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A crisis is a “traumatic situation or event AND a person’s reaction to an event.” Today’s 
ombuds in higher education likely have a role in a university’s preparation and response to a 
crisis. One way to examine the ombuds’ role and value, is to learn from other ombuds’ 
experience and consider what they found most useful for ombuds and their clients, and their 
college community during and after a crisis. Here are some observations from one ombuds 
after a particularly serious campus crisis: 
 

1. With their key contacts with administrators on campuses, ombuds can serve as 
“knowledge sources; and knowledge funnels” in multiple ways: as a place for campus 
community members to find out where they can get help, providing information 
about the protocols established during emergencies for getting medical help, for 
cleaning up, for retrieving personal belongings, etc.  

 
2. Ombuds can act as another set of eyes, watching for needed interventions in 

different areas on the campus, without necessarily breaking confidentiality.  
 

3. Ombuds have a role in identifying trends.  
 

4. By their very nature, ombuds are excellent listeners and do well to listen to the 
stories and help people make sense of their experience, their current emotional state 
and their responses to a trauma. Ombuds are not therapists, but they can help people 
to understand and normalize their intense emotional responses. 

 
5. Finally, and primarily, of course, we need to make sure that we are safe.  

 
Here are some questions to help ombuds to think ahead, and some resources to help them 
prepare. 
 
Questions 

● What would you define as a crisis? 
● Is there a role for the ombuds in a crisis? After a crisis? If so, what?  
● What does your organization expect of you and/or your office after a crisis? 
● What offices and resources does your organization have? How has your organization 

prepared? 
● How have you prepared? What kind of training or preparation have you engaged in? 

 
Resources 
“Common Reactions to a Crisis” 
http://psychology.about.com/od/crisiscounseling/a/crisisresponse.htm 

http://psychology.about.com/od/crisiscounseling/a/crisisresponse.htm


 
“What is a Crisis?” 
http://psychology.about.com/od/crisiscounseling/f/crisis.htm 
 
“Coping With a Crisis on a Crisis Anniversary" 
http://phobias.about.com/od/supportandresources/a/Coping-With-A-Crisis-On-A-Crisis-
Anniversary.htm 
  
Mental Health First Aid 
http://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/cs/program_overview/ 
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