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If you check my resume on my web site you will find that I am
a “former” member of the International Ombudsman

Association – that's because when I became COS at the
National Mediation Board it was no longer appropriate for me

to be the Ombudsman – but I designed that Ombudsman
office and the online portal that I'll talk about later.  I also
designed, along with a team of colleagues, the NIH ADR

program that is now housed in the Ombudsman office there.
But today I want to use another system I helped design to
answer the question that brings us into this room today:

Exactly what should I know about the office of the
Ombudsman?
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If you are interested, I sent a copy of a book chapter on
Ombudsmanship and technology by Frank Fowlie to the
organizers of this conference – it is about technology, but
contains a good overview of Ombudsmanship generally.

Frank and I are currently writing an article for IOA Journal, but
it's not far enough along to pass out yet – if you are interested
in that, look for it in the next edition of the journal.  And, finally,

if you want my notes from today, I will put them in the lead
post on the blog that is the front page of my personal web site.

Ok, down to business – what should you know about the
Ombudsman and how does it relate to labor and employment

issues? 

Using Army MEDCOM as my narrative, I'll cover 4 key points:

What is an Ombudsman?
To Whom Should He/She Report?
How Should Parties Have Access?

What Should the Ombudsman Report and to Whom?

BACKGROUND ON WALTER REED/OMBUDSMAN

On February 18, 2007, the Washington Post published the first
of a series of articles about problems with medical care for

wounded soldiers at Walter Reed Medical Center.
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Rep. John Tierney (D-Mass) soon held hearings about what
happened and what was to be done about the problems, and it

is through the good offices of Congressman Tierney that my
colleagus and I were able to gain access to the Army

command at Walter Reed.  We offered, pro bono, to help them
put together an Ombudsman Office.

As the project proceeded we worked with General Turner, the
Deputy Commander, and Major Becky Baker, who was the

driving force inside the Army and the Wounded Warrior
Project.

The first question we had to help them answer was the basic
one:  What is an Ombudsman and who should have that role?

As the project unfolded, their notion of what the Ombudsman
was morphed from a Patient Advocate model, with

“Ombudsmen” in uniform to a more traditional organizational
Ombudsman role.  Here's the IOM definition:
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The Organizational Ombudsman—Role and Function
The primary duties of an organizational ombudsman are (1) to
work with individuals and groups in an organization to explore

and assist them in determining options to help resolve
conflicts, problematic issues or concerns, and (2) to bring
systemic concerns to the attention of the organization for

resolution.

So, an Ombudsman:

Is Independent and offers onfidential assistance;
Can provide information;

Can provide options;
Can mediate/facilitate;

Can point out weaknesses, bad practices, and trends;
And is an early warning system.

As they went through a process of deciding who would be
given the role of Ombudsman for the command, we suggested

retired Sgt. Majors, reporting to the head of Army MedCom.

At first there was resistance from local commanders – after a
while, the local commanders were asking for Ombudsmen to

be placed on their bases.
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Above all, those who may use the Ombudsman (in the Army's
case, the wounded soldiers, their families, the medical staff,
the wounded soldiers' comrades, and the public) must have

confidential access in a way that encourages contact.

Army MedCom started with 10 at bases in the US, Germany
and Italy – now there are approximately 40, worldwide

In the system we helped set up, anyone can contact the
Ombudsman in person (in a private setting), via a telephone
call, or individuals may use an online portal, with or without

attribution.  The ability to contact anonymously is very
important for the “early warning” function
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In a “best practices” environment, the Ombudsman should
only be expected to report the number and general type of
contacts, and he or she should be expected to give only

aggregated reports of outcomes.  The report should go to the
head of the organization, and in some cases can be released

as public information.

Why will Ombudsman Offices fail?:

If they are set up improperly and don't encourage contact;

Poorly managed expectations – that they are a silver bullet for
employees, or that they are a tattletale for management.

In a labor and employment context, it is important to establish
how the Ombudsman Office interacts with other rights and

responsibilities in the workplace, and if there is a union on the
property, it is necessary to formally address how the

Ombudsman Office relates to the union grievance procedure.
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