most important leadership trait is: 
_____ a. Clear, logical thinking 
_____ b. Caring and support for others 
_____ c. Toughness and aggressiveness 
_____ d. Imagination and creativity 
 
6. I am best described as: 
_____ a. An analyst 
_____ b. A humanist 
_____ c. A politician 
_____ d. A visionary 

 
 
_____ST _____HR _____PL _____SY _____Total 
 
 
_________________________________ 
 
© 1988. Lee G. Bolman and Terrence E. Deal. All rights reserved. This survey is based on ideas in Bolman 
and Deal’s Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice and Leadership (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1991, 
1997, 2003).  
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LEADERSHIP ORIENTATIONS SCORING 

The Leadership Orientations instrument is keyed to four different conceptions of organizations and of the 
task of organizational leadership. 
 
Plot each of your scores on the appropriate axis of the chart below: ST for Structural, HR for Human 
Resource, PL for Political, and SY for Symbolic. Then read the brief description of each of these orientations 
toward leadership and organizations. 
 
 

 
 
[Scales are adjusted to represent percentile scores. The lowest number for each frame represents the 25th 
percentile; the highest number represents the 90th percentile. The table below shows percentiles for each 
frame, based on a sample of more than 700 managers from business, education and government. For the 
structural frame, for example, 25% of managers rate themselves 12 or below, and only 10% rate themselves 
23 or above. The percentiles for each frame are shown in the table below, based on a sample of more than 
700 managers in business, education, and government.] 
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Leadership Orientations Scoring  
 

 
 
Interpreting Scores 
 
1. Structural leaders emphasize rationality, analysis, logic, facts and data. They are likely to believe 

strongly in the importance of clear structure and well-developed management systems. A good leader is 
someone who thinks clearly, makes the right decisions, has good analytic skills, and can design structures 
and systems that get the job done. 
 
2. Human resource leaders emphasize the importance of people. They endorse the view that the central 

task of management is to develop a good fit between people and organizations. They believe in the 
importance of coaching, participation, motivation, teamwork and good interpersonal relations. A good leader 
is a facilitator and participative manager who supports and empowers others. 
 
3. Political leaders believe that managers and leaders live in a world of conflict and scarce resources. 

The central task of management is to mobilize the resources needed to advocate and fight for the unit's or 
the organization's goals and objectives. Political leaders emphasize the importance of building a power 
base: allies, networks, coalitions. A good leader is an advocate and negotiator who understands politics and 
is comfortable with conflict. 
 
4. Symbolic leaders believe that the essential task of management is to provide vision and inspiration. They 

rely on personal charisma and a flair for drama to get people excited and committed to the organizational 
mission. A good leader is a prophet and visionary, who uses symbols, tells stories and frames experience in 
ways that give people hope and meaning. 
 
Computing Scores: 
 

Compute your scores as follows: 
ST = 1a + 2a + 3a + 4a + 5a + 6a 
 
HR = 1b + 2b + 3b + 4b + 5b + 6b 
 
PL = 1c + 2c + 3c + 4c + 5c + 6c 
 
SY = 1d + 2d + 3d + 4d + 5d + 6d
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Appendix C: International Ombudsman Association Uniform Reporting Categories 
From International Ombudsman Association website, accessed at 

http://www.ombudsassociation.org/sites/default/files/UTFRC%20Desk%20Reference%20v2.pdf 
 

1. Compensation and 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 subcategories 

 

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) 

http://www.ombudsassociation.org/
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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 (noncompletion 

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) 

 

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) 
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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.jInterdepartment/Inter-

organization Work /Territory 
(disputes about which 

department/organization should be 

doing what/taking the lead) 

8.k Other (any organizational issue 

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) 

 


