
Building a Better Workplace Through The Organizational Ombuds (OO)

BACKGROUND:  

• Sarbanes-Oxley acts for organizational sentencing guidelines drove rigid rules around the ethical 

conduct in handling complaints via compliance policies. While geared towards financial fraud, its 

impact has been across the board for all complaints received. 

• HR is an agent of the employer in receiving notice of misconduct. HR is responsible for ensuring 

compliance with company policies and with the law. HR has lost the ability to provide confidential 

employee guidance. 

• Formal compliance channels (hotlines, websites) generally receive a response rate < 1% of an 

employee base. Of those complaints received < 2% deal with financial fraud.

• Retaliation claims are on the rise; in 2006 they represented 30% of all charges individuals filed 

with the EEO. Average jury compensation awards for the high-tech/manufacturing sector are 

$0.9Mil (excluding litigation defense costs). Reference page 181 [2].

• Increased globally diverse employee base can lead to a greater potential for organizational conflict

GAP:

• Employees do not raise issues for FEAR of retaliation; 87% perceive that to come forward poses a 

substantial risk of social, psychological, physical and economic losses. They want confidentiality.

• Under law, ethics programs cannot guarantee confidentiality. Any communication to HR places 

the organization ‘on notice’; HR is required to act on what they hear and learn. This strict formality 

can be seen as one sided, on occasion adversarial and lead to time consuming investigations not 

necessarily geared to address the employee’s initial need for raising the issue in the first place.  

• Most employees are NOT SKILLED in how to handle conflict. When they do run into a conflict 

they don’t know where to go. Hierarchical structure inhibits coming forward with an issue for fear 

of compromising one’s future prospects. Many managers are unwilling to take these issues to their 

supervisors or discuss with HR.

•An issue that is not well handled can lead to corrosive relationships, career stalls, productivity 

impacts, and increased turnover. This disengagement can spark the fuel for potential LITIGATION. 

• EAP is not a fix to conflict management and is limited to individual counseling.

BASELINE INDUSTRY TRENDS re Organizational Ombuds (OO):

• How many OO does one company need: One per every 5,000 – 10,000 employees [3]

•Impact: The IOA estimates a 5% average OO use by employees for a typical corporation. See page 

178 of [2]. Surveys for those who used OO said that if the OO program had not been available: 

•30% would not have brought up the issue, 

•25% would not have brought up the issue as quickly or timely, 

•10% would have left the company. 

•Who has OO: Corporations including Chevron, Shell, Marathon Oil, BP, Halliburton, Dresser, 

Dell, Eaton, Sandia National Labs, Los Alamos National Labs, Medtronics, IBM, Coca-Cola, 

United Technologies, American Express, Alliance Bernstein, Pfizer. [3]

•NOTE: A “Classical Ombuds” serving an external customer base is not the same as an 

“Organizational Ombuds”. See References for more information.

BENEFITS of an Organizational Ombuds (OO):  

• Supplements existing compliance functions by serving as a resource for people who need or want 

guidance on how to report misconduct.  Reduces the number of compliance complaints; provides 

employees with an alternative means for handling non-compliance issues and in handling 

workplace issues.

• Supplements HR function as an effective alternative dispute mechanism. Resolves work-related 

disputes in a timely and effective manner. Avoids employment litigation. 

• Works with inquirer to identify and evaluate options and methods for issue resolution at the 

closest level of control in a non-threatening and cooperative way to help them make better 

decisions. 

• Acts as a coach in managing situations and in cutting through the red tape. 

• Open to all employees at all levels in a confidential manner.

• Proactive in identifying employment risks and taking appropriate action to mitigate those risks

• Alternate “listening post” with insight into whether the other systems are functioning as intended

• Acts as a change agent to the organization by identifying systemic trends and possible hotspots to 

management. 

• Lowers cynicism about the company’s commitment to resolving employee issues

• Promotes integrity, respect for others, diversity and inclusion

GOAL: 

• Help companies improve the workplace ENVIRONMENT for ALL employees. Demonstrate how 

an OO improves overall corporate governance. Showcase the need to offer expert guidance in 

workplace issues through an informal, confidential, neutral, and impartial body of the OO.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

•Socialize OO concept with key corporate stakeholders including the head of HR, head of legal and 

the executive staff. Provide background, actual examples [2] and summary articles [1], [3]. NOTE: 

The process owner is generally someone on the President’s Staff, the President or a designated 

representative.  By definition, it cannot be the HR department. [2], [3].

•Set up a key stakeholder exploratory Q&A Session with experts (Organizational Ombuds Legal 

Consultant Charles Howard [2] and a practicing Organizational Ombuds that can be found with the 

help of the International Ombuds Association [3])

REFERENCE MATERIALS re Organizational Ombuds (OO):

•[1] Winter 2012 SWE Magazine “A Fresh Look at The Organizational Ombudsman”. Includes a 

case for diversity, the latest research on under-represented engineering populations and the 

connection to recruiting, retention, and the workplace environment.

•[2] American Bar Association 2010 book “The Organizational Ombudsman: Origins, Roles & 

Operations, A Legal Guide” by Charles Howard. Includes actual examples of the OO in action.

•[3] International Ombuds Association (IOA) website for best practices, training, certification, and 

networks to help establish an Organizational Ombuds office within your company. 
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