
 
 

        SUPERIORS AND SUBORDINATES 
 
 

All  public  servants  are  prohibited  from  having  a  business  or  financial 
relationship with a superior or a subordinate. 

 
Example: If you own an apartment, you may not sublet it to someone you 
supervise. 

 
 
 
 

Example: If you do outside carpentry work, you may not do a private job for 
your boss, not even for free. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Does this mean I can’t loan my boss or my 
subordinate $5 for lunch?” 

 
No, although you could imagine even this becoming a 
problem. If, for example, your boss borrows $5 from 

you every day and never pays you back, that might not 
be a prohibited financial relationship under the law, 

but it certainly is a case of the boss misusing City 
position to get a personal benefit. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example: You also may not share an apartment with a superior or subordinate, 
since splitting the rent would involve a financial relationship. 

 
 
 
Example: You cannot borrow $1000 from any subordinate, nor can you loan 
any subordinate money, nor can any superior of yours lend money to or borrow 
money from you. 



All of these situations are potentially coercive and, even if they are not, will 
throw  a  supervisor’s  ability  to  give  fair  &  impartial  evaluations  and  job 
assignments into question. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GIFTS BETWEEN CITY WORKERS 
 
 
 
 
 

“We know that we can’t accept 
valuable gifts from vendors, but 
are we allowed to buy gifts for 

other city workers?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The ‘Valuable Gifts Rule’ only applies to gifts given by someone who does (or 
seeks to do) business with the City to a public servant.  It does not apply to gifts 
between two public servants. 

 
 
 
 

“…and if I can’t have a 
financial relationship with my 
superior or subordinate, does 
that mean I can’t give them 

any gifts?” 



 
 
 

There are restrictions on gift-giving between 
superiors and subordinates.  Let’s look at them 
one at a time: 

 

 
1) Subordinate to Superior: 

Here, the subordinate gives a nice (let’s 
say worth $75) gift to his boss for her 
birthday.    Aside  from  looking  like  a 
suck-up to  everyone else  in  the  office 
(not a crime in and of itself), this does 
not pose a problem for the subordinate. 
However,   the   superior   should   NOT 
accept such a gift.   A public servant is 
not supposed to use his/her position (or 
appear  to  use  it)  to  gain  a  private 
financial   benefit   for   himself   or   an 
associate.  When she accepts the $75 gift 
from her subordinate (whose terms & 
conditions of employment he can affect), 
this is exactly what happens.  What can 
the  boss  accept  in  such  a  case? 
Something of no substantial value: a 
coffee mug, a card, etc. 

HOLIDAY PARTIES, BIRTHDAYS, 
AND THE LIKE 

There is no outright prohibition on 
office parties where the participants 
are all public servants, even if the 
party is to honor the boss’ birthday. 
Having said that, there are probably 
better and worse ways to handle the 
organization of such events.  These 
aren’t really hard rules, but they are 
good things to keep in mind. 
 
1) Participation really should be 

optional, and that should be 
communicated in the invitations. 

2) To that end, it’s best to have 
someone   other   than   the   boss 
organize the party. 

3) Participation in the party should 
not be unreasonably expensive. 
Sometimes the cost for 
participation is metered on a 
sliding scale,       to       reflect 
differences in salary. 

4) If there is a card for a particular 
honoree, everyone should be 
allowed to sign it, regardless of 
whether they contributed to any 
gift. 

 
2) Superior to subordinate: 

Here, the superior gives the $75 gift to the subordinate. Do we still have the 
same problem with misuse or appearance of misuse of position?  No.  The 
subordinate cannot affect the terms & conditions of employment of her 
superior.   There may be any number of managerial questions about “best 
practices” that come into play here, however, even if there is no clear 
violation of Chapter 68.  At a certain point, if the gifts from the superior to a 
subordinate start to get fairly regular and extravagant, people may begin to 
wonder what kind of silence the superior is attempting to buy… 

 
 
 

3) Between two public servants who do not have a supervisory relationship 
between one another: 
Because neither person is in a position to affect the terms and conditions of 



employment of the other, gifts of any kind would be permissible under the 
Conflicts of Interest Law. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SOU-SOUS 
 

 
Sou-sous, or savings clubs, absolutely connote a financial relationship between 

the parties involved.  This means that it is impermissible for any superior to 
participate in a sou-sou with any subordinate.  Under the Conflicts of Interest Law, 
public servants who are not in a superior/subordinate relationship may participate in 
a sou-sou together, but be sure to check with your agency counsel before you do so, 
as some agencies prohibit any financial activity between co-workers in the 
workplace. 

 
 

GIRL SCOUT COOKIES, FUNDRAISERS, BOOSTER BARS, AVON 
 

 
This is one tiny potential exception to the restriction on financial relationships 

between superiors and subordinates, but it only works when the subordinate sells 
and the superior buys, not the other way around.  Also, the amount the superior can 
buy is limited to $25.  The reasoning here is that the superior is less vulnerable to 
coercion than a subordinate and is therefore free to either buy or not buy, as s/he 
prefers. 

 
 
HOWEVER: if you are interested in selling Avon, or Girl Scout cookies, or other 
similar things at work, please check with your supervisor or your Agency Counsel, 
as some agencies have prohibited ANY financial activities in the workplace 
regardless of their nature.  And also remember the Acceptable Use Policy: if it is OK 
with your agency to sell these kinds of things, it should only be done at times when 
you are not required to do your City job. 



 

ENGAGING IN POLITICAL ACTIVITY 
 
 

Coercion/Perceived Coercion 
Public servants may not coerce anyone, or even request a subordinate to work 

on a political campaign or contribute to a candidate or party. (Requesting someone 
whose evaluation you sign to do something political can be easily mistaken as an 
implied order.) 


