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We are pleased to provide this 14th annual summary of the activities of the MCW Ombuds Office. The data and themes
presented here demonstrate the authenticity, challenge and dedication expressed through hundreds of conversations with the
ombuds during a period of significant institutional challenge and change. 

Ombuds help organizations and stakeholders by identifying patterns and trends so that institutions can address and manage
systemic concerns. The Ombuds Office Activity Report is intended to synthesize the concerns shared with the Ombuds Office
and to serve as a reference for leaders at all levels of the organization.

We appreciate comments and suggestions for improving the report and for ensuring that the services of the Ombuds Office
meet the needs of MCW staff, faculty and postdoctoral fellows. Please share feedback by contacting us directly or by completing
the anonymous Ombuds Office Experience Survey.  
 
It is an honor and a privilege to serve as the MCW Ombuds. 

Natalie C. Fleury, JD   Michelle Shasha, PhD

A Note From the Ombuds

Photos in the report are Courtesy of Good Free Photos: Wisconsin Photos 
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https://survey.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cC3oHpgNJBrpttj
https://www.goodfreephotos.com/united-states/wisconsin/


CONFIDENTIAL IMPARTIAL INDEPENTENT

Standards of Practice

We do not take sides. We
consider the rights and
interests of all parties.
We are advocates for
good communication
and fair process. We
facilitate dialogue and
collaborative problem-
solving by identifying a
range of reasonable
options to surface or
resolve concerns. 

We will not identify you or
discuss your concerns
with anyone without your
permission. The rare
exceptions to this pledge
of confidentiality occur if
we determine that there is
an imminent threat of
significant harm or if we
are legally compelled to
disclose information
about our services.  

Any communication with us
is “off the record.” We do
not formally investigate,
arbitrate, adjudicate, or
participate in any internal
or external formal process
or actions. The Ombuds
Office is not authorized to
receive official notice for
MCW, and speaking with
the Ombuds Office does
not satisfy or trigger any
deadlines used for more
formal complaint
mechanisms. 

INFORMAL
The Ombuds Office is
independent in
appearance, purpose,
practice and decision-
making. The office is
also independent of
central administration
and is not aligned with
any campus
department or group.
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Employee Voices

*Students and residents are referred to other institutional resources

STAFF
46%

FACULTY
45%

POSTDOC,
ANONYMOUS, OTHER

OR
STUDENT/RESIDENT*

7%

APP
2%

FOLLOW-
UP VISIT

35%

INITIAL VISIT
34%

LEADER
ROUNDING &

CONSULTATION
21%

EXIT
INTERVIEWS

9%

FACILITATION,
GROUP VISIT,

LISTENING CIRCLE,
OTHER

1%

VISITOR TYPE

VISIT TYPE

The Activity Report is an invitation to the MCW
community to reflect on the collective voices of
employees who engaged with the Ombuds
Office. 

As an informal, confidential and impartial resource,
the ombuds may become aware of concerns that
would not otherwise surface. The issues presented
are usually complex and many-sided.

Openness to and thoughtful consideration of this
information honors the courage and commitment
of those who shared their perspective with the
Ombuds over the past year. 
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By percentage of total concerns

Broad
Categories of
Concern 

Descriptions of categories and detailed statistics are provided in the Appendix.
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By percentage of visitors
reporting

Broad
Categories of
Concern 

Descriptions of categories and detailed statistics are provided in the Appendix.
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To identify themes for annual activity reports, we review data, patterns
and qualitative insights gained through meetings and discussions. The
themes generally meet one or more of these criteria:  

The theme repeats across multiple visitors, roles and settings.
The theme reflects an issue that institutional offices and leaders
have identified as a concern. 
The theme captures challenges that may not have surfaced
elsewhere, might not be widely recognized or have not yet been
effectively addressed. 
The theme has the potential for significant institutional impact.

With this framework in mind, this year’s themes highlight
underlying factors that contribute to many of the visits to the
Ombuds Office. These themes and the representative impact
areas have been discussed with leaders across the institution. 

Themes
Top 5 Subcategories of Concern by
Percentage of Visitors Reporting 
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Candor and Its Barriers
Individuals who seek ombuds’ services often face both real and perceived 
obstacles to addressing their concerns: they may be uncertain about how or where to 
raise matters, are unsure about whom to trust and are unclear about what might happen if
they raise issues, and are sometimes fearful of potential repercussions if they speak out.
Often visitors are motivated by a situation that they believe to be at odds with the
organization’s missions or values.  

Many visitors are not confident that their perspective is recognized or valued as a 
form of institutional knowledge. Some raise concerns that their role, work relationships
and status will be jeopardized should they ask questions or respectfully challenge
authority and norms, whether within their work unit or across the organization at large.

As expressed in MCW’s Freedom of Expression Principles, inquiry and debate are
essential for the open-minded pursuit of truth. Many of the concerns voiced by those who
consult with the ombuds reflect the challenges encountered when engaging in differences
of opinion, perspectives and values. Authentic, honest and direct discussion of
differences can be uncomfortable, not just at MCW. This is especially true when there
are power differentials, professional relationships and as is often the case, pride,
vulnerability and status involved. 
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Aligning Candor and 
Institutional Ideals

29% of visitors
raised concerns about the
application of MCW values by
supervisors, peers, or in the
institution generally.

Balancing respect with candor can be difficult and, not surprisingly, is a persistent
institutional challenge. 

Those who seek ombuds’ services are cautious in their communications and
often question whether their efforts to represent MCW’s ideals, as articulated
in the Values, Code of Conduct and Professional Conduct Policy, will be
reliably reciprocated. Trust in one’s leaders to enact these ideals informs whether
and how followers engage. If communications, behaviors and decisions are not
aligned with values and guidelines, individuals become disillusioned and are less
likely to talk openly. 

Tensions between candor and institutional values of caring, respect and curiosity are
particularly thorny when performance concerns, heavy workloads, or limited resources
are involved. 
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https://infoscope.mcw.edu/President/Our-Vision/MCW-Values.htm
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/Corporate-Policies/Code-of-Conduct.htm
https://www.mcw.edu/about-mcw/non-discrimination-notice/mcw-professional-conduct-policy


Accountability 
A Catalyst for Candor

The thorough adoption of free expression and institutional values depends upon
sustained efforts at all levels of MCW. 

Visitors to the Ombuds Office notice when these principles are not consistently
endorsed in their workspace or when accountability to the ideals varies according to
role and status. Those hoping to address concerns look for indications that their
colleagues and leaders will be held to the same standards, expressing concern
that decisions will favor those with institutional power. 

Active and transparent checks and balances, fair processes and consistent adherence
to policies temper these accountability concerns and cultivate the trust necessary to
support open dialogue.

54% of visitors
raised concerns related to
trust in their colleagues or

leaders.
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Decision-Making Challenges
Blind spots about potential conflicts of
interest for those with decision-making
authority. 
Limited understanding of the Board of
Trustees’ authority and decision-making
processes.
Mixed messaging about MCW’s stability;
reassurances of institutional strength
alongside uncertainty about external
influences and significant changes in
executive leadership. 
Tensions at the intersection of MCW and
partner institutions as to commitments to
academic time, resources and missions. 

People-System Concerns
Occasional skepticism about Human
Resources and the Office of Faculty
Affairs and Leadership Development as
objective and fair resources for staff
and faculty.
Perceptions of gender, age and race
inequities.
Persistent concerns related to fair
treatment while on non-maternity,
medical leaves of absence.
Elevated workload challenges, often
related to coverage during extended
periods of reduced staffing.

Feedback Patterns
Limited standardized pathways for
providing constructive, meaningful, timely
and detailed feedback about leader
performance. 
A perceived tendency to protect those
with institutional power. 
Inconsistencies in patterns of
accountability across work groups,
leaders and departments. 
Patterns of delaying and avoiding
difficult conversations (bottom-up and
top-down).
Fears of repercussion and scapegoating
for speaking out.

Representative Impact Areas
Real and perceived limitations in open and honest expression, dialogue and accountability impact whether and how
concerns are directly elevated and addressed. The impact areas below represent themes raised by visitors in this context:
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*Advanced Practice Provider (APP) tracked as a separate category
as of 2022. Students and residents are referred to other resources. 

5-Year Retrospective
Select Trends 2021-2025 
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Descriptions of categories and detailed statistics are provided in the Appendix.



5-Year Retrospective
Select Trends 2021-2025
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2021

Percentage of Visitors Reporting
Evaluative Relationship Concerns

2022 2023 2024 2025
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Four of these subcategories fall within Evaluative Relationship Concerns. 
Work Life Balance is a subcategory of Safety, Health and Physical Environment.  

79% 80% 83%
87% 85%

Trends in Subcategories of Concerns 
by Percentage of Visitors Reporting
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Descriptions of categories and detailed statistics are provided in the Appendix.



Institutional Interventions
Institutional resources and activities related to themes in this report include: 

The Freedom of Expression Principles describe ideals for creating “a culture in which all members of the community feel free to
question ideas, voice a diversity of personal opinions and engage in discourse.”

The MCW Values webpage highlights behaviors that demonstrate respect and “bring the values to life.” 

In addition to the Ombuds Office, pathways for sharing feedback and surfacing and addressing concerns include: EthicsPoint,
Faculty Relations Consultations, Office of Equal Access, and the Employee Relations Staff Concern Form. The Concern Reporting
and Confidential Conversations Tool is a resource for identifying information and pathways for addressing concerns.

Faculty representatives to the Board of Trustees report to the Executive Council of the Faculty (ECF), and the Interim President of
the Board of Trustees held an initial meeting with the ECF. 

LinkedIn Learning is an educational, career-development platform available to all employees and includes modules on
communication, conflict resolution, and leadership. 

The FMLA Infoscope page, including the Leader Guide, addresses common FMLA-related concerns and questions.
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https://www.mcw.edu/about-mcw/freedom-of-expression-principles
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/President/Our-Vision/MCW-Values.htm
http://www.mcw.ethicspoint.com/
http://www.mcw.ethicspoint.com/
http://www.mcw.ethicspoint.com/
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/OFALD/Faculty-Relations.htm
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/HR/Office-of-Equal-Access.htm
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/HR/Employee-Relations.htm
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/MCW-Leadership/Concern-Reporting.htm
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/MCW-Leadership/Concern-Reporting.htm
https://www.mcw.edu/about-mcw/leadership/board-of-trustees
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/Deans-Office/Executive-Committee-of-the-Faculty.htm
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/HR/Toolboxes/LinkedIn-Learning.htm
https://infoscope.mcw.edu/HR/Benefits/Time-Away/FMLA.htm


Ombuds Office: An Introduction & Overview
Caring Under Stress: Leadership, Compassion, and Hard
Decisions
Resolving Conflict Through Curiosity
Dignity and Equity in a Hierarchy
Cultivating a Culture of Collaboration 

Administrative Leadership Group
Executive Committee of the Faculty
Faculty Council
Professionalism Enrichment
Committee
University Advisory Council
Freedom of Expression Committee

Ombuds Activities

Insight: Using Self-Awareness to Adapt & Evolve
Conflict 101: The Basics of Navigating Conflict
Basic Conflict Navigation: A Primer for Leaders 
Dignity & Teamwork in a Hierarchy
The Dynamics of the Leader-Follower Relationship
Disagreement in a Hierarchy: Challenges and Opportunity

Select Presentations

Ex-Officio Committee Participation
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The ombuds are available for
in-person, phone, or Zoom
consultations.  

Contact us at 414-266-8776
to set up an appointment.
You may also email us at
ombuds@mcw.edu.

A Visit with the Ombuds 16



MCW Ombuds 
Office Website

Ombuds2512 
Blog

MCW Ombuds 
Office Visitor Survey
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 Appendix 18

     International Ombuds Association Reporting Categories Data 2025

 International Ombuds Association Reporting Categories Data 2021-2025

Count and Percentage of Total Concerns

Count and Percentage of Visitors Reporting

Previous Ombuds Office Activity Reports are available at 
https://www.mcw.edu/departments/ombuds-office/resources 

https://www.mcw.edu/departments/ombuds-office/resources
https://www.mcw.edu/departments/ombuds-office/resources
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