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Letter from the University Ombuds 

 

Dear Colleagues: 
 
As we enter our fourth year, we celebrate having facilitated nearly 1,600 sessions with over 
1,700 individual visitors. We feel privileged to be trusted by so many seeking constructive 
conflict resolution across our institution. Although still in our formative stages, we have 
established ourselves as an integral part of the organizational culture, known for fairness, 
integrity, and treating all our visitors with dignity and respect. 

This year has evidenced remarkable growth in our office's utilization, with a 50% increase in 
new visitors. This dramatic rise in individuals seeking advice, mediation, and pathways to 
enhance communication reflects the proactive spirit of our community in resolving concerns.  

The Annual Report for AY’ 2022-2023 highlights significant themes identified during our 
interactions this year, including notable challenges related to change management and the 
evident desire for enhanced feedback mechanisms and psychological safety among many in 
our community. A prevailing trend has been the pursuit of an organizational climate 
conducive to candid dialogue and mutual respect, reinforcing the value of every voice being 
heard and respected. Emory’s motto, “The wise heart seeks knowledge,” serves as our 
guiding principle in fostering a leadership and organizational culture, that prizes learning, 
curiosity, inclusivity, and the embrace of diverse perspectives.  

We have observed a sense of urgency and a desire for a more inclusive, considerate 
leadership and management style, with many echoing the need for more attuned and 
inclusive decision-making processes. Our report endeavors to shed light on these crucial 
themes, providing insights and possible pathways forward, anchored in mutual respect, 
understanding, and shared values. We hope that you find the revelations of our AY’ 2022-
2023 Annual Report enlightening and instrumental. 

I would like to acknowledge and thank the Ombuds team members, Brian Green and Karen 
Brooks, for working diligently to design the technology to collect the data, for their 
contributions in analyzing, writing and designing this annual report, and for their overall 
commitment to this critical work. 

Thank you to the Emory community! It is a privilege to serve you and to support this 
valuable mission and Emory’s vision of an engaged and meaningful work environment that 
reinforces the One Emory approach. As always, we stand as a sanctuary for concerns and 
queries; if you find yourself in doubt or in need of guidance, we are here to listen, 
understand, and assist. 

Best Regards, 

 

Lynell Cadray 
University Ombudsperson & Sr. Advisor to the President 
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Visitors by the Numbers 
The Office of the Ombuds saw a dramatic increase in visitors in AY’2022-23 (Sept. 
1, 2022, to August 31, 2023). A total of 455 individual visitors1 brought concerns to 
the Ombuds Office, with a total of 562 separate visits. These numbers constitute a 
50% increase in visitors and a 37.5% increase in visits over AY’ 2021-22. Visits 
peaked in March 2023 (with 104 visits that month alone). Most visits (75%) were 
conducted virtually, but we did see a significant increase in in-person visits from 
years prior (14%, compared to approx. 6% total from Sept. 1, 2021-Aug 31, 
2022).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top Concerns 
The Ombuds Office categorizes visitors’ concern according to the International 
Ombuds Association (IOA)’s Uniform Reporting Categories (see Appendix). Since 
opening our office, a pattern has emerged in our top concerns categories, with 
Evaluative Relationships (conflicts between individuals in hierarchical relationships, 
such as faculty-student or manager-direct report), Organizational (concerns about 
the general direction or environment of a group), and Peer & Colleague 
Relationships (interpersonal conflicts and misunderstandings) consistently being the 

 
1 The Office of the Ombuds defines a “Visitor” as any individual bringing a separate concern 
to our office. Individuals who return for multiple visits on the same concern are not counted 
as separate visitors. However, if an individual returns with a separate concern, they are 
counted as a new visitor. 
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top three categories. AY’ 2022-23 was no different. However, the order did shift 
this year, with Organizational concerns increasing over Peer & Colleague concerns. 
Though more data is needed, the continued presence of Organizational concerns 
suggests that Emory still faces challenges with respect to group dynamics despite 
the waning impact of COVID-19. 

Visitor Profiles 
The Office of the Ombuds tracks visitors by constituency (Faculty, Staff, 
Graduate/Professional Student, and Student) to identify concerns specific to these 
groups. In AY’ 2022-23, we saw visitors from all groups in similar proportions to 
previous years: 

 

Constituency 
As in 2021-22, 48% of our visitors were staff, 26% were faculty (a slight increase 
over last year) and 22% were students (a slight decrease in overall percentage). 
Numerically, all constituency categories increased: staff from 145 to 217, faculty 
nearly doubled from 67 to 119, and students (both graduate and undergraduate) 
increased from 84 to 101 total. Undergraduate students especially continue to lag 
behind in visitors, a fact which may be reflective of how many resources currently 
serve undergraduates as compared to other groups.  

Administrative and Academic Units of Concern 
This year, the Ombuds Office made significant changes to our data processes to 
align our Annual Report with Emory’s administrative divisions. These changes 
allowed us to better distinguish administrative units and reveal areas of concern 
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with greater precision. Also, we adjusted these numbers to not simply show where 
the visitor was from, but to track the object of visitors’ concerns. 

In 2022-23, Combined Administrative Units accounted for just over 30% of our 
visitors, the overwhelming majority of whom were staff. Our top Academic Division 
was the School of Medicine, with almost a quarter (23.6%) of all visitors raising 
concerns involving the SOM. Notably, just under half of visitors raising concerns 
about the SOM were faculty. Emory College remained in second place with almost 
18% of total concerns, a slight decrease in percentage from last year (though still 
an increase numerically).   

 

Gender Identity 
A high percentage of our visitors in 2022-23 were female, consistent with prior 
years: 70.5%, compared to 22.6% male and approx. 2% transgender or non-
binary. These numbers exceed Emory’s relative proportions of gender: according to 
the Office of Institutional Research, 60.9% of Emory’s population identifies as 
female, compared to 39.1% male. This suggests that the number of female-
identifying visitors to our office is significantly greater than should be expected 
given Emory’s gender makeup. 
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Top concerns among female visitors were Evaluative Relationships (32% of 
concerns brought by women—the same percentage as AY 2021-22); Organizational 
concerns (21%, a significant increase from last year), and Peer/Colleague 
Relationships (12.5%, approximately the same). Among male visitors, top concerns 
were Evaluative Relationships (27%), Organizational (20%), and Values, Ethics, 
and Standards (12.6%). 

 

Race/Ethnic Identity 
The Percentage of white/European descent visitors to our office climbed back to 
49%, up from 45% last year. This percentage roughly tracks with the overall Emory 
population (48% white). 24% of our visitors identified as Black/African American, a 
decrease in percentage from last year (32%) but still higher than the proportion of 
the Emory population (20.2%). Visitors who identified as South Asian (7%), East 
Asian (6%), and SE Asian (.07%) comprised roughly 14% of our total visitors, 
significantly below the proportion of the Emory population that so identifies 
(24.3%). Visitors of Hispanic background composed approx. 4% of our total 
visitors, also lower than the Hispanic-identifying proportion of the Emory population 
(7.3%). Top concerns among all ethnic backgrounds were Evaluative Relationships, 
Organizational, and Peer & Colleague concerns.  
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A very significant majority (77%) of Black-identifying visitors were Emory staff, 
while 12% were faculty and only 7% were students (all graduate/professional). 
White-identifying visitors were also often staff (50%), while 15% were faculty and 
15.5% were students (both graduate and undergraduate). A significant percentage 
(41%) of undergraduate students identified as South Asian. 
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Outcomes 
Outcomes tracked by the Ombuds Office include coaching (providing guidance 
about conflict approaches, including conflict analysis), guided conversations (guided 
conversations between individuals or groups, including mediations), shuttle 
diplomacy (acting as an intermediary), referrals (connecting visitors to applicable 
resources), support resources (providing self-help information), and policy 
clarification.  

 

 

As in past years, the most common outcome in 2022-23 was coaching (60% of all 
visitors), followed by guided conversations (13%). However, Fig. 6 shows that the 
majority of our guided conversations happened within the top three concern 
categories, with the highest proportion in Organizational concerns. 

 

 

 

 

 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

Fig. 6: Outcome by Concern Category

Coaching Guided Conversations Policy Clarification

Referral Support Shuttle Diplomacy



 

 

8 Emory Ombuds Annual Report 2022-2023 

41%

35%

9%

5%

5% 3% 1% 1% 0%

Fig. 7: Person, Unit, or Policy of Concern (Staff)

Staff

Department

Policy or Practice

Faculty

Other

Lab Principle Investigator

Graduate/Professional student

Undergraduate

Digging Deeper: Visitor Roles  
This year, we added two dimensions to our data collection (1) “visitor role” which 
identifies the position of the visitor relative to the other parties to their dispute, and 
(2) “person of concern,” which identifies the constituency of those other parties. 
These dimensions give us additional depth to identify patterns among the subjects 
and objects of visitors’ concerns, which we can then further break down according 
to divisions, constituencies, and demographic identities for more insights. 

Examining staff complaints demonstrates the power of these insights. As in years 
past, staff visitors were our top Constituency, with 217 total staff visitors (49% of 
our total).  Now, we can see that staff (to take one example) most often raised 
concerns about other staff (90 total, or 41 % of staff concerns): 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

We can also see that the top concerns among staff were “Organizational, Strategic, 
Mission-Related” (31%) with Evaluative Relationships a close second (28%): 

 

31%

28%

11%

10%

6%
6%

4%

3%
1% 0%

Fig. 8: Top Concerns (Staff)

Organizational, Strategic,
Mission-Related

Evaluative Relationships

Peer and Colleague
Relationships

Career Progression and
Development

Legal, Regulatory,
Financial, and Compliance



 

 

9 Emory Ombuds Annual Report 2022-2023 

 

This might seem to suggest that staff had significant concerns about other staff 
involving Organizational, Strategic, or Mission-Related issues. In fact, nearly half of 
staff concerns about other staff involved Evaluative Relationships, followed by Peer 
& Colleague Relationships: 

 

 

While staff concerns about Organizational, Strategic, or Mission-Related issues most 
often involved departments: 
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Likewise, we can see that while most Evaluative Relationships concerns brought by 
staff involved other staff, a significant percentage (16%) concerned the entire 
department: 

 

Finally, by overlapping “visitor Role” and “Object of Concern” with Staff Evaluative 
Relationship concerns involving other staff, it becomes clear that the overwhelming 
majority of Evaluative Relationship Concerns between staff were brought by direct 
reports about their supervisors: 

 

On the other hand, this analysis also reveals that direct report staff complaints 
about their managers are a small portion of overall staff concerns. Only 15.6% of 
staff raised Evaluative Relationship concerns about their managers, significantly 
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less than Organizational concerns about departments (53, or 24.4% of staff 
concerns).  

Overall, this kind of analysis allows us to see that Staff top concerns were: 
Organizational concerns about departments, Evaluative Relationship concerns about 
supervisors, and Peer and Colleague Relationships about fellow staff. Together, 
these combined Concern Categories and Objects of Concern constitute 52% of total 
staff concerns (112 of 217). 
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Themes and Patterns 
Over the past year we have noted some recurring themes and patterns that have 
surfaced. Below we provide a succinct overview of two of those themes: 
challenges with change management and a sense of being unheard. Our 
hope is that by delineating these patterns we can foster a deeper understanding 
and awareness of the underlying issues and areas necessitating attention and 
action within our community.   

Challenges with Change Management 
This academic year has underscored pressing challenges with Change Management, 
evidenced by a notable increase in Organizational concerns. Most prominent among 
these are concerns related to “Organizational Climate”—issues reflecting 
organizational morale and functionality. These issues are prevalent in departments 
that have undergone significant restructuring and leadership transitions. 

Many of these concerns emanate from alterations in organizational structures, with 
staff expressing discontent primarily over shifts in leadership styles and perceived 
abrupt policy modifications. Often, these shifts are perceived as a move from a 
collaborative environment to a more assertive, hierarchical culture, triggering 
distress among staff. A perceived absence of inclusive decision-making has left staff 
feeling rushed into adapting to new changes, creating unrealistic expectations and 
escalating frustrations. This sense of hurried change, coupled with disagreements 
over new policies, has fueled tensions, resulting in low morale, high turnover, and 
pervasive frustration among the groups raising these concerns. Managers, too, 
have articulated issues with change management, especially those “caught in the 
middle” between upper leadership and front-line staff. The rise in such issues 
suggests an urgent need for refined and empathetic change management 
strategies. 

To counter this, leadership might consider implementing transparent, inclusive 
change management processes, focusing on clear communication and, where 
possible, allowing for collective input, if not decision-making. Additionally, while 
these concerns were not explicitly related to diversity, concerns about bias were a 
common underlying theme of these visits. As such, a renewed focus on mindfulness 
of bias, even perceived bias, may help managers avoid such pitfalls. Addressing 
these needs can alleviate feelings of discontent, cultivate mutual respect and 
collaboration, and enhance the overall well-being and productivity of the Emory 
community. 
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A Sense of Being Unheard 
One of the most articulated concerns was also one of the most basic: the 
fundamental desire to be heard. Visitors seek the Ombuds Office when conventional 
channels become untenable, often stemming from concerns of potential retaliation 
due to prevailing power dynamics or apprehensions surrounding formal processes. 
The underlying sentiment in these instances is a pervasive doubt that their 
concerns would receive due attention. 

Many visitors find themselves stranded in a communication vacuum, unable to 
articulate dissent2, discuss challenges, admit failures, or propose actionable ideas, 
resorting instead to latent or displaced dissent. This often correlates to 
accommodating or avoidant conflict styles, brewing dissatisfaction, frustration, and 
withdrawal over time. The prevailing circumstances underscore a critical need to 
bolster expressive avenues and to cultivate an environment of psychological safety 
and candid feedback, aligning with Emory's motto, "The wise heart seeks 
knowledge". Amy Edmondson's framework can guide us in establishing input 

 
2 Kassing (1997) describes three types of dissent in organizations as follows: 
 
Articulated dissent. Articulated dissent occurs when employees express their dissent 
within organizations to audiences that can effectively influence organizational adjustment. 
Employees articulate their dissent when they believe they will be perceived as constructive 
and their dissent will not lead to retaliation. Thus, articulated dissent occurs in the 
constructive/low-retaliation condition. Articulated dissent involves expressing dissent 
directly and openly to management, supervisors, and corporate officers. 
… 
Antagonistic dissent resembles what Gorden (1988) described as active-destructive 
voice. Antagonistic dissent is a reaction that incorporates elements of voice and neglect. 
Employees engaging in antagonistic dissent want to change their organizations from within 
but do so for very selfish reasons and in rather ineffectual ways. Therefore, their efforts to 
bring about change can be considered neglectful. 
… 
Displaced dissent. Displaced dissent occurs when employees believe their dissent will be 
perceived as adversarial and will likely lead to some form of retaliation. Thus, displaced 
dissent occurs in the adversarial/high-retaliation condition. Displaced dissent occurs when 
employees choose to express their dissent to external audiences, to ineffectual internal 
audiences, and in concert with other employees. External audiences include nonwork 
friends, spouses/partners, strangers, and family members. Employees will dissent to these 
audiences because the risk of retaliation is diminished. Ineffectual internal audiences include 
fellow coworkers who have no ability to address the dissent concern directly. Rather, 
internally displaced dissent occurs in gripe or bitch sessions with fellow coworkers. 
Displaced dissent does not directly reach effective audiences (i.e., supervisors, 
management) that can properly respond to disagreements or concerns. 
 
Kassing, J. W. (1997). Articulating, antagonizing, and displacing: A model of employee 
dissent. Communication Studies, 48(4), 311-332. Retrieved from 
https://login.proxy.library.emory.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-
journals/articulating-antagonizing-displacing-model/docview/233196752/se-2 
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structures like focus groups and cross-employee learning structures, particularly for 
staff, and accentuating the value of proactive inquiry and curiosity. 

Training in leadership and management should encompass cultivating situational 
humility and recognizing the necessity for structured feedback mechanisms. Our 
leadership should exemplify a pursuit of knowledge and a willingness to invite 
participation, nurturing a culture where every voice is valued and heard. To further 
substantiate this initiative, conducting comprehensive 'psychological safety' surveys 
or focus groups can provide more robust data, enabling the identification and 
addressal of core concerns, and fostering a harmonious and inclusive organizational 
environment.  

The Office of the University Ombuds can conduct psychological safety surveys, 
listening sessions, and facilitate discussions with groups to assess psychological 
safety and provide guidance and training on how to cultivate it. For more 
information, please contact the Office of the University Ombuds.  
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Appendix: Uniform Reporting Categories 
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