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Introduction

To say that 20089 was a challenging time for the University of Hawaii at Manoa, as well as for the
country and the worldappears a study in euphemism. The financial crisis that became evident near
the end of 2008 and the beginning of 2009, is now being felt in concrete ways on campus, and
promises to play out well beyond the next academic year. The Office of the Ombuds e&tape

the OchallengeO of the times. As of the writing of this report, the Ombuds Office consists of one
ombuds and a patime secretary, down from a staff of three ombuds officers and-trdl

secretary at the issuance of our 2@87Annual Repd. The Ombuds Office is scheduled to close on
September 30, 2009.

Even beyond the cases for which we did formal intake, members of the UHM community often
shared with our office their frustrations about the effect of the economic crisis on UHM operation
their concerns about what the crisis might mean to their future at UHM, and the toll the uncertainties
of the times were taking on their emotional health. Ombuds offices across the nation are finding that
they must deal with the impact of the econotimites on their communities. Issues concerning the
impact of the financial crisis on the UHM community, and suggestions for moving forward, are

discussed below undé&rends and Issueand in ouiOffice Closing Notes

200809 Annual Report Case Summary

The Ombuds Office handled 338 cases during the -B@0&cademic year. Student visitors brought

half of the cases we handled. It is interesting to note, however, that the percentage of visitors to our
office who were students declined 7% over the 208@academic year, and the percentage of staff

and faculty visitors (including chairs) increased by 8%. The vast majority of student issues fell
within the categoriesof administrative academic andinterpersonalconcerns, most frequently in

the subcateges ofregistration grading, progress to a degreéinancial aidandincivility. Faculty

and staff raised issues in tamploymentandinterpersonalcategories as their most frequent areas of
concern. In the category employmentthe issues voiced hysitors fell most frequently within the
subcategories akclassification or change in dutiesorkload andcontract renewal In light of the

focus of UHM employees on employment conceamploymenissues overtoocademic

! The Ombuds Office dhers data concerning visitor demographics and issues in order to track usage of
the Ombuds Office and to obtain information concerning problematic trends and issues. The Office
collects basic demographic information, but does not record any informlasiboauld specifically

identify visitors to the Office. Data concerning visitor issues are recorded under the following categories:
academic administrative, discrimination, employment health and safety andinterpersonal. Some

of the issues falling whtin these categories are detailed in footnote 2, below.

1



administrativeandinterpersonalissues as the single category of issues most often brought to our
office in 200809. Unfortunately, the number of cases involving the categanterpersonal
disputes continued a thrgear trend upward for all UHM populations; the subcategoigav¥ility

remains by far the single highest reported concern brought to the UHM Ombuds Office.

How does the UHM Ombuds Office Operate?
Our Guiding Principles

We continue to operate according to the International Ombudsman Association (IOA) Codeof Eth
and Standards of Practice. We adhere to the principles of confidentiality, impartiality, independence,
and informality. Please see our websitig(://manoa.hawaii.edu/ombuds/standardsofpractice.html

for a discussion of these principles.

What We Do

Much of our work involves probletsolving and conflict management. Most often we help visitors to
clarify the issues they bring to the Ombuds Office and to identify options for dealing productively
with their concerns. We assist visitors in gainingspective and developing skills to communicate

and work more effectively with other members of the UHM community. Often we hold discussions
between people in conflict and help them work through the issues in dispute. These discussions are

informal and mayontinue on and off for weeks or months.

We sometimes discover issues and systemic challenges in play that have consequences beyond the
facts of particular cases. When necessary, and always in a manner that protects confidentiality, we
report these issuge those who can take action. Our annual report is another way we attempt to open
our observations concerning problematic trends to public discussion and, hopefully, eventual

remediation.



Who initiated the cases?

Fifty percent of the visitors to tHembuds Office in 20089 were students, down from the 2008
level of 57%. The percentage of visitors to the Ombuds Office who were UHM employees (staff and

faculty, including chairs) increased, from 34% in 2@B/to 42%.

Table 1
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Although student visitors in 20089 brought to the Ombuds Office a 5% higher number of new cases
than employees and administratdtrss important to keep in mind that case intake figures do not
correspond directly with the amount of time devoted byQh#uds Office to visitorsO concerns. A

fair proportion of student cases involve basic resource questions, which may be resolved within a few
hours. Employeénitiated cases (including those initiated by administrators) rarely involve basic
resource quesins, and likely require repeated visits. Such cases may also involve group sessions
that require extensive planning and preparation. If the number of hours involved with specific cases
were measured, it is likely that employee and administrator usagld weolve a significantly

higher percentage of Ombuds Office time than student usage.



Once a Case Was Initiated, Who Else Was Involved?

Faculty members (including department chairs) continued to be the group most often identified as the
foci of a visibrOs concern. It is interesting to note, however, that there was a 6% rise in visitor issues
involving administrators, and a 4% rise in issues involving policy concerns, which appears consistent
with the increase in concerns abeuntployment Issues withstaff respondents declined by 6%, and

those issues more generally attributed to the actions of departments, offices or programs also declined

by 6%.

Table 2
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2008 - 2009 and 2007 - 2008
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What Kinds of Issues do We Encounter?

Table 3 compares the categoriessstie$ we encountered.

Table 3

Types of Issues
2008 - 2009 and 2007 - 2008
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In view of the higher representation of employees in our visitor population this year, it is not
surprising that the percentage of our cases dealingasaemicandadministrativeissues, typically
raised by students, fell, and trahploymentissues had a higher representation in our caseload. It

should be noted, however, that whatever categories the case intake may have otherwise involved,

2 Theacademiccategory includes, among other issugading, plagiarism advising course availability
andrequirementspracticums andprogress toward degreeTheadministrativecategory includes
among other issueBnancial aid registration housing parking, andfood services Thediscrimination
category includes, among other issudisability, gender ethnicityandsexual harassmenthe
employmentategoryincludes, among other issuesmpensation or benefitesorkload promotion
reclassification or change in dutisdepartment reorganizatigperformance evaluatigrandcontract
renewal Thehealth and safetycategory includes, among other issysdg;sical condition of grounds or
facilities, violence concernsandstalking Theinterpersonalcategory includes, among other issues,
incivility, disruptive behaviarbullying andharassment



visitors raised at least one issue falling withinititerpersonalcategory in approximately 29% of the
new cases brought to our office in 2008. Administrators (60%), department chairs (40%), staff
(35%) and faculty (34%) raised interpersonal issues in a higher percentage of the cases they brought
to the Ombds Office than did students (21%). As mentioned earlier, this may be attributable to the
fact that students often visited the Ombuds Office to clarify resource issues (often falling under the
administrative category). It may also reflect the greater ngefelt by the visitor to resolve
interpersonal issues when frequent contact with the other party is required because of the closer
proximity of a working environment. Where students initiated cases invalviegpersonal issues,

they tended to name cdicts with faculty. Where faculty broughtterpersonal issues, they tended

to name peer faculty or chairs as the source of their distress. Where staff initiated cases involving
interpersonal issues, they tended to name peer staff or administratore athiér party to their

conflict. Administrators and faculty chairs tended to identify faculty as the source of the

interpersonal issue.

As it was in 200708, incivility was the single issue most frequently raised issue in-20GRross all
categories.Incivility cases represented nearly double the number of cases of the second most

frequently raised issue in our caseloamistration

Trends and Issues: Building Community During Difficult Economic Times

The Ombuds Office publishes an annual repsran opportunity to speak to the UHM community

about problematic trends or important issues and to suggest approaches to deal with those trends or
issues. We undertake this effort not as advocates for any party, but as advocates for fairness in the
systen, and as advocates for a healthy community. In our three years on campus, we were given
access to all offices and constituencies, including senior administrators, and were thus allowed to see
individual and campus issues from many different perspectiMesunderstand, however, that our
perspective, no matter how well widened from our discussions with visitors, respondents and
administrators, is still but a perspective, and as such, limited. We also understand that it has been
challenging to maintain aumpartiality on all issues in light of the impending closure of the Ombuds
Office, and that our perceptions of systemic issues may in some way be affected by our own
experiences. But we continue to do the best we can. This discussion is submite@rbipuds

Office with the intention and hope that it may contribute to the continuing success of the

organization.

Over the past year, the UHM community has been faced with huge uncertainties about how the

financial crisis will play out on campus. The Ouadls Office has heard from employees concerned
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about their job security, from students complaining about lack of services, and from various offices
concerned about maintaining institutional suppttrtvas also not uncommon that a significant level
of tenson about the economic times was unearthed in discussions we had with visitors, although the

issue had not been the most apparent reason that initially brought those visitors to our doors.

Administration will be called on to make many difficult decisiamshe coming year that will directly

or indirectly affect many members of the UHM community. There will be hardships visited on the
UHM community that cannot be avoided. Many in the community will have to make do (and do
more) with less, and some wileforced to leave. During such challenging times, it is vital that
department chairs, office directors and senior administrators exercise skill and sensitivity in dealing
with conflicts that may arise in their areas of responsibility, and work assiduouslyld morale.

These skills are not necessarily intuitive, and training should be provided to support group leaders in
these efforts. For example, having strong leadership skills does not mean simply telling someone to
buck up or telling someone thabu understand their hardship. Leadership skills include knowing

how to listen, being respectful, and learning how to share responsibility and information. Strong
leaders work effectively at getting biiry, take responsibility for their decisions, ané apt conflict
avoidant. Training should accordingly be provided to management (up to and including senior
administrators) on interetased conflict resolution, teabuilding skills, negotiation skills and

effective communication. No one should be exenithe people who avoid such training are often

the people who need it most.

Good communication is essential, particularly in times of stress. It is certainly not possible at any
given point for administrators or managers to provide answers to all@uethiat concern the

community; however, it would be trubtiilding and respectful for administrators and managers to
schedule regular briefings for their employees and other constituencies to discuss the issues that are

being considered, the criteria bginsed, who is making the decision and expected timelines.

It is important to understand that many members of the UHM community feel helpless in the face of
what is going on. They see that much of the decigiaking is being done at a level on whickyth

feel they have very little opportunity to provide input, although the decisions may dramatically affect
their lives. They are frustrated by their lack of options. Uncertainty feeds this sense of helplessness.
Good communication will help to calm misped fears, and demonstrate leadershipOs respect for the

legitimate concerns of the community.



Office Closing Notes

It has been gratifying to receive feedback from visitors over the past three years about how the
services of the Ombuds Office have heglthem to move forward with their lives and to more
productively navigate the UHM system. We have felt honored to be entrusted with the confidences of
our visitors and other contacts, and have appreciated the opportunity in some small way to help the

UHM community become a healthier place to learn and work.

We sincerely hope that the Ombuds Office is reopened as soon as the budget allows. An
organizational ombuds not only facilitates the management of conflict and encourages the growth of
problemsolving competencies, but also serves as a way to surface concerns, including ethical issues,
which may not otherwise come to light until considerable harm has been done to the integrity of the

community.

Although tough economic times may obviously reqtir@ some immediate needs be met to the
exclusion of other important needs, we respectfully submit that institutional values in support of a
healthy, productive and seléflective communitypone in which students and employees are retained
and thrive beause the system is responsive and in touch, and one which provides a place to be heard
and understoo®are not values that should be standing at the back of the line. In times of increased
institutional stress, it is all the more important for a comnyunitfeel that its many voices can be

heard, that small issues get handled before they become big issues, and that administration have
honest feedback about the concerns of the community. When times are tough and resources are in
short supply, an ombuds of even greater importance to the community. We hope that UHM will

see the value in reopening the Ombuds Office at its earliest opportunity and, at the very minimum,
that administration will make a concerted effort to provide substantial and sustainedytfor all
members of its community (particularly frelime administrators, such as department chairs and

center directors, but also senior administrators and their senior support staff) in-inésezsdispute

resolution principles, negotiation duproblemsolving techniques, and communication skKills.

We thank you for the opportunity to have served the UHM community.

Respectfully submitted,
THE OFFICE OF THEOMBUDS

OMBUDS STAFF

SUSAN PARK, OMBUDS
LORIANN MINA, SECRETARY



