‘Tis the Season to Gift; Make sure to follow the regs
By Carolynne Keenan, Ethics Program Specialist, NCI Office of Ethics

With the holiday season around the corner, people are stocking up on baking supplies, reserving spots on planes and some go-getters are even crossing names off holiday shopping lists. If a supervisor’s name or coworker is included on that shopping list, check the federal regulations before shopping – regardless if the person has been naughty or nice.
Generally, federal supervisors are prohibited from accepting gifts from subordinates. Federal employees cannot solicit contributions from other employees for a supervisor’s gift. But the supervisor can always give gifts to subordinates, and peers and colleagues can always exchange gifts.

Many employees like to bring in food for the whole office, instead of individual gifts – that’s generally the easiest solution for those who feel generous. Other employees may voluntarily contribute a few dollars for an office-wide holiday lunch. Employees can give a small item of less than $10 or a holiday card to each coworker.  Voluntary gift exchanges are usually permissible as well. Those who wish to be included could contribute a gift of $10 or less to be randomly exchanged during a holiday gift swap.  And, of course, employees can opt not to gift at all. All of these apply to contractors who work in the office as well – just be mindful of gifts from outside sources.
If employees are friends outside of work, then the rules do bend a bit – gift away as one would for a non-work friend. However, rather than exchange gifts at the office, choose someplace else – a restaurant, one’s home or any other place off government property.

But if a company is seeking to do business with NCI (or a specific office within NCI), that’s another story – the gift must be shared with the office. For example, if an office supplies company drops off a fruit basket to the office’s card holder, the card holder can’t just hide it in his office to enjoy. The fruit basket must be placed in a general location in the office – the kitchen area, for example – for all staff members to enjoy. But if that same office supplies company drops off a $100 Target gift card, it cannot be accepted at all. 

There are, as always, some exceptions. Gifts of $20 or less per occasion may be accepted from a single outside source (i.e. contractor), but not more than $50 a calendar year and never in the form of cash or a gift card. Multiple representatives of the company – say there are three contractors working in the office – constitute the same entity, so that is a challenge as well. 
These rules are in place to eliminate any actions which could influence or appear to influence NCI research, and to protect the integrity of NCI’s work. When in doubt, before accepting or giving a gift, contact the NCI Office of Ethics: 301-496-1148, or nciethics-r@mail.nih.gov.

For more information about Gifts, please visit these helpful links:

Gifts Between Employees

http://ethics.od.nih.gov/topics/giftsemp.htm
Gifts from Outside Sources

http://ethics.od.nih.gov/topics/giftsout.htm
