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From Graduate Academy
Objectives to Ombud Support

How the ombudsperson supports the
Graduate Academy's goals: The
ombudsperson is the bridge between
individual concerns and institutional
mission

Graduate Academy
Objective

Excellent doctoral education

Healthy research environment
Good scientific practice
Academic development

Integrity & fairness

Ombudsperson Support
Confidential advice in conflicts

Mediation between doctoral
researchers & supervisors

Impartial guidance on issues
Safe space to explore options

Independent, neutral resource




What Is the Role of an Ombudsperson?

Core definition (Heidelberg Graduate Academy):

"Confidential and impartial advisors and mediators to whom doctoral researchers and their supervisors
can turn in cases of conflict surrounding their doctoral projects.”

Four key pillars (IOA Standards):
Confidential - What you share stays with the ombudsperson
Impartial/Neutral — No side, no judgment
Informal — Not part of formal procedures or courts

Independent — Separate from formal organizational structures




Comparing Three Different Ombud Roles

Type

Focus

Scope

Issues

Authority

Users

Key Difference

Organizational Ombud (IOA)

Workplace conflicts, systemic
concerns

Entire organization
Interpersonal disputes,
administrative concerns

Informal recommendations

All stakeholders

Broad organizational health

Scientific Ombud
(Germany)

Good scientific practice,
misconduct

Research institutions
nationwide

Scientific misconduct,
integrity

Investigate suspicions,
advise

Researchers, scientists

Research integrity specific

Graduate Academy Ombud
(Heidelberg)
Doctoral project conflicts

Doctoral researchers &
supervisors

Supervision, project conflicts

Mediation, recommendations

Doctoral candidates,
supervisors

Dissertation-specific



Link to Scientific Ombud at University — Slightly

Different

Doctoral project conflicts
(supervision, timeline,
communication)

Relationship-focused

Can arrange mediation sessions

Individual student-supervisor
issues

Scientific misconduct, integrity,
good practice

Practice-focused

Investigates suspicions of
misconduct

Research integrity at
institutional level

Where they connect and where they
diverge:

** similarities:**

Both are confidential

Both are impartial

Both offer advice and mediation

Key differences: (see table)

When to refer: If problem is about or conflict
involves suspected scientific misconduct —
refer to Scientific Ombud




Key Features of the Ombudsperson's Role

What makes the ombudsperson role unique: What Ombudpersons do NOT:

Safe space — Voluntary, confidential communications
Clarity provider — Help gain understanding of the issue

Trusted listener — Show interest in your perspective

Make binding decisions

Represent anyone in formal procedures

Objective thought partner — Compassionately share

observations Give legal advice

Self-determination supporter — You decide what to do

Systemic insight — Notice patterns, bring concerns to Keep records that can be contested in court

organization




Why This Role Is Important

For doctoral researchers:

Someone to turn to when stuck

The beauty: You help people find their

No need to navigate alone , ,
own way while protecting the

Confidential space before or instead of going formal institution’s mission

For supervisors: Added value: Convert individual issues

Neutral perspective on conflicts into institutional learning

Mediation option without blame Systemic improvement — patterns

identified — better policies
For the institution:

Early conflict detection

Prevents escalation

Builds trust in Graduate Academy



Stick to the Role -
Boundaries Matter

Why boundaries protect everyone:

Confidentiality — People trust you

Impartiality — No one feels you're against them
Informality — Faster, less stressful than formal procedures

Independence — Free from institutional pressure

If you blur the lines:

 Trust disappears

lp"

* Role becomes unclear
* People won't come to you

* You may create conflicts of interest (excuse yourself if you suspect your own
conflict of interest)

Stick to the four pillars: Confidential, Impartial, Informal, Independent

—



Main Tools of the Role — Overview

What you may use to do your work:
Listening — Active, reflective listening
Questioning — Help clarity the issue
Advising — Clear what options exist
Option exploration — What can solve this?
Communication knowledge — Coach trough difficult communications
Conflict knowledge — Understand escalation patterns
Mediation / Facilitation — Facilitate conversations between parties

Mental health basics — Recognize stress, provide guidance
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Advising — What It States

What adV151I;§lIeI}eans in your Advising is NOT: Advising IS:

*"Simple advising session may be * Giving orders ¢ Clear information about options
sufficient to resolve the problem" * Making decisions for them * Pointing to relevant resources

¢ "Clarify the problem and *Legal advice * Helping them think through
determine which e Therapeutic counseling choices
offices/authorities could e Supporting their self-
contribute to finding a solution" determination

¢ "Make recommendations
regarding further action”

* "'Implementation of
recommendations is up to the
parties involved"




Active listening means:

* Fully present, not distracted

e Listen to understand, not to respond
* Notice emotions AND content

* Reflect back what you hear

* Validate their experience without
judging

Why listening is essential:

 "Listening as an ordinary act is not the same as active or reflective listening skills that conflict resolution

specialists use"

* Practice: Listen 80%, speak 20%

Listening — A Core Tool

Benefits of good listening;:

® Person feels heard — stress decreases

* Clearer understanding of the real
issue for themselves (and you)

e Builds trust

* Helps person find their own wisdom
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Asking Questions — Purpose and Options

The purpose of

happened?"

"It sounds like you're 2.Explore — "What have
Reflective frustrated...” Validate and clarify you tried so far?"

S 3.0pen options — "What
Exploratory thouaghct)iligzi?"ave o Expand possibilities else couldvoulcorSaes

' 4. Empower — "What feels

"What would a good right to you?"

Future-oriented outcome look like?" Focus on solution

Avoid
*"Why" questions (can feel accusatory)
eQuestions that assume answers

—



Understanding Conflict — Escalation Basics

Tension —

Discomfort, Why conflict knowledge matters:

minor irritation

People come to us at different stages of conflict. Knowing where they are helps us
Debate ! respond appropriately.

Arguments,
positioning

Actions — Passive
resistance,
withdrawal

Help at levels 1-3 with individual coaching

Images —
Stereotypes,
"they're wrong"

Mediate or facilitate dialogue when more escalated

Loss of e Refer to formal process when highly escalated

Public
confrontation

Notice escalation patterns — systemic issues

Policies — Formal

complaints,
procedures

Key insight: Earlier we intervene, easier resolution is

Destruction —
All-or-nothing,
damage




Mental Health Basics — Stress Awareness

Why mental health Basic stress signs to Key resources to What we CAN do: What we CANNOT
knowledge helps: recognize: know: do:

* Doctoral * Physical: fatigue, * University e Listen * Provide therapy
researchers often headaches, sleep counseling services empathetically ¢ Give medical
face: issues e Student health e Normalize stress as advice
* High stress * Emotional: anxiety, management common in * Diagnose mental
e Isolation irritability, sadness e External mental doctoral work health conditions
e Pressure from * Cognitive: health providers * Suggest self-care
supervisors difficulty strategies

e Uncertainty concentrating, * Refer to
elsersl Gotee negative thoughts professional

» Work-life balance * Behavioral: services when
challenges withdrawal, needed

increased absences




I DETINY
routine:

Mental

wellness:

When
stressed:

Regular sleep,
meals, breaks

Regular rest
(meditation,
writing, spiritual
practice)

Take breaks (leave
apartment, walk,
meet friends)

Balance study
time and leisure

Social contacts
(coffee with
friend, university

groups)

Exercise and
balanced diet

 Share these gently, don't prescribe

Physical activity
(walking, sports)

Healthy news
intake (dose
carefully)

Plan perspectives
for future

Regular rituals
and regularity

Talk about
challenges (don't
isolate)




Summary — The Ombudsperson in Practice

Your role:

Confidential, impartial,
informal, independent

Support doctoral researchers
AND supervisors

Bridge between individual
needs and institutional
mission

Your tools:

Advising (clear, option-
focused)

Listening (active, reflective)

Questioning (open,
exploratory, empowering)

Mediation (facilitate
conversations)

Conflict knowledge

\Vg

Your value:

Early intervention prevents
escalation

Trust builds institutional
confidence

Individual empowerement —
systemic learning






