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Better Use of Available Resources and Consistent 
Reporting Could Improve Compliance 
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the Chairman, Committee on Education 
and Labor, House of Representatives 

Over 130 million workers are 
protected from substandard wages 
and working conditions by the Fair 
Labor Standards Act (FLSA). This 
act contains specific provisions to 
ensure that workers are paid the 
federal minimum wage and for 
overtime, and that youth are 
protected from working too many 
hours and from hazardous 
conditions. The Department of 
Labor’s Wage and Hour Division 
(WHD) is responsible for enforcing 
employer compliance with FLSA. 
 
To secure compliance, WHD uses 
enforcement actions, partnerships 
with external groups, and outreach 
activities. 
 
In response to a congressional 
request, we examined (1) the 
trends in FLSA compliance 
activities from fiscal years 1997 to 
2007, (2) the effectiveness of 
WHD’s efforts to plan and conduct 
these activities, and (3) the extent 
to which these activities have 
improved FLSA compliance. 

From fiscal years 1997 to 2007, the number of WHD’s enforcement actions 
decreased by more than a third, from approximately 47,000 in 1997 to just under 
30,000 in 2007. According to WHD, the total number of actions decreased over 
this period because of three factors: the increased use of more time-
consuming comprehensive investigations, a decrease in the number of 
investigators, and screening of complaints to eliminate those that may not 
result in violations. Most of these actions (72 percent) were initiated from 1997 to 
2007 in response to complaints from workers. The remaining enforcement actions, 
which were initiated by WHD, were concentrated in four industry groups: 
agriculture, accommodation and food services, manufacturing, and health care and 
social services. WHD’s other two types of compliance activities—partnerships and 
outreach—constituted about 19 percent of WHD’s staff time based on available 
data from 2000 to 2007. 
 
WHD did not effectively take advantage of available information and tools in 
planning and conducting its compliance activities. In planning these activities, 
WHD did not use available information, including key data on complaints and 
input from external groups such as employer and worker advocacy 
organizations, to inform its planning process. Also, in targeting businesses for 
investigation, WHD focused on the same industries from 1997 to 2007 despite 
information from its commissioned studies on low wage industries in which 
FLSA violations are likely to occur. As a result, WHD may not be addressing 
the needs of workers most vulnerable to FLSA violations. Finally, the agency 
does not sufficiently leverage its existing tools, such as tracking the use and 
collection of penalties and back wages, or using its hotlines and partnerships, 
to encourage employers to comply with FLSA and reach potential 
complainants. 
 
The extent to which WHD’s activities have improved FLSA compliance is 
unknown because WHD frequently changes both how it measures and how it 
reports on its performance. When agencies provide trend data in their 
performance reports, decision makers can compare current and past progress 
in meeting long-term goals. While WHD’s long-term goals and strategies 
generally remained the same from 1997 to 2007, WHD often changed how it 
measured its progress, keeping about 90 percent of its measures for 2 years or 
less. Moreover, WHD established a total of 131 performance measures throughout 
this period, but reported on 6 of these measures for more than 1 year. This lack of 
consistent information on WHD’s progress in meeting its goals makes it difficult 
to assess how well WHD’s efforts are improving compliance with FLSA. 
 
 
 

What GAO Recommends  

To better plan and conduct FLSA 
compliance activities, GAO 
recommends that WHD evaluate 
complaint data, obtain and use 
input from external stakeholders, 
incorporate data from its studies, 
and leverage existing tools. GAO 
also recommends that WHD 
establish, consistently maintain, 
and report on its performance. 

 
GAO provided a draft of this 
statement to WHD but it declined 
to officially comment prior to the 
hearing. 

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-08-962T. 
For more information, contact Anne-Marie 
Lasowski at (202) 512-7215 or 
lasowskia@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-962T
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-962T
mailto:lasowskia@gao.gov


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




