The Top Five Things Every New Employee Should Know About Government Ethics

When in doubt, contact the Ethics Division for specific advice

The Designated Agency Ethics Official (“DAEO”), Susan Winchell, strongly encourages employees to contact the Ethics Division at (202) 401-8309 with questions about the ethics rules, including the Standards of Ethical Conduct and conflict of interest rules.  You will also find detailed guidance on the Ethics Division website at: http://connected.ed.gov/index.cfm?navid=106.   It’s important to realize that, even though you are a good and ethical person, Government ethics is by and large a set of specific rules, and these rules may seem counter-intuitive at times.  Calling the Ethics Division is the surest way to comply with the rules!


Avoid conflicts of interest and the appearance of conflicts of interest
In general, a conflict of interest exists when a Department employee has a personal financial interest (for example, owning stock in a company) affected by the outcome of a matter that he or she is officially assigned to work on.  There is a wide variety of interests that may give rise to an actual or apparent conflict of interest.  In most cases, an employee can avoid a conflict of interest by disclosing it and disqualifying himself from taking any official action in the matter.  If disqualification is not feasible, an employee may also resolve the conflict by disposing of the financial interest (for example, selling the stock).   The financial disclosure reporting system is one helpful tool in identifying and resolving conflicts of interest.  If you are required to file a public or confidential financial disclosure report, be careful to complete the form accurately and in a timely manner.  Read more about it: http://connected/doc_img/conflictofinterestsummary.doc

          Be cautious about accepting gifts from prohibited sources
You should take care to avoid accepting anything except praise from someone who does, or seeks to do, business with the Department (also known as a “ a prohibited source”).  Additionally, you should never accept anything other than your Government salary for performing official duties.  If you are offered a gift (for example, a meal, transportation, theater tickets, award, etc.) from a “prohibited source” or because of your official position, you should contact the Ethics Division to determine an appropriate course of action.  Read more about it: http://connected.ed.gov/index.cfm?cid=0204f5fb-d90a-acec-6a70-d0a143526638


Refrain from engaging in prohibited political activities
The Hatch Act prohibits most executive branch employees from engaging in partisan political activity while on-duty and while in a federal building. For purposes of the Hatch Act, political activity is defined as an activity directed toward the success or failure of a political party, candidate for partisan political office, or partisan political group.  For example, employees are strictly prohibited from displaying partisan political materials, such as campaign buttons at work.  The Hatch Act rules are complex, so please be sure you understand the rules before you agree to participate in partisan political activities outside of work.  Read more about it: http://connected/index.cfm?cid=0CABF11C-74F4-4648-B058-2A2F8FD434E1   


Promptly seek approval for certain outside activities 
Many new employees arrive with longstanding external professional relationships in place.  For example, a new employee may serve as an adjunct professor for a local university, a member of the board of directors for an educational organization, or work part-time for a publisher of textbooks.  You are required to obtain approval for certain outside activities, including: 1) your teaching, speaking, consulting or writing activity relates to your official duties; or 2) you are serving as, among other things, a consultant, contractor, employee, advisory committee member, or active participant for a prohibited source of the Department.  Read more about it:http://connected/index.cfm?cid=CE35612E-99DD-49FD-AB1A-99BFB039A3AE

This list is a summary of several main concepts and does not represent a comprehensive description of the ethics rules and laws applicable to Federal employees.  
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