Welcome to the ethics advice and counsel quick start guide.  If you are watching this video, you have probably been recently assigned duties providing ethics advice, for the first time.  
In this short video, we’ll briefly discuss the purpose of ethics advice, who should care about it, what we need to know to provide it, and how.  
We’ll then briefly describe the resources that can help when providing ethics advice; and finally, share with you some courses that can help you move from a novice ethics advisor to a confident and competent source of ethics guidance.  
Purpose
Let’s start with the purpose of ethics advice.  The primary function of ethics advice in the executive branch is to help protect your agency.  You may be providing advice directly to an employee, but the agency is your client, and its interests should drive your advice.  The good news is, very often, the interests of your agency and the employee you are advising, align.  Investigations and scandal can harm employees individually as well as your agency and the government as a whole.  So, as we advise employees, we should keep in mind that our agency is the client and protecting the public trust while avoiding negative outcomes for all is the goal.   
Who cares about ethics advice?
Well somewhat obviously, the employee receiving the advice, the agency, and the ethics office issuing the advice care about the advice.  But others may have less direct interests in our advice, and we need to be aware of them too.  In the event of an allegation or violation, Inspectors General or the Department of Justice may wish to see our advice.  Our oversight committees or others in Congress may also take an interest.  Agency stakeholders, like contractors or regulated entities, may indirectly be affected by our ethics advice.  So, when we are providing advice we must take into account that many people, even people not immediately involved in the question at issue, may someday need to understand the advice we’ve provided and our basis for doing so.  
You and your agency should consider all of these stakeholders when deciding when and how to memorialize your advice to employees.  
What do we need to know to provide ethics advice?
We need to be familiar with all of the ethics laws and regulations.  Linked below is a quick start guide to the legal geography of these authorities.  It is a good start to help understand them.  OGE finds that errors in ethics advice usually come from failing to consider one or more ethics rules rather than failing to properly apply a particular rule, so keeping all the authorities in mind is extremely important.  
But, the law is only part of the equation.  We also need to know, or be able to find, all of the relevant facts.  As you develop familiarity with the ethics laws and regulations, you’ll find it easier and easier to know which questions to ask when advising an employee.  It is important to remember that the employees we are advising are unlikely to be ethics experts, so we need to help them share with us the information we need to advise them completely.  
So, the two big categories of information we need to provide advice are knowledge of the ethics rules and the facts available from the employee or others in our agency.  
So, how do we combine the rules and the facts to provide ethics advice?
The bad news is, it is rarely a linear process.  We’ll likely need multiple iterations of gathering more facts and looking into the ethics rules.  There are a couple of ways we can visualize this process.  Here, you see it is something of a cyclical process.  We begin by knowing the rules. This helps us spot potential issues. Then, we can attend to and develop the facts, and finally, apply the rules to the facts.  As we go through this cycle the first time, we often uncover additional facts and need to look into new rules.  So, we must always be open to considering other rules and to be on the lookout for hidden facts that may need to be addressed.  
Another way to visualize this process is with this slightly more complex graphic.  Similarly, we start with our baseline understanding, use it to inform our collection of facts, define the questions as we spot issues, research the laws and the facts, develop more facts, define more questions as necessary, and then finally draft, edit, and provide our advice before we properly store and review it in accordance with our agency’s practices.  
Whichever way you prefer to visualize the process, it is important to remember that the most obvious question might not be the only question, and that you need to be open to new information and considering additional authorities as you move through the process.  
Ask yourself, have I considered all of the ethics rules?  Am I sure I have all the facts I need?  
So where should you go from here?
To continue your learning journey, please visit the links below. We encourage you to start with the Legal Geography Quick Start Guide.  You can also take a look at the Gifts Quick Start Guide.  Then, browse the IEG course library and start learning about each and all of the ethics laws and regulations.  You can also consult and practice using the issuing spotting checklist, linked below, and continue your learning journey by familiarizing yourself with OGE’s legal research collection, also linked below. 
With concerted effort over time, you’ll soon be fluent in the ethics laws and regulations and be ready to start advising employees.  Remember, you can always consult with colleagues in your ethics office or your desk officer at OGE if you get stuck.
Welcome to ethics and good luck in your learning journey!
