
University of California Merced Office of the Ombuds
Annual Report 2023-2024

The UC Merced Office of the Ombuds (UCMOO) at the University of California, Merced, offers voluntary, safe,
confidential, and informal conflict resolution resources to the UC Merced community. These services are
available for addressing concerns with colleagues, classmates, supervisors, departments, or others on
campus. Additionally, the Office of the Ombuds aims to positively influence campus climate culture by
providing facilitated conversations and learning and development opportunities and frequently collaborates
with individuals and departments to support these initiatives.

The UC Merced Office of the Ombuds abides by the International Ombuds Association Standards of Practice,
which include Confidentiality, Informality, Independence, and Impartiality. The Office of the Ombuds also
abides by the UC Merced Mission, Diversity Statement and the UC Merced Principles of Community.

To maintain confidentiality, the Office of the Ombuds does not retain identifiable records, and all identifying
records are routinely destroyed. The Office of the Ombuds does not retain any discoverable information. The
Office of the Ombuds only tracks information to identify trends and patterns at UC Merced.

The UC Merced Office of the Ombuds provides an annual report based on data collected over the fiscal year.
This data consists of a visitor’s primary affiliation, visitor type, and high-level demographics, including gender,
age, and ethnicity. This report highlights the types of issues faced by UC Merced faculty, staff, and students
throughout the year, and explains how the Office of the Ombuds assists in addressing them. The Office of the
Ombuds also examines this data to identify patterns and trends occurring within the UC Merced community.
These trends are reported to leadership as deemed necessary by the Office of the Ombuds.

Executive Summary

Between July 1, 2023, and June 30, 2024 (“2024”), the UC Merced Office of the Ombuds handled 196 unique
visits with UC Merced employees. This was a 12% increase from the prior year. 53% of all visitors were “Staff”,
23% were “Students”, 22% were “Faculty” and 2% were other constituents, such as parents and vendors.

Visitor by Role 2023 2024

Staff  46% 53%

Student  22% 23%

Faculty  30% 22%

Other  2% 2%
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Every year the UC Merced Office of the Ombuds tracks nine high-level categories established by the
International Ombuds Association. The top four high-level categories reported to the Office of the Ombuds
were “Evaluative Relationships” at 64%, “Peer and Colleague Relationships” at 31%,”Career Progression and
Development” at 18% and “Legal, Regulatory, Financial and “Compliance” at 18%. Interestingly, there were no
complaints about “Compensation & Benefits”. Issues related to evaluative relationships remain the most
common category addressed by the Office of the Ombuds. “Evaluative Relationships” involve questions,
concerns, issues, or inquiries that arise between individuals in roles where one person evaluates the other's
performance or behavior.

High Level Categories 2023 2024

Evaluative Relationships  68% 64%

Peer and Colleague Relationships  32% 31%

Career Progression and Development  26% 18%

Legal, Regulatory, Financial and Compliance  23% 18%
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Data Collection Methodology

The Office of the Ombuds collects high level demographic data from all visitors by using a voluntary
disclosure form. This form asked visitors to voluntarily disclose demographics, role, union affiliation, location
of employment, length of concern, department or school, plans if a concern is not resolved and who the
visitor talked to before coming to the Office of the Ombuds. Visitors are told that filling out the form is
voluntary. 

Using the International Ombuds Association (IOA) Uniform Reporting Categories and our own set of
questions, the Ombuds capture data to determine what type of issue the visitor is facing, Ombuds actions,
perceived risk to the university, associated risks, themes, services provided, mental health, impact
descriptions and outcome. It is important to note that some visitors are dealing with multiple issues and that
is reflected in this report.

2023- 2024 Touchpoints

In the fiscal year 2023-2024, The UC Merced Office of the Ombuds made contact with approximately 2426
students, faculty and staff through 54 tailored outreach, outreach events, orientations, trainings, and
mediations/facilitated conversations. Tailored trainings offerings significantly increased in this fiscal year.

The Office of the Ombuds also handled 196 individual visits, many of which involved researching resources
and gathering information from relevant departments and individuals. The exact number of people involved
in each case was not tracked.

Outreach/Service Type 2023 2024

Tailored Outreach  18% 31%

Outreach Events  39% 24%

Tailored Training  9% 20%

Mediation/Group Facilitation  8% 11%

OO & Partner Trainings  11% 6%

Other  14% 6%

Panels  2% 2%
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Nine High-Level Categories

High Level Categories 2023 2024

Evaluative Relationships  68% 64%

Peer and Colleague Relationships  32% 31%

Career Progression and Development  26% 18%

Legal, Regulatory, Financial and Compliance  23% 18%

Organizational, Strategic, and Mission Related  23% 15%

Safety, Health, and Physical Environment  12% 10%

Services/Administrative Issues  11% 9%

Values, Ethics, and Standards  6% 6%

Compensation & Benefits 4% 0%
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The High-Level Categories were established by the International Ombuds Association and are also known as
“Uniform Reporting Categories”.
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Services Provided

Services Provided 2023 2024

Safe Space  84% 83%

Conflict/Dispute Resolution  54% 61%

Information 54% 55%
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While the UC Merced Office of the Ombuds often provides information and conflict dispute resolution, this
was only possible because confidentiality allows the Office of the Ombuds to provide a safe space where
visitors can share without concerns about retaliation.

Ombuds Actions

Ombuds Action 2023 2024

Consultation/Problem solving  72% 84%

Listening  85% 82%

Coaching  52% 54%

Discuss applicable policies/processes  39% 34%

Referral to resource  7% 12%

Inquiry on behalf  14% 9%

Upward feedback  3.5% 4.1%

Informal investigation  4% 2%

Referral to outside resource  2% 1%

Unable to proceed/in formal process  1.2% 0.5%
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Ombuds take various approaches to help people resolve workplace conflict, as illustrated in the chart above.
Often, we provide consultations to explore solutions and options that support conflict resolution.

We also serve as conflict coaches and thought partners for individuals navigating conflict. Conflict coaching
involves empathetic, impartial listening to help identify potential options and solutions for the individual’s
attention.

This year, 34% of our discussions focused on relevant policies and processes that visitors should be aware of
to address their concerns.

Another key role we play is providing upward feedback to individuals who need insight into issues within
their areas, while maintaining strict confidentiality in line with our standard practices.

Visitor Type by Role

Visitor by Role 2023 2024

Staff  46% 53%

Student  22% 23%

Faculty  30% 22%

Other  2% 2%
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We saw 23 more staff this year and 8 fewer faculty. The differences relate to what big concerns were coming
to us. In FY22/23, the Ombuds was working on several high level faculty issues.

Visitor Type by Ethnicity

Ethnicity 2023 2024

White/Caucasian  40% 44%

Hispanic/Latino  27% 19%

Not Recorded  1% 13%

Asian-Not Specified  4% 10%

Indian/Pakistani  4% 4%

Black/African American  4% 3%

Bi/Multi-Racial  4% 2%

Middle Eastern  3% 2%

Filipino  0% 2%

American Indian/Alaskan Native  1% 1%

Chinese  1% 1%

Southeast Asian (Hmong, Laos,etc)  2% 1%

Other 1% 0%
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Visitor Type by Gender

Gender Identity 2023 2024

Female  61% 66%

Male  34% 28%

Not Recorded  1% 5%

Transgender 1% 0%

Queer/Nonbinary  1% 1%
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66% of our visitors were female and 28% were male. There was an increase in female visitors by 8.4%. 1%
were Queer/Nonbinary. There is a potential for the Office of the Ombuds to increase awareness among
Transgender and Queer students.

Top Concerns by Constituent Role
Faculty

Top Concerns for Faculty 2023 2024

Evaluative Relationships  50% 73%

Peer and Colleague Relationships  46% 32%

Career Progression and Development  44% 23%

Organizational, Strategic, and Mission Related  44% 14%

Legal, Regulatory, Financial and Compliance  27% 9%

Values, Ethics, and Standards  8% 7%

Services/Administrative Issues  6% 5%

Safety, Health, and Physical Environment  4% 5%

Compensation & Benefits 0% 0%
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The top three concerns among faculty were “Evaluative Relationships”, “Peer and Colleague Relationships”,
and “Career Progression and Development”, with a 45% increase in concerns related to “Evaluative
Relationships”. The least reported concern, at 0%, was “Compensation and Benefits”.

Staff

Top Concerns for Staff 2023 2024

Evaluative Relationships 83% 61%

Peer and Colleague Relationships  29% 33%

Organizational, Strategic, and Mission Related  19% 22%

Career Progression and Development  24% 19%

Legal, Regulatory, Financial and Compliance  15% 18%

Safety, Health, and Physical Environment  13% 11%

Values, Ethics, and Standards  0% 5%

Services/Administrative Issues  3% 4%

Compensation & Benefits 8% 0%
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The top three issues raised by staff were “Evaluative Relationships”, “Peer and Colleague Relationships”, and
“Organizational, Strategic, or Mission-Related Concerns”. Similar to faculty, evaluative relationships are a
common issue brought by staff to the Ombuds, often influenced by power dynamics. Notably, no complaints
regarding “Compensation and Benefits” were reported.

Students

Top Concerns for Students 2023 2024

Evaluative Relationships 64% 65%

Legal, Regulatory, Financial and Compliance 33% 28%

Peer and Colleague Relationships  22% 26%

Services/Administrative Issues  31% 22%

Safety, Health, and Physical Environment  25% 13%

Career Progression and Development  8% 13%

Values, Ethics, and Standards  19% 9%

Organizational, Strategic, and Mission Related  6% 0%

Compensation & Benefits 0% 0%
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The top three concerns for students were ”Evaluative Relationships”, “Legal Regulatory issues”, “Financial
and Compliance”, and ”Peer and Colleague Relationships”.

Many student concerns involve faculty and PIs, who hold significant influence over their academic
experience at UC Merced. Issues in the second category may also be related to students navigating financial
aid matters.

Impact Descriptions

Impact Descriptions 2023 2024

Stress  62% 89%

Anxiety/Panic attacks  38% 60%

Psychological Safety  30% 42%

Depression  17% 10%

Trouble Sleeping  9% 9%

Anger  4% 8%

Absenteeism  10% 5%

Incapacity to work or concentrate  3% 5%

Physical Ailments (i.e. rash, hives, trouble breathing, ulcers, etc.)  8% 3%

Other  6% 3%

Affecting Family  2% 3%

Paranoia  0.6% 1.3%

Drug/Alcohol Use 1% 0%
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Conflict can negatively affect individuals, often leading to decreased performance and morale. We monitor
what our visitors share about their mental well-being, and last year, the top three concerns reported were
“Stress,” “Anxiety,” and “Psychological Safety.”

Retention

Retention 2023 2024

No  57% 60%

Undecided  30% 23%

Yes, separate from UCM  11% 12%

Yes, leave my department  2% 5%
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There was a reduction in the percentage of individuals who were undecided or considering separation from
UC Merced. Although the Office of the Ombuds cannot directly measure the number of people retained, it
plays a crucial role in providing a safe and confidential space for faculty, staff, and students to express their
concerns. This significantly enhances the likelihood that they will remain at UC Merced. The value of
retaining even a single student, employee, or faculty member is immeasurable.

Perceived Risks

Perceived Risk 2023 2024

Potential for internal/external grievances  66% 61%

Loss of dept. productivity  59% 55%

Negative publicity  19% 29%

Unwarranted attrition/transfer  27% 15%

Litigation Potential  7% 9%

Significant violations of policy/Code of Conduct  13% 6%

Financial loss  2% 5%
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The Office of the Ombuds also tracks “Perceived Risk” or what the visitor believes could happen if the
conflict is not resolved. The top three perceived risks were “Potential for internal/external grievances”, “Loss
of Department Productivity”, and “Negative Publicity”. These risks highlight the importance of quickly and
efficiently resolving workplace conflict to prevent serious organizational and reputational harm. Early and
effective conflict resolution mechanisms such as the Office of the Ombuds can help mitigate risks to UC
Merced.
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Themes

Theme 2023 2024

Workplace Dynamics  26% 34%

Power Dynamics  20% 17%

Student Issues  11% 9%

Advisor Behavior  4% 8%

Interpersonal Conflict  9% 6%

Employment  5% 5%

Disability Related  5% 4%

Responsiveness  4% 4%

Separation  2% 4%

Harassment  2% 3%

Discrimination  2% 2%

Tuition Assistance  1% 2%

No Theme  1% 1%

Housing  2% 1%

Publishing  5% 1%

Pandemic  1% 1%

TA Assignments  1% 1%

Course Enrollment 0% 1%

Financial Waste  1% 1%

Union Involvement 1% 0%
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We also tracked high-level themes based on the types of issues visitors brought to the Office of the
Ombuds. The top three themes were "Workplace Dynamics," "Power Dynamics," and "Student Issues,"
consistent with the top themes from previous years. It's important to note that these themes can overlap
within a single situation, and power dynamics often influence both workplace dynamics and student-related
issues. 

Because visitors approach the Office of the Ombuds seeking resolution for concerns related to workplace
dynamics, power dynamics and student issues, we have the opportunity not only to assist visitors in
resolving their individual concerns, but also to share these recurring themes with leadership to inform
broader organizational strategies.
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The largest percentage (84%) of the visitors to the Office of the Ombuds primarily worked with the
Ombuds on strategies to informally manage their concern or conflict, which is an increase from the
prior year. A small minority of visitors only sought and received information (5%), or decided to
pursue a formal process (12%), such as reporting a formal complaint. No visitors in this fiscal year
decided to withdraw their concern after speaking to the Ombuds

Observations
What does this data reveal about UC Merced? More importantly, what is the value of the data and
the services provided by the Office of the Ombuds? The data clearly shows that workplace and
student-related conflict is a recurring issue at UC Merced. While the specific challenges faced by
faculty, staff, and students vary, common concerns include power dynamics, evaluative
relationships, and career progression.

How does the Office of the Ombuds help?
When the Ombuds meets with a visitor, the chances of addressing concerns and workplace conflict
increase significantly, as does the likelihood of finding solutions. The Ombuds guides individuals in
exploring resources and potential pathways for resolution—an opportunity that may not arise if the
visitor does not seek assistance. Without the barrier-free resource the Office of the Ombuds offers,
many issues would remain unaddressed at higher organizational levels.

Outcomes

Outcome  2023 2024

Informally Managed  71% 84%

Chose Formal Process  6% 12%

Information Only  21% 5%

Concern Withdrawn  1% 0%
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Recommendations
A significant portion of the conflicts reported to the Office of the Ombuds involve supervisors who
lack adequate skills to manage their teams effectively. Once someone assumes a supervisory role, it
can be difficult to equip them with the necessary resources to handle the day-to-day challenges of
managing employees. One recommendation is to ensure that employees being considered for
supervisory roles undergo thorough vetting by HR and the hiring manager to confirm they are
prepared and suitable for such positions. This vetting process should not only evaluate their
expertise but also assess their emotional intelligence and ability to handle interpersonal issues.
Existing supervisors would benefit from participating in training programs such as Crucial
Conversations, DISC Training, and courses on workplace conflict resolution and effective
communication.

Career progression and development ranked third among the concerns raised by visitors to the
Office of the Ombuds. A recommendation is to evaluate how UC Merced supports employees in
advancing their careers. Is there a clear path for those who wish to grow within the university? Is
there a succession plan, and are future leaders being prepared to remain at UC Merced? Staff have
shared with the Office of the Ombuds that UC Merced lacks a "Unified People Strategy."

Moreover, are employees aware of the professional development opportunities already available,
such as Leadership Now and the Chancellor’s Leadership Academy? Many employees may be
unaware of these programs.

Visitors also reported experiencing heightened stress and anxiety during their interactions with us.
Stress levels increased by 44%, while anxiety and panic attacks rose by 57%, a significant jump from
the previous year. Expanding mental health resources for both employees and students could help
alleviate some of the workplace stress and conflict that our visitors are experiencing.


