SUBJECT:  Using Appropriated Funds for Promotional Items 

     The following is a summary of the pertinent decisions of the Comptroller General on the issue of using appropriated funds for promotional items.

     The Comptroller General's decisions allow agencies to use appropriated funds to purchase inexpensive promotional items of a functional nature in certain circumstances, but only if reasonably necessary or incident to the proper execution of an authorized agency purpose or function.  See 66 Comp. Gen. 356, 359 (1987).  An agency may not purchase items in the nature of gifts or souvenirs for non-employees unless there is a direct link between the items and the purpose of the appropriation charged. Id.  Stated differently, in order to justify purchasing such items, an agency must demonstrate that the items will directly further its mission. See B-193769, January 24, 1979 (purchase of lava rocks by National Park Service for visitors justified to discourage removal of rocks in national monument); B-201488, February 25, 1981 (purchase of winter caps by National Weather Service for Weather Observation Program Volunteers not justified).      

     While the application of the necessary expense rule is, in the first instance, a matter of agency discretion, that discretion is not unfettered.  If challenged, the agency must demonstrate that the items purchased will directly further the agency mission in some way.  See B-247563.2, May 12, 1993.  If the agency cannot adequately demonstrate a nexus between the promotional item purchased and the agency’s mission, the Comptroller General will not sustain the use of appropriated funds.  See B-223608, December 19, 1988 (disallowing the use of appropriated funds to pay for plastic ice scrapers imprinted with agency’s inscription to promote agency’s safety program); 70 Comp. Gen. 248 (1991) (rejecting agency’s argument that distributing T-shirts stamped with the Combined Federal Campaign (CFC) logo to employees who contribute to CFC would motivate its employees to contribute to the CFC).  Implicit in these decisions is the understanding that the promotional items will be made available to all employees or to the general public, and not restricted to a certain segment.   

     In some cases, the Comptroller General has found that the expenditures for functional items of nominal value directly furthered an agency's mission.  For example, in B-247686, December 30, 1992, the Comptroller General did not object to the Environmental Protection Agency's (EPA) purchase and distribution of informational buttons and magnets inscribed with messages regarding indoor air quality at an EPA sponsored conference. The EPA expenditure was distinguished from other cases involving expenditures for items of nominal value distributed outside the agency, typically to the public in general, on the basis of EPA's specific statutory mission to promote public information and education concerning indoor air quality.  In another 
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example, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) proposed to offer either $5 in cash or a baseball cap with the reward program logo to any individual returning fish tags to the agency.  Given the direct relationship and value of such information to NOAA's statutory required research on fish conservation and management, the Comptroller General viewed the expenditures as a necessary program expense. See 70 Comp. Gen. 720 (1991).

     Our analysis on whether it is proper to use appropriated funds for promotional items centers primarily on the useful marketing information that the proposed item contains about DSCP, such as telephone numbers, new products, additional services, and program initiatives.  The information to be disseminated provides the link to the agency’s mission of furthering logistical support to our military and civilian customers.  

