The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 23: Sigal Shoham, Confidential Consulting Service: Ombuds Is Here To Help You, Learn How
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Sigal Shoham from the Ombuds Office. Sally Mayberry conducted the interview. 
---
Sally Mayberry, byline:
Good morning, Sigal, and welcome to the FriYAY podcast. Can you just kick things off by providing us with a brief introduction?
Sigal Shoham:
I have been working for Department of Interior since 2013 and I'm one of the organizational Ombuds. I'm going to give my elevator pitch that I give and it's the thing that I start off every conversation with. 
This conversation is totally confidential. I'm not going to share anything that anyone tells me unless there's an imminent risk of serious harm. I'm also neutral so I'm not an advocate for employees and I'm not an advocate for management or for the agency. My role is to be a sounding board to help think through problem solving options and to connect people with their resources. I'm independent and informal so I don't report to anyone within the [National] Park Service. I do work for Department of Interior. And so people when they are contacting me they're not filing any kind of complaint or grievance. Really, we are problem solving specialists.
Sally: 
How was Ombuds formed and why Ombuds was formed? 
Sigal:
In 2016 and it was in response to some fairly high profile situations that came to light in the Park Service. Examples were in the Grand Canyon or at Cape Canaveral. And some of the Park Service leaders at the time were called to Congress. And one of the things that members of Congress asked was why isn't there a safe space for people to go to talk about what's happening. And so they created the Ombuds Program. And that's really what we are. We're conflict resolution specialists and we're a safe place for people to go to talk about any kind of workplace dilemma.
Sally:
Can you describe how you approach your work?
Sigal:
A lot of people sometimes ask me things like “well so are you a therapist?” Right? I want to be really clear that we are not therapists and we're not social workers. But we specialize in problem solving and we specialize in helping people understand their entire range of options when they have a dilemma in the workplace. My colleague her name is Tahirih Varner, right, and so it's both of us. We both have master's degrees in conflict management and conflict resolution and so we help people by asking a lot of questions, doing a lot of listening, helping people understand their whole range of options specific to whatever their dilemma is.
Sally:
What are some of the most common dilemmas or situations that you support?
Sigal:
The most common thing that we talk to people about, and we hear this about 45 percent of the time, are situations that arise between staff and supervisors or between supervisors and their staff, right. So situations where there's a power indifference. And that's fairly common. So organizational Ombuds that's what they'll hear very often as well. And often it has to do with miscommunication, right, or a perception of disrespect. And we help people think through how can you have a conversation about this, right. 
Like for supervisors how can we help supervisors be more transparent about their decision making so things feel more fair. For staff, how can we help staff be courageous and have a vulnerable and honest conversation with their supervisor if they don't like decisions that their supervisor is making and why, right. And underneath it is how can we help people be respectful of each other in the workplace 
That said we talk about an entire range of options and this might be back to our approach, right? We don't push people to say like “work it out” all the time right. We don't if people don't want to work it out we help people think what the other options are, right. What are your official avenues. What kinds of complaints avenues do you have. What is the entire range of options that people have. So that's really the approach is making sure that people are self-empowered in the moment. We are not going to make the decision for you.
We want you who knows the situation in and out to be able to make the best choice for yourself, but we'll guide you in terms of what all your options are and can you walk us through the process of contacting your office and what that looks like.
Sally:
And how long does it usually takes to resolve an initial request?
Sigal:
It's really easy to contact our office, send us an email or pick up the phone and give us a call. There's no form you have to fill out there's no like bureaucracy you have to go through. Really you just get in touch with us. There's a generic email that's nps_ombuds@ios.doi.gov 
Essentially anyone can call us at any time and we try and get back in touch with people within a day. Tahirih and I spend most of our time on the phone so we're not always accessible to pick up the phone but we really try hard to get back to people super timely. Sometimes the conversation is fairly short, right, like sometimes it's 15 minutes and we make a referral. We'll say something like you know you're asking something that is really an Employee Relations question. I don't have the answer to that but let me connect you with who your person is, right. And so it's short. And then sometimes it's long, right. Sometimes it's an hour and sometimes it's an hour and a half and sometimes we talk with people multiple times over the course of weeks with the most severe or egregious issues, right. Issues around sexual harassment or sexual assault i might talk with someone many times before they make the decision that it's time for them to come forward to someone in management.
Sally:
Why is it important for the Department of Interior to have this office available to the National Park Service?
Sigal:
It is so important for morale and less turnover and preventative problem-solving and people feeling more empowered about what their decisions are. There is research in the Ombuds field that says that for every dollar you spend on having an organizational Ombuds your return on investment is $22, right. Because it prevents major conflict. Potentially it prevents litigation. Potentially it prevents people who are sort of you know retired in place or have checked out or turnover, right. This is a way for people to be happier at work. Really they're not just stewing in their problems.
Sometimes I get people that say I can't, I can't talk about this at home anymore. The people in my life don't want to hear any more about this subject. I'm just going in circles, right. And we really want to help people get out of that circle and figure out what their next steps are.
---
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series visit the Common Learning Portal. 


