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What GAO Found

An estimated 2.8 million children worked in the U.S. in 2023, according to GAO’s
analysis. The Department of Labor (DOL) publishes statistical data that provide
information on working children’s fatalities, injuries, and illnesses. These data are
used to develop workplace safety strategies and policies, but data limitations and
discontinued data sets have contributed to information gaps. For example:

e In DOL’s dataset on workplace fatalities, some data on the cause of death or
industry in which the child worked are not publicly available.

e DOL changed how it collects data on working children’s injuries and
illnesses, so data since 2021 cannot be compared to earlier years.

e Between 2015 and 2023, one DOL survey and two other federal datasets
that contained child labor injury data ended.

By mitigating child labor data gaps, DOL would be better positioned to identify
and respond to dangerous working conditions for children.

Since fiscal year 2015, the number of annual child labor violations that DOL cited
and the number of children affected by their employers’ violations has generally
increased, according to GAQO’s analysis (see figure). Examples of violations
include children working later than allowed or doing hazardous work such as
operating meat processing machines.
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Source: GAO analysis of the Department of Labor's Wage and Hour Division (WHD) data from its Wage Hour Investigative Support and
Reporting Database (WHISARD). | GAO-26-107722

DOL recently launched an initiative to enhance its enforcement of child labor
laws, but it faces some challenges. For example:

o DOL regional and district officials expressed concern with the data DOL
recommended for targeting egregious child labor violations, including that the
data were not detailed enough to provide useful investigation leads. DOL
does not have a process to identify and evaluate additional data sources.

¢ DOL officials described persistent knowledge gaps among employers and
the public on child labor laws. DOL implemented a communications strategy
to raise awareness, but taking steps to measure and assess its outreach
would help DOL understand whether its efforts are achieving its goals.

In 2023 and 2024, DOL’s interagency collaboration on child labor did not fully
follow leading collaboration practices, according to GAO’s analysis. Although
DOL works with other agencies to protect children, it discontinued its interagency
task force in 2025. Strengthening future collaboration and ensuring key
information is shared could enhance DOL'’s efforts to protect working children.

Why GAO Did This Study

The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938

included provisions to protect the safety
and health of working children under 18.
Almost 90 years later, DOL continues to
find numerous child labor law violations.

GAO was asked to review child labor
data and enforcement. Among other
things, this report addresses (1)
information gaps in data about fatalities,
injuries, and illnesses among working
children; (2) trends in child labor
violations; (3) recent changes DOL has
made in its child labor enforcement
practices, and how DOL has addressed
related challenges; and (4) the extent to
which DOL has collaborated with other
federal agencies on child labor.

GAO analyzed federal data on working
children from 2023; child labor fatalities,
injuries, and illnesses since 2013; and
cited child labor violations from 2015 to
2025 (the most recent data available).
GAO reviewed relevant federal laws,
regulations, and agency documentation
on enforcement and collaboration. To
gather information on enforcement and
challenges, GAO interviewed officials at
DOL’s Wage and Hour Division,
including at five regional and six district
offices selected to capture a variety of
enforcement experiences. GAO also
analyzed information from DOL and
seven other agencies on child labor
collaboration.

What GAO Recommends

GAO is making five recommendations
to DOL, including that DOL mitigate
child labor data gaps, develop a
process to evaluate data for targeting
investigations, and assess its employer
outreach. DOL generally disagreed with
the data gaps recommendation, neither
agreed nor disagreed with the outreach
recommendation, and agreed with the
three other recommendations. GAO
maintains DOL should fully implement
its recommendations.
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GA@ U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE

441 G St. N.W.
Washington, DC 20548

September 18, 2026

The Honorable Robert C. “Bobby” Scott
Ranking Member

Committee on Education and Workforce
House of Representatives

Dear Ranking Member Scott:

Work can provide numerous benefits to the millions of young people
employed in the U.S., including by helping them build independence or
contribute to their families’ finances, but it also presents potential risks
unique to this vulnerable population. The Fair Labor Standards Act of
1938 (FLSA) included provisions to protect working children’s safety and
health. Almost 90 years later, the Department of Labor (DOL) continues
to identify numerous violations of child labor laws, such as those involving
children working in meatpacking plants, sawmills, and other hazardous
environments.

In the last 5 years, some states have introduced or passed legislation that
modifies rules for working children. In light of this changing legal
landscape and recent violations of the FLSA'’s child labor provisions,
policymakers, worker advocacy groups, and child welfare organizations
have raised questions about how DOL’s enforcement capabilities and its
collaboration with other agencies help prevent and address these child
labor violations.

You asked us to review child labor data and enforcement. This report
addresses (1) what available data show about fatalities, injuries, and
illnesses among working children in the U.S., and what information gaps
remain; (2) what available data show about child labor violations; (3)
recent changes DOL has made in its child labor enforcement practices,
including in its use of data to inform enforcement, and the extent to which
DOL has addressed related challenges; and (4) the extent to which DOL
has collaborated with other federal agencies to prevent and detect child
labor violations, including through its Interagency Task Force to Combat
Child Labor Exploitation (IATF).

1Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, ch. 676, 52 Stat. 1060 (codified as amended at 29
U.S.C. §§ 201-219).
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To examine fatality, injury, and illness trends, we analyzed aggregated
data from DOL’s Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) Census of Fatal
Occupational Injuries (CFOI) from 2013 through 2023, and its Survey of
Occupational Injuries and llinesses (SOII) from 2013 through 2024, which
were the most recent data available at the time we conducted our
analyses. We also analyzed data from the Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC) of the Current Population Survey (CPS) to examine
demographic information on working children for 2023. We found each of
these datasets to be sufficiently reliable for the purposes of this report,
though we report on their limitations as well. To identify information gaps
in these data sources, we reviewed studies and documentation related to
the datasets and interviewed officials from DOL and the Department of
Health and Human Services (HHS). As we examined gaps in child labor
data, we assessed our findings against the Federal Committee on
Statistical Methodology’s Framework for Data Quality and our key
practices for evidence-based policymaking.2

To examine trends in child labor violations and cases, we analyzed data
from the DOL’s Wage and Hour Division’s (WHD) electronic case
management system, the Wage Hour Investigative Support and
Reporting Database (WHISARD), from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal
year 2025. These were the most recent data available at the time of our
review, and we found them to be sufficiently reliable for the purposes of
this report.

To analyze recent changes in and challenges to DOL’s enforcement
practices, we reviewed relevant federal laws, regulations, policies, and
documents; interviewed officials from the WHD national office, all five
regional offices, and six district offices that we selected to capture a
variety of enforcement experiences; and interviewed experts and
stakeholders from six organizations focused on employers, occupational
health and safety, or working children.3 We compared WHD’s practices to
federal standards for internal control and our key practices for evidence-
based policymaking.4

2Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology. A Framework for Data Quality. FCSM 20-
04 (Sept. 2020); and GAO, Evidence-Based Policymaking: Practices to Help Manage and
Assess the Results of Federal Efforts, GAO-23-105460 (Washington, D.C.: July 12, 2023).

3WHD has five regional offices—covering the Midwest, Northeast, Southeast, Southwest,
and West regions—and 54 district offices nationwide.

4GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-25-107721
(Washington, D.C.: May 15, 2025); and GAO-23-105460.
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To assess DOL’s collaboration with other federal agencies, we reviewed
agency documentation; interviewed officials and reviewed written
responses from DOL and HHS, which has frequently coordinated with
DOL on child labor issues in the past; and reviewed responses to a
structured questionnaire we sent to the six other agencies involved in the
IATF.5 We assessed DOL’s collaboration against leading practices for
interagency collaboration identified in our prior work.¢ See appendix | for
a detailed scope and methodology of this review.

We conducted this performance audit from July 2024 to September 2026
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards.
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

Background

Fair Labor Standards Act

The FLSA, as amended, and youth employment regulations issued by
DOL—the federal agency generally responsible for enforcing the
FLSA—provide protections for certain working children under 18, such as
restrictions on the hours and times of day they can work and on
occupations that DOL has deemed hazardous.” Federal child labor laws
generally distinguish between the rules that apply to children working in
agricultural occupations and children working in nonagricultural
occupations.

5In addition to DOL and HHS, the agencies on the IATF include the Departments of
Agriculture, Commerce, Education, Homeland Security, Justice, and State.

8GAO, Government Performance Management: Leading Practices to Enhance
Interagency Collaboration and Address Crosscutting Challenges, GAO-23-105520
(Washington, D.C.: May 24, 2023).

7See generally 29 U.S.C. § 203(I) and 29 C.F.R. §§ 570.50-.68 (DOL’s “hazardous
occupations orders” (HO) for nonagricultural occupations for minors between 16 and 18
years old) and 29 U.S.C. § 213(c)(2); 29 C.F.R. §§ 570.70-.72 (DOL’s HOs for agricultural
employment of children under the age of 16). The FLSA'’s child labor provisions do not
cover all working children, such as children employed by their parents on a farm owned or
operated by their parent. Children may also be covered under a state’s child labor laws. In
this report, “child labor laws” refer to the FLSA, as amended, and youth employment
regulations issued by DOL. States may provide additional protections beyond the
minimum requirements established by FLSA and its implementing regulations (see 29
U.S.C. 121(c) and 229 C.F.R. pt. 570). In instances where a state child labor law is more
restrictive than the federal law, the state law applies. DOL’s WHD enforces federal law.
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Nonagricultural Employment

Agricultural Employment

Children under 18 are allowed to work in a variety of jobs but are
generally prohibited from working in the 17 nonagricultural hazardous
occupations that DOL has established by regulation, subject to limited
exemptions.8 These regulations are known as the hazardous occupations
orders (HO). For example, children are prohibited from working in coal
mining occupations.

Additional provisions for children in nonagricultural jobs depend on age.
For example:

« Children ages 16 to 17 may work in any occupation, other than those
deemed hazardous by DOL, and there are no limitations on the
number of hours or times of day they can work.9

« Children ages 14 to 15 are generally limited to occupations and time
periods that DOL has determined will not interfere with their schooling,
health, or well-being.10

« Children ages 13 and under generally may not be employed in
nonagricultural work aside from work in areas exempt from the FLSA,
such as newspaper delivery.1

For children in agricultural jobs:

« Children ages 16 to 17 do not have occupational restrictions on
working in agriculture.

e Children under 16 are generally prohibited from working in the 11
agricultural hazardous occupations that DOL has established by
regulation, subject to limited exemptions.12

« Children ages 14 to 15 may generally work outside of school hours
in agricultural occupations, other than those deemed hazardous by

8For more information on the hazardous occupations orders for nonagricultural
occupations for children, see 29 C.F.R. §§ 570.50-.68.

9For more information on nonagricultural employment laws and regulations for children,
see 29 U.S.C. §§ 201-219; 29 C.F.R. pt. 570. In addition to the child labor provisions, the
FLSA also requires covered employers to comply with certain minimum wage and
overtime requirements.

10See generally 29 U.S.C. § 203(1) and 29 C.F.R. §§ 570.31-.39. Employment not
specifically permitted is prohibited.

1129 C.F.R. § 570.124.

1229 U.S.C. § 213(c)(1) and (2). Exceptions may apply to eligible student-learners in a
vocational agricultural program and certain children who have completed certain training
in tractor or machine operation. See 29 C.F.R. §§ 570.71-.72.
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DOL. For example, children are prohibited from operating or working
with certain agricultural machinery, such as cotton pickers, grain
combines, and hay mowers.

« Children ages 12 and 13 may generally work outside of school hours
with written parental consent or work on the same farm as their parent
(or person standing in place of a parent).3

DOL’s Role in Child Labor
Enforcement

DOL’s WHD enforces the FLSA, including its child labor requirements and
associated regulations and other laws. 4 WHD uses a range of
compliance actions to enforce these laws. For example, WHD cases can
be full investigations that cover all laws under the agency’s jurisdiction;
limited investigations with a narrow focus, such as a certain time frame or
section of a law; or conciliations, which are simple cases where WHD
staff work with employers and workers to resolve limited issues over the
phone, such as issues involving a missed paycheck for a single worker;
among other types of cases.5

WHD may start cases in response to complaints or on its own initiative
(directed cases). For directed cases, WHD selects certain types of
businesses or industries for investigation, such as low-wage industries
with high rates of violations or egregious violations, or industries that
employ vulnerable workers.16

1329 C.F.R. § 570.2(b)(1). Children under age 12 are further generally limited to working
outside of school hours on a farm owned or operated by their parent or, with parental
consent, certain farms exempt from minimum wage requirements. 29 C.F.R. § 570.2(b)(2).

14WHD enforces several other statutes, including the Davis-Bacon Act and related acts,
the Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection Act, and the Family and Medical
Leave Act, among others. In addition, DOL oversees workplace safety and health through
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), which is responsible for
setting and enforcing workplace safety and health standards under the Occupational
Safety and Health Act of 1970, as amended. These standards generally require employers
to take steps to maintain a place of employment for workers, including those under 18
years old, free from recognized safety and health hazards. A 2023 memorandum of
understanding between OSHA and WHD lays out how the two agencies can make
referrals to each other about cases that could involve working children. For example,
OSHA could refer a case involving children exposed to workplace hazards to WHD, which
would then determine if a child labor investigation is needed, according to WHD officials.

15WHD may also use office audits or self-audits to enforce FLSA and other laws.

16According to WHD officials and documents, “egregious violations” occur in situations
where children are legally deemed too young to work, employed in prohibited or
hazardous occupations that put their safety at risk, or injured or killed on the job.
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Limited and
Discontinued Data on
Working Children’s
Fatalities, Injuries,
and llinesses Have
Contributed to
Information Gaps

WHD’s national office provides guidance and training on its enforcement
practices to its five regional and 54 district offices, and it establishes
performance measures for these practices. WHD regional offices oversee
the district offices, which conduct investigations and audits. District offices
also have Community Outreach Resource and Planning Specialists,
whose primary duties include enforcement planning and outreach efforts,
such as making presentations to employers on child labor requirements.

When WHD determines that an employer has violated the FLSA'’s child
labor provisions and its regulations, WHD may assess a civil money
penalty (CMP) for the violation, based on the severity of the violation, the
number and age of children involved, the duration of illegal employment,
and other factors. In addition, WHD may work with DOL’s Solicitor’s
Office to issue subpoenas and apply the “hot goods” provisions of the
FLSA to prevent interstate shipment of goods produced in an
establishment where illegal child labor occurred, among other efforts.?

Available but Limited Data
Suggest That Most Work-
Related Child Fatalities
Occurred in Agriculture

An estimated 2.8 million children worked in the U.S. in 2023, including an
estimated 68,000 children employed in agricultural industries, according

17The FLSA’s “hot goods” provision permits DOL to seek a court order to prevent the
interstate shipment of goods that were produced in or about an establishment where a
child labor violation occurred in the past 30 days. See 29 U.S.C. § 212. In this report, the
term “illegal child labor” refers to violations of the child labor provisions of the FLSA and
DOL’s youth employment regulations.
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Fatalities by Selected
Characteristics

to our analysis of CPS data.’® We found that from 2013 through 2023, an
average of 24 children under 18 died each year due to work-related
incidents, according to publicly available CFOI data.'® Most work-related
child fatalities for which the industry was reported in the CFOI data
occurred in various agricultural industries. However, DOL does not
publish a substantial amount of data on certain CFOI variables, such as
detailed information on the cause of death and the industry involved, in its
publicly available datasets, which limits what is publicly known about the
overall characteristics of child fatalities.

We analyzed working children’s fatalities from 2013 through 2023
according to sex, race and ethnicity, cause of death, and industry, using
publicly available CFOI data. We found the presence of certain
characteristics was disproportionately higher among work-related child
fatalities from 2013 through 2023, as compared to the overall working
child population that we estimated using CPS data.

From 2013 through 2023, 260 children under 18 died in work-related
fatalities, according to CFOI data.

Sex. CPS data indicate that boys and girls each made up about half of
child workers ages 15 to 17 in 2023.20 However, CFOI data show that
boys under 18 incurred 90 percent of fatalities during the period we
analyzed (see fig. 1 and fig. 2).21

18To produce estimates for the numbers and characteristics of working children ages
15-17, we analyzed data from the 2024 CPS ASEC. The 2024 ASEC refers to
employment and income during calendar year 2023, which matches the most recent
year’s data in the timeframe we use to describe fatalities, injuries, and illnesses. The CPS
and its ASEC are jointly sponsored by the Census Bureau and BLS. We generally refer to
these figures as CPS data throughout this report.

19We used publicly available CFOI data for this report. The publicly available data we
used are what most researchers and other parties are able to access, except in cases in
which BLS has granted special access to restricted data files.

20The 95 percent confidence interval for boys is 48 percent to 53 percent. The 95 percent
confidence interval for girls is 47 percent to 52 percent. Our CPS ASEC analysis uses
2024 data, which is based on work experience during 2023. The estimate for working
children is for ages 15-17, because CPS data do not include work experience information
on children age 14 or younger. In this report, we use the terms “boys” and “girls” to refer to
individuals identified as male or female, respectively, in the dataset.

21Work-related child fatalities data include children under 18. CFOI identifies individuals by
their sex (male or female). In this report, we use the terms “boys” and “girls” to refer to
individuals identified as male or female, respectively, in the dataset.
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|
Figure 1: Estimated Number of Working Children in the U.S., Ages 15-17, by Sex,
2023

Estimated number
Sex | of working children

Boys

519% © Boys 1.42 million
Girls 1.39 million
Total 2.8 million

Source: GAO analysis of Current Population Survey’s (CPS) Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) data. | GAO-26-107722

Notes: GAO’s CPS ASEC analysis uses 2024 data, which is based on work experience during 2023.
The estimate for working children covers ages 15 to 17. The 95 percent confidence interval for boys
is 48 percent to 53 percent. The 95 percent confidence interval for girls is 47 percent to 52 percent. In
this report, the terms “boys” and “girls” refer to individuals identified in the dataset as male or female,
respectively.

Figure 2: Work-Related Fatalities of Children Under 18 in the U.S., by Sex,
2013-2023

Number of work-
Sex related fatalities
Boys
90% © Boys 234
Girls 26
Total 260

Source: GAO analysis of Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries (CFOI) data. | GAO-26-107722

Notes: Work-related child fatalities data include children under 18. CFOI identifies individuals by their
sex (male or female). In this report, the terms “boys” and “girls” refer to individuals identified as male
or female, respectively, in the dataset.

Race and ethnicity. In contrast to work-related child fatalities by sex, the
race and ethnicity of children who sustained work-related fatalities did not
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appear to differ as appreciably from that of working children overall,
based on available CFOI and CPS data.22 For example, our analyses
show:

« White children accounted for 70 percent of working children’s
fatalities, according to CFOI data from 2013 through 2023. In 2023,
White children comprised an estimated 65 percent of working
children, according to CPS data.23

« Hispanic children accounted for 21 percent of fatalities, according to
CFOl data from 2013 through 2023. In 2023, Hispanic children
comprised approximately 17 percent of working children, according to
CPS data.24

« Black children accounted for 5 percent of fatalities, according to CFOI
data from 2013 through 2023. In 2023, Black children comprised
approximately 9.5 percent of working children, according to CPS
data.2s

Cause of death and industry. Over half of the 260 child fatality cases in
the period we analyzed using BLS’s publicly available data did not contain
detailed information on the associated cause of death or the industry in

22BS reported race and ethnicity information for 253 of the 260 work-related fatalities to
children under 18 from 2013-2023. For the purposes of this report, we grouped
respondents who were identified as being of Hispanic ethnicity and any race (for example,
Black and Hispanic) as Hispanic. “Other races” accounted for 2 percent of work-related
fatalities based on available CFOI data and include (1) Asian children (non-Hispanic); (2)
anyone reported as being of two or more races; or (3) anyone reported as being of
unknown race and who was not reported as being of Hispanic ethnicity. “Other races”
made up an estimated 8.5 percent of working children in 2023, according to CPS ASEC
data. BLS did not report any work-related child fatalities for American Indians or Alaskan
Natives (non-Hispanic) or for Native Hawaiians or Pacific Islanders (non-Hispanic) for
2013-2023. Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

230ur CPS ASEC analysis uses 2024 data, which is based on work experience during
2023. The estimate for working children covers ages 15 to 17. The 95 percent confidence
interval for White children is 62 percent to 68 percent.

24The 95 percent confidence interval for Hispanic children is 15 percent to 20 percent.

25The 95 percent confidence interval for Black children is 8 percent to 12 percent.
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which the child worked.26 BLS does not disclose why any particular data
points are not published, but officials told us that a potential reason could
be that publication of the data point could risk revealing confidential
information (for example, due to a low number of fatalities).2” This
limitation in the publicly available data makes it more difficult for
stakeholders outside of DOL—including other government agencies—to
accurately identify the conditions under which working children were killed
or the industries in which they worked when their deaths occurred.28

Our analysis of publicly available CFOI data on working children’s
fatalities from 2013 through 2023 found that:

« Of the 111 fatalities with a reported cause, transportation incidents—
such as a collision with a motorized vehicle—caused approximately
two-thirds of fatalities (see fig. 3).29

26\We use the term “cause of death” to refer to a variable in the CFOI labeled
“event/exposure” that describes how the fatal injury occurred (for example, the worker was
hit by a moving vehicle). We found BLS’s publicly available data to be sufficiently reliable
for the purposes of reporting on working children’s fatalities, though we report on its
limitations as well. While we analyzed variables related to the cause of death and the
industry in which the affected children worked, we did not analyze all related variables in
the publicly available CFOI data, including the primary source of an injury (which
describes the implement involved, such as a mechanical saw) or the specific occupation
worked (for example, fast food and counter workers). The data we analyzed on fatalities
by industry includes private industry workers only.

27The Confidential Information Protection and Statistical Efficiency Act of 2018 (CIPSEA)
governs the use of individually identifiable information collected for statistical purposes
under a pledge of confidentiality. The disclosure of such data in identifiable form for any
non-statistical purposes without the respondent’s informed consent is generally prohibited.
See 44 U.S.C. §§ 3561-3583.

28Entities using restricted CFOI data may also face limitations in the analyses they can
conduct. For example, CDC officials told us that they had less flexibility now to conduct in-
depth analyses of CFOI data because BLS changed their process for accessing the data
in 2022. The new system limits the modeling approaches CDC can use and the
descriptive analyses it can conduct.

29We grouped cause information at the 2-digit level of the Occupational Injuries and
llinesses Classification System to understand fatalities at the specific category level, and
then aggregated data to the 1-digit level. More information on cause may be publicly
available at the 1-digit level for the 260 child fatalities we identified, according to BLS
officials.
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Figure 3: Work-Related Fatalities of Children Under 18 in the U.S. for Which Cause Was Reported, by Cause (Event or
Exposure), 2013-2023

Event or exposure Number Percentage
L Transportation incidents 76 68

Exposure to harmful substances or environments 12 11

Contact with objects and equipment 12 1"

Violence and other injuries by persons or animals 8 7

Falls, slips, trips 3 3

Total 111 100

Source: GAO analysis of Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries (CFOI) data. | GAO-26-107722

Notes: Work-related child fatalities data include children under 18. The term “cause” refers to a
variable in the CFOI labeled “event/exposure” that describes how the fatal injury occurred (for
example, the worker was hit by a moving vehicle). GAO did not analyze all related variables in the
CFOl, including the primary source of an injury (which describes the implement involved, such as a
mechanical saw). GAO grouped cause information at the 2-digit level of the Occupational Injury and
lliness Classification System to understand fatalities at the specific category level, and then
aggregated data to the 1-digit level. Information on cause was available for 111 of the 260 fatalities
GAQO identified from the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) publicly available
data for working children’s fatalities for 2013-2023. More information on cause may be publicly
available at the 1-digit level for the 260 child fatalities GAO identified, according to BLS officials. A
potential reason for a data point not being published could be that it could risk revealing confidential
information (for example, due to a low number of fatalities), according to BLS officials. Percentages
may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

« Of the 109 fatalities with a reported industry, 75 percent occurred in
various agricultural industries (see fig. 4).3° Most of those fatalities
occurred in crop production. In 2023, about 2.5 percent of working
children were employed in agriculture, according to CPS data.3"

See appendix Il for more detailed results of our analyses of working
children’s fatalities by industry.

30We grouped industries at the 3-digit level of the North American Industry Classification
System. Using a different grouping methodology, some additional information on industry
may be available for more of the 260 child fatalities we identified.

310ur CPS ASEC analysis uses 2024 data, which is based on work experience during
2023. The estimate for working children is for ages 15 to 17 because CPS data do not
include work experience information on children age 14 or younger.

Page 11 GAO0-26-107722 Child Labor



Figure 4: Work-Related Fatalities of Children Under 18 in the U.S. for Which Industry Was Reported, by Industry, 2013-2023

Total industries
L —
‘V

Industry Number Percentage
Q Agriculture
o @ Crop production 44 40
O ’ @ Animal production and aquaculture 35 32
O Fishing, hunting and trapping 2 2
O Support activities for agriculture and forestry 1 1
~ Nonagricultural 27 25

Source: GAO analysis of Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries data. | GAO-26-107722

Notes: Work-related child fatalities data include children under 18. GAO did not analyze all related
variables in the Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries, including the specific occupation worked (for
example, fast food and counter workers). GAO grouped industries at the 3-digit level of the North
American Industry Classification System. Using this grouping, information on industry was available
for 109 of the 260 fatalities GAO identified from the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics’
(BLS) publicly available data for working children’s fatalities from 2013-2023. A potential reason for a
data point not being published could be that it could risk revealing confidential information (for
example, due to a low number of fatalities), according to BLS officials. Using a different grouping
methodology, some additional information on industry may be available for more of the 260 child

fatalities we identified. Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Recent Changes in DOL's  While DOL collects information on working children’s injuries and
Data Collection and illnesses through the SOII, multiple changes in methodology have made it

difficult to examine recent trends.32

Reporting Methodology
Add to Existing Limitations

Through our analysis of SOIl data, we found an estimated 6,590 injuries

in Injury and lliness Data and illnesses combined among working children under 18 in 2020,
compared with 4,150 in 2013 (see fig. 5).33 An increase in ilinesses
among working children between 2019 and 2020 appears to be the main

32The SOII provides nonfatal occupational injury and iliness estimates based on a sample
of approximately 200,000 establishments in private industry and the public sector (state
and local government). It includes data on a variety of employer, employee, and case
characteristics. In-scope cases include work-related injuries or illnesses to workers who

require medical care beyond first aid.

33The SOIl estimates that we present only apply to injuries and illnesses that resulted in

days away from work.
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driver of this change, rising from 80 illnesses in 2019 to 1,840 in 2020.
According to BLS officials, this rise mirrors a large increase in 2020
workplace reports of viral disease, a category that includes COVID-19.

. _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Figure 5: Estimated Number of Work-Related Injuries and llinesses Among Children Under 18 in the U.S., 2013-2020

Number of injuries/ilinesses

7,000 6,590
6,000

5,000

4,330
4,000 4,050

3,000

1,840

2,000

1,000
90 40 50 50 110 90 80

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Calendar year

el |njuries and illnesses
e=={l== |njuries
linesses

Source: GAO analysis of Survey of Occupational Injuries and llinesses data. | GAO-26-107722

Notes: The relative standard errors of the combined injury and iliness figures are 3.2 percent or
smaller; of the injury figures 3.5 percent or smaller; and of the illness figures 32.5 percent or smaller.
Separate injury and iliness figures for a given year may not add up to the combined injury and illness
figure because of rounding differences.

We were not able to examine injury and illness trends after 2020 because
of various changes BLS made to the SOIl methodology after that date, as
discussed below. However, BLS provided us with estimates from discrete
2-year periods after 2020. These estimates show approximately 17,420
injuries and illnesses to working children ages 17 and under in
2021-2022. An estimated 12,310 of these were injuries and 5,110 were
illnesses. In 2023-2024, BLS estimated that working children
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Injuries and llinesses by Sex

Injuries and llinesses by Type

experienced 10,810 injuries and illnesses combined, of which 10,250
were injuries and 560 were illnesses.34

In contrast to work-related fatalities, injuries and ilinesses to working
children were distributed relatively evenly across boys and girls, ranging
annually from 45 percent to 56 percent for boys, and 44 percent to 55
percent for girls from 2013 through 2020.35

The vast majority of injuries to working children from 2013 through 2020
were traumatic injuries and disorders (94 percent), most commonly open
wounds and traumatic injuries to muscles or tendons, according to our
analysis of SOII estimates (see fig. 6). The number of viral diseases was
low until 2020, when it contributed to nearly 30 percent of all injuries and
illnesses combined in that year.3¢

Figure 6: Traumatic Injuries Among Working Children under 18 in the U.S., by Type, 2013-2020

1%

<

Type of injury Number  Percentage
@ Open wounds 9,440 24
O Traumatic injuries to muscles, tendons, ligaments, joints, etc. 8,470 22
O Other traumatic injuries and disorders 6,730 17
@ Burns and corrosions 5,300 13
© Surface wounds and bruises 4.410 "
@ Traumatic injuries to bones, nerves, spinal cord 2,920 7
O Intracranial injuries 1,550 4
O Multiple traumatic injuries and disorders 330 1
® Effects of environmental conditions 190 0

Source: GAO analysis of Survey of Occupational Injuries and llinesses data. | GAO-26-107722

34The relative standard errors of these numbers are 13.2 percent or smaller.

35The relative standard errors of these percentages are 3.5 percent or smaller. Unlike our
analysis of fatalities, our analysis of injuries and illnesses among working children did not
include race or ethnicity because race is not a mandatory variable for the SOII.

36The relative standard errors of these percentages are 4.9 percent or smaller.
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Injuries and llinesses by
Industry

Notes: The relative standard errors of these numbers and percentages are 14.7 percent or smaller.
Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding. The category “Other traumatic injuries and
disorders” includes traumatic injuries and disorders that are not included in other categories, such as
nonfatal injuries that involve the lack of oxygen, or those that result from contact with electrical
current.

From 2013 through 2020, work-related injuries and illnesses among
children occurred most often in the accommodation and food services
industry (47 percent of injuries and ilinesses) and in retail trade (20
percent of injuries and illnesses), according to our analysis of SOII
estimates (see fig. 7).37

Figure 7: Injuries and llinesses Among Working Children in the U.S., Ages 15-17, by Industry, 2013-2020

Industry

Accommodation and food services

Retail trade

Health care and social assistance

Arts, entertainment, and recreation

Other services (except public administration)
Construction

Professional, scientific, and technical services
Manufacturing

Agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting

All other industries

18,220

5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000

Number of injuries/illnesses

Source: GAO analysis of Survey of Occupational Injuries and llinesses data. | GAO-26-107722

Notes: The relative standard errors of these numbers are 11.3 percent or smaller. GAO analyzed
injuries and ilinesses to children ages 15-17, rather than children under 18, to enable comparisons
with data on working children by industry.

Within the accommodation and food services industry, we found that
approximately 96 percent of injuries and illnesses occurred among
children working at food services and drinking places such as restaurants
(including full-service restaurants) and limited-service eating places.
Within retail trade, most injuries and ilinesses occurred at food and
beverage stores (44 percent), followed by those occurring at general
merchandise stores (22 percent). In contrast to our finding that

37The relative standard errors of these percentages are 2.1 percent or smaller.
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Changes in Methodology for
Collecting and Reporting Injury
and lliness Data

agricultural work accounted for the majority of work-related child fatalities
for which data on industry exist, we found that approximately 2 percent of
working children’s injuries and illnesses occurred among children
engaged in agricultural work from 2013 through 2020.38 See table 4 in
appendix Il for our analysis of working children by industry.

In 2021, and again in 2023, BLS changed its methodology for collecting
and reporting injury and illness data through the SOII. The 2021 changes
included shifting from annual to biennial data collection. As a result of this
and other changes, it is not possible to compare injury and illness data
from 2021 onward to earlier data, according to BLS officials. In addition,
due to further methodology changes in 2023, BLS recommends against
comparing its 2021-2022 and 2023-2024 data with each other.

Specifically, BLS:

« Added reporting on job transfers and restrictions. In 2021, BLS
added detailed reporting of injuries and illnesses that resulted in job
transfer or restriction, such as when an injured employee is assigned
to another job on a temporary basis. Before this change, BLS only
reported details on case circumstances and worker characteristics for
cases that resulted in days away from work.39

« Moved from annual to biennial data. As part of its 2021 changes,
the agency shifted from annual to biennial data collection and
publication, with the first biennial dataset covering 2021-2022.
According to BLS documentation, the shift to biennial reporting was

38The relative standard errors of these percentages are 8.7 percent or smaller. According
to DOL officials, numerous factors may account for this disparity, including differences in
how DOL collects fatal and non-fatal data. For example, the CFOI includes agriculture
establishments of all sizes, while the SOIll is limited to those with 11 or more employees.
In 2018, we reported a similar finding and noted that DOL told us many children working in
agriculture were outside the scope of the agency’s injury and iliness dataset. See GAO,
Working Children: Federal Injury Data and Compliance Strategies Could be Strengthened,
GAO-19-26 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 2, 2018).

39According to BLS documentation, the agency made this change following a series of
studies from 2011 through 2019 that compared the case circumstances and worker
characteristics of injuries and illnesses requiring days away from work to those that lead to
job transfer or restriction. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Injuries, llinesses, and Fatalities:
Case and Demographic Characteristics for Work-Related Injuries and llinesses Involving
Days of Job Transfer or Restriction,” https://www.bls.gov/iif/nonfatal-injuries-and-ilinesses-
tables/soii-case-and-demographic-characteristics-historical-data/days-of-job-transfer-or-
restriction.htm, last modified on June 4, 2021.
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aimed at reducing respondent burden while enabling more detailed
estimates.40

« Altered sampling methodology. BLS also altered its sampling
methodology in 2021 to accommodate the added data collection for
job transfer and restriction cases without having to add agency
resources or increase respondent burden, according to agency
officials. Specifically, BLS made it easier for certain employers to
report on a smaller sample of cases as they complete their surveys.

« Changed the coding of injury and iliness characteristics. BLS
reported that in 2023, it changed the way it coded the characteristics
of injuries and illnesses to improve data quality and better meet user
needs. For the 2023-2024 dataset, BLS used its newly revised
system for classifying injury and iliness characteristics, such as the
nature of the injury or the part of the body affected.4! These changes
had been planned for 2021, but they were delayed to align with other
updates to industry and occupation coding systems, according to BLS
documentation.42

BLS made these changes in response to particular goals and resource
constraints, according to agency documentation and our discussions with
BLS officials. However, the resulting lack of comparability over the last
four years of data adds to already existing limitations in the SOIl, the
primary federal source of information on nonfatal workplace injuries and
illnesses. We and other federal agencies have previously reported on
limitations in the SOII, such as variability in employer recordkeeping
practices, underreporting of injuries and ilinesses, and exclusion of
certain worker categories, among others.

For example, in 2020, BLS reported wide variability in the extent to which
employers maintained injury logs that are used to inform the SOIl, as well
as considerable misunderstanding of recordkeeping requirements for

40Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Occupational Injuries and llinesses Classification System
(OlICS), Version 3.0,”
https://lwww.bls.gov/iif/definitions/oiics-version-3-major-changes.htm, last modified Feb. 1,
2024, and “Injuries, llinesses, and Fatalities: Occupational Safety and Health Frequently
Asked Questions,” https://www.bls.gov/iif/questions-and-answers.htm, last modified Apr.
26, 2024.

41BLS uses its Occupational Injuries and llinesses Classification System to code
characteristics of the fatal injuries it reports in the CFOI and the non-fatal injuries and
illnesses it reports in the SOII.

42Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Occupational Injuries and llinesses Classification System
(OIlICS), Version 3.0.”
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workplace injuries and illnesses based on a 2015 survey.43 In 1996, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported that
employment data in 1993 suggested that at least 11 percent of working
children under 18 were not represented by the SOIl, in part because of
excluded categories of workers, such as those who work on small
farms.44 Similarly, in 2018, we reported that SOIl injury and iliness data
may undercount injuries and illnesses to working children because the
data exclude certain industries. We recommended BLS evaluate the
feasibility of measuring injuries and illnesses of child household and farm
workers, among other recommendations. BLS determined that it would
not be feasible to do so because its methods were insufficient to reliably
sample these populations. In addition, we noted that the SOIl doesn’t
collect age information for workers with milder injuries or illnesses that do
not result in time away from work.45

Discontinued Datasets
Have Contributed to
Information Gaps About
Fatalities, Injuries, and
lliInesses Among Working
Children

Despite various efforts to improve the sufficiency and quality of child labor
data, less information is currently available to track working children’s
fatalities, injuries, and ilinesses at a national level than in past years
because of the elimination of several datasets that included working
children. For decades, federal agencies and others have highlighted and
made recommendations about gaps in this information on working
children. For example, in 1998, the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine reported that data on working children’s
injuries and ilinesses were limited, poorly coordinated, and had not been
evaluated to assess whether they omitted certain categories of working

43Elizabeth Rogers, "The Survey of Occupational Injuries and llinesses Respondent
Follow-Up Survey," Monthly Labor Review, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, May

2020, https://doi.org/10.21916/mIr.2020.9. To examine employer record keeping and
reporting practices, BLS contracted a nationally representative follow-up survey of private
employer respondents that participated in the 2013 SOIl survey. Of the 3,703 private
sector establishments contacted, 1,852 (53 percent) participated in the follow-up survey in
2015.

44Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “MMWR Weekly: Work-Related Injuries
and llinesses Associated with Child Labor -- United States, 1993,” vol. 45, no. 22 (June
07, 1996): 464-468. Categories of workers under 18 that were not included in the 1993
SOll included self-employed workers, farms with fewer than 11 employees, private
households, and government employees. According to BLS officials, there are no known
updated estimates of how many workers under 18 are not represented by the SOII.

45See GAO-19-26.
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children.46 The report made recommendations to address these gaps.
Similarly, in 1997, a working group of the CDC’s National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) found significant data gaps in
child labor surveillance and made recommendations to address them.47

BLS and NIOSH each reported they had taken steps that implemented
some recommendations from these and other reports. For example, in
1998, the National Academies recommended that BLS publish SOII
information by separate age categories, rather than reporting age groups
that combine children under 18 with older workers. BLS officials told us
BLS made it possible to retrieve SOII data by individual age sometime in
the decade following the 1998 report.48 However, the limitations we
discuss in this report indicate that considerable gaps persist.

Compounding these longstanding concerns, fewer federal datasets that
include child labor data are published now than were in the past. Two
NIOSH datasets—the National Electronic Injury Surveillance System-
Occupational Supplement (NEISS-Work) and Childhood Agricultural
Injury Survey (CAIS)—and one DOL survey, the National Agricultural
Workers Survey (NAWS), have ended.4?

« NEISS-Work. The NEISS-Work provided estimates of nonfatal work-
related injuries and illnesses treated in emergency departments,

46National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Protecting Youth at Work:
Health, Safety, and Development of Working Children and Adolescents in the United
States (Washington, D.C.: The National Academies Press, 1998),
https://doi.org/10.17226/6019.

47U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Public Health Service, Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, Child Labor Research Needs: Recommendations from
the NIOSH Child Labor Working Team, No. 97-143 (Aug. 1997).

48BLS officials also noted that, in response to National Academies recommendations in
the late 1980s, the agency began publishing nonfatal injury and iliness data and fatal
injury data by case characteristics and worker demographics for workers 14 and older,
something it continues to do today. WHD officials stated that their agency routinely
publicizes serious, willful, and repeated violators, and has conducted targeted child labor
investigations, updated guidance relative to child labor, and provided cross-training for
investigators over the years. Given the age of the National Academies and NIOSH reports
and subsequent staff changes at DOL and HHS, it was not possible to determine if the
agencies undertook these actions specifically in response to the recommendations.

49NIOSH conducted the CAIS in collaboration with the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
National Agricultural Statistics Service.
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including among children ages 15 to 17.50 According to CDC officials,
the agency terminated NEISS-Work after it determined that NIOSH
could no longer sustain funding to collect the data. The final data were
collected in 2023. The elimination of NEISS-Work removes a data
source that previously shed light on areas where SOIl data were
limited. For example, NEISS-Work included data on emergency room
visits from children working on farms with fewer than 11 workers, a
category the SOIl does not capture. In addition, NEISS-Work contains
data on children with milder injuries and illnesses that did not result in
days away from work, who are not disaggregated from adults in the
SOll.51

« CAIS. The CAIS, which provided data on nonfatal injuries among
children working on U.S. farms, ended in 2015 when its funding was
discontinued, according to CDC officials.52 CDC officials told us that
the termination of this dataset created a gap in national data on
fatalities, injuries, and illnesses to children working on farms,
especially younger children, as these data are not captured by the
SOIl. CDC officials noted that the federal government has no
remaining national data collection efforts specifically related to
children in agriculture, and NIOSH does not have any plans to resume
the CAIS in the future.

« NAWS. DOL’s Employment and Training Administration conducts the
NAWS, an employment-based, random-sample survey of U.S. crop
workers that collects demographic, employment, and health data in
face-to-face interviews. DOL and NIOSH collaborated to administer
an occupational injury module for four of the NAWS survey cycles
(1999, 2002-2004, 2008-2010, and 2014-2015). The injury modules
included an examination of injury rates and characteristics for crop
workers ages 14 through 17, a group that is not comprehensively

50NIOSH collected these data through a collaborative agreement with the Consumer
Product Safety Commission, which maintains the National Electronic Injury Surveillance
System. While the NEISS-Work occupational supplement ended in 2023, other
components of NEISS continued after 2023.

511n 2018, we found that NEISS-Work’s estimates of the number of work-related childhood
injuries and ilinesses were generally more than five times higher than SOII estimates. We
noted that some of the differences in the estimates might be related to data collection
methods, as the SOIl relies on surveyed employer records and NEISS-Work data were
based on emergency room documentation. GAO-19-26.

52CDC officials told us that from 2001 through 2014, NIOSH conducted six iterations of the
CAIS in response to recommendations such as those made in the 1998 National
Academies study. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Protecting
Youth at Work.
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Fatality Assessment and Control
Evaluation (FACE) Program

The National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health’s FACE Program
conducts comprehensive investigations into
selected work-related child and adult
fatalities by taking steps such as visiting
worksites, examining equipment, reviewing
documentation, and interviewing employers
and witnesses. The resulting reports provide
detailed findings and recommendations
aimed at preventing future fatalities.

For example, the FACE Program
investigated and reported on:

e A 16-year-old boy working as a tire
repair assistant who died when a vehicle
fell and crushed him.

e An 11-year-old boy working on a family
farm who died when he was caught in a
mechanical sweeping tool used to clean
corn off a silo floor.

e A 16-year-old boy working as a roofer
who died when the metal ladder he was
holding contacted a high-voltage line.

Source: Information from the National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health’s FACE and state FACE
Programs. | GAO-26-107722

included in the SOII. There are no plans for another such module that
includes children under 18, according to both DOL and NIOSH
officials.53

In addition, less information is available on child fatalities than in the past,
which is particularly notable in light of the limitations in the publicly
available CFOI data described earlier in this report. Specifically, NIOSH’s
Fatality Assessment and Control Evaluation (FACE) Program—which
aims to prevent work-related fatal injuries by identifying high-risk work
situations and disseminating prevention strategies—had designated youth
fatalities as a priority from 1999 to 2010 (see sidebar). CDC officials told
us NIOSH shifted FACE'’s focus from youth to other priority areas in 2010
because of an ongoing decrease in the child fatality rate.54 After that year,
the program investigated child workplace fatalities more selectively,
according to CDC officials, resulting in fewer FACE reports on working
children.55

As the primary statistical and enforcement agency for issues related to
labor, DOL produces statistical data that provide information on work-
related fatalities, injuries, and illnesses, including those related to

53According to DOL, the most recent contract for conducting NAWS ended in April 2026.
DOL officials told us that the agency was currently exploring more cost-effective methods
for obtaining farm labor data.

S4FACE periodically reviews and updates these priorities to remain responsive to national
and state needs. The current priority categories are jobs related to robots, tree care,
operating powered industrial trucks in warehouses, tow truck driving, and waste
collection/sanitation. See https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/face/about/index.html

55CDC officials told us that prior to 2010, NIOSH issued an estimated 106 FACE reports
that described workplace fatalities for children under 18. Between 2010 and January 2025,
NIOSH issued approximately seven additional reports involving this age group, the
officials said. According to CDC officials, the number of FACE reports may also reflect
changes in program capacity over time. They noted that reductions in the number of
federal investigators and a decline in the number of participating states have reduced the
program's capacity to conduct investigations and produce reports.
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children.56 These data are used to develop workplace safety strategies
and policies. For example, DOL relies on data to develop and evaluate its
policies to ensure working children receive the protections to which they
may be entitled under the FLSA. However, limitations in DOL’s publicly
available CFOI data and its SOIl data, compounded by the elimination of
other relevant federal datasets, contribute to gaps in critical information
about children’s fatalities, injuries, and illnesses.

The Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology’s Framework for Data
Quality describes best practices for identifying and addressing key data
quality issues, including determining the data’s relevance in meeting
current and prospective user needs.5” Part of determining the data’s
relevance involves reevaluating data needs when changes in the
availability of other sources occur, as has happened over time with
sources of child labor fatalities, injury, and illness data that have been
discontinued. In addition, we have identified key practices to help federal
agencies assess and build evidence they need to support their mission
and address policy questions.58 These practices include assessing the
sufficiency of existing evidence, identifying and prioritizing evidence
needs, and generating new evidence, as needed. DOL’s latest Evidence
Plan, published in 2026, did not include plans to address child labor data
needs. Without taking steps to mitigate the limitations and gaps in child
labor data on working children’s fatalities, injuries, and illnesses, DOL will
be hampered in its efforts to prevent and respond to dangerous
conditions that put working children at risk.

56Under the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970, as amended, the Secretary of
Labor is required to “compile accurate statistics on work injuries and ilinesses which shall
include all disabling, serious, or significant injuries and illnesses, whether or not involving
loss of time from work, other than minor injuries requiring only first aid treatment and
which do not involve medical treatment, loss of consciousness, restriction of work or
motion, or transfer to another job.” 29 U.S.C. § 673(a).

57See Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology, 2020.
58See GAO-23-105460.
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Child Labor Violations
Cited by WHD Have
Generally Increased
Since 2015, and Most
Cited Employers for
Scheduling Children
to Work Longer or
Later Than Permitted

Since 2015, Child Labor
Violations Cited by WHD
Have Generally Increased

From fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year 2025, WHD found 44,857
violations of child labor laws resulting from 8,688 cases, according to our
analysis of WHD enforcement data.5® During this timeframe, the number
of child labor violations generally increased, peaking at 7,624 cited
violations in fiscal year 2023. Similarly, the number of children affected by
child labor violations has generally increased over time (see fig. 8). WHD
officials noted that these data should not be used to describe the
prevalence of illegal child labor in the U.S. Rather, these are the
violations that WHD identified and cited through its investigative work.
Each case can result in more than one violation.

59Child labor violations and cases are recorded in WHD’s case management system,
WHISARD, in the fiscal year in which a case is closed, which may differ from the year in
which an incident actually occurred or the year in which a case started. These totals
include cited child labor violations from all types of WHD cases, such as full investigations,
limited investigations, conciliations, and other case types.
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Figure 8: Cases Completed and Child Labor Violations Cited by the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division (WHD),
Fiscal Years 2015-2025
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Source: GAO analysis of the Department of Labor's Wage and Hour Division (WHD) data from its Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting Database (WHISARD). | GAO-26-107722

Note: Cases and violations are recorded in the WHD case management system in the fiscal year in
which a case is closed, which may differ from the year in which an incident occurred or the year in
which a case started. This figure excludes conciliations (which are simple cases that WHD can
typically resolve by phone, such as violations involving a missed paycheck for a single worker),
because WHD began transitioning conciliation cases to a new case management system in fiscal
year 2023. According to GAO’s analysis of these data, conciliations resulted in 31 child labor
violations in GAQO's review period. Officials noted that WHD generally uses more comprehensive
investigative tools when cases involve child labor. Officials also noted that enforcement data should
not be used to describe the prevalence of illegal child labor in the U.S. Rather, these are the
violations that WHD identified and cited through its investigative work. Each case can result in more
than one violation.
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Despite the overall increase in the number of child labor violations WHD
cited from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year 2025, we found the number
of cases the agency completed decreased during that period.6® WHD
officials said there were many factors that might have contributed to this
decrease, such as some cases taking more time and resources to
complete. In the last few years, WHD has also prioritized cases that are
likely to find egregious violations, as we discuss later in this report. Such
cases may involve coordinating across regions or working with DOL’s
Solicitor’'s Offices to arrange search warrants or use other legal tools.
WHD officials also said the agency had been operating with a smaller
investigative workforce and other resource constraints in recent years. 61

Most Child Labor
Violations Cited by WHD
Involved Employers
Scheduling 14- and 15-
Year-Olds to Work Longer
or Later Than Permitted

Most child labor violations (59 percent) cited by WHD involved employers
scheduling 14- and 15-year-olds to work longer or later than is permitted
by federal child labor laws for nonagricultural work, according to our
analysis of WHD enforcement data from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal
year 2025 (see fig. 9). These hours standards establish daily and weekly
limits for 14- and 15-year-olds in nonagricultural work, such as allowing
children to work no more than 3 hours per day or 18 hours per week
when school is in session.

Additionally, of the child labor violations that WHD cited:
« 18 percent were related to the nonagricultural HOs, which generally

prohibit children under 18 from working in occupations DOL has
deemed particularly hazardous.62

60According to DOL, Wage and Hour investigators inquire about illegal child labor in every
FLSA case, regardless of whether the case was started for reasons related to child labor.

61According to DOL officials, WHD had 995 full-time investigative staff members in fiscal
year 2015, and in March 2026, WHD had 618 full-time investigative staff members. In
2025, DOL’s Office of Inspector General reported on resource constraints that had
affected child labor enforcement, including insufficient staff to meet the current volume of
child labor complaints. Department of Labor, Office of Inspector General, Office of Audit,
Review of WHD Efforts to Address Child Labor Law Violation Challenges , Report No. 17-
25-001-15-001 (Sept. 30, 2025).

62There are 17 nonagricultural HOs, some of which were last updated in 2010.
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« 10 percent were related to recordkeeping requirements for child
workers, such as not having required documentation of a child
worker’s date of birth.63

« 9 percent involved employers allowing 14- and 15-year-olds to work in
occupations that are prohibited for children of these ages, such as
transportation and construction.64

« 3 percent were related to age standards, in which children were
employed despite being under the legal age for employment in
nonagricultural occupations.

« 1 percent of violations were related to agricultural work, including age
and hours violations in agriculture and violations of agricultural HOs.65

« Less than 1 percent were related to employers shipping hot goods
made with illegal child labor.

63Recordkeeping violations can occur in nonagricultural and agricultural workplaces.
Employers are required to maintain and preserve records containing certain information,
including the employee’s date of birth if the employee is under 19, for employees subject
to the FLSA’s minimum wage provisions or both the minimum wage and overtime pay
provisions. 29 C.F.R. § 516.2(a)(3).

64Fourteen- and 15-year-olds are prohibited from working in certain nonagricultural
occupations, including any occupations listed in the nonagricultural HOs and most
occupations involving transportation, construction, warehousing, manufacturing, power-
driven machinery, and baking, among others. The regulations also list jobs that 14- and
15-year-olds are permitted to hold, such as most retail jobs, bagging groceries, and
cashiering. Jobs that are not explicitly permitted are prohibited. 29 C.F.R. §§ 570.33-.34.
For the purposes of our analysis, violations of the nonagricultural HOs involving 14- and
15-year-olds are counted in the hazardous occupation category (not in the prohibited
occupations category).

65The FLSA sets different standards for children in agricultural work than in nonagricultural
work. For example, 16- and 17-year olds can work in hazardous agricultural jobs. In
contrast, all children under 18 are prohibited from working in hazardous nonagricultural
jobs. While there are no daily or weekly limits to the number of hours a child may work in
agriculture (as long as the work occurs outside school hours), 14- and 15-year-olds are
limited in the amount of time they can engage in in nonagricultural work. Further, children
of any age may work at any time in any job on a farm owned or operated by their parent(s)
or person standing in place of the parent(s), including in work that is otherwise prohibited
by agricultural HOs.

Page 26 GAO0-26-107722 Child Labor



Figure 9: Child Labor Violations Cited by the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division (WHD), by Violation Category,

Fiscal Years 2015-2025 Combined

Violation category Number Percentage

© Hours standards violations, ages 14-15 26,355 59
(nonagricultural)?

O Hazardous occupation violations, under age 18 7,978 18
(nonagricultural)?

© Recordkeeping violations® 4,601 10

O Prohibited occupation violations, ages 14-15 3,967 9
(nonagricultural)?

@ Age violations (nonagricultural)® 1,334 3
Agricultural violations' 582 1

O Shipping hot goods? 40 0
Total 44,857 100

Source: GAO analysis of WHD data from its Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting Database. | GAO-26-107722

Note: This figure includes cited child labor violations from all types of WHD cases, such as full
investigations, limited investigations, conciliations, and other case types. According to our analysis,
conciliations resulted in 31 child labor violations in our review period. WHD officials noted that
enforcement data should not be used to describe the prevalence of illegal child labor in the U.S.
Rather, these are the violations that WHD identified and cited through its investigative work.

aThe “hours standards” for 14- and 15-year-olds establish daily and weekly limits for nonagricultural
work, such as allowing children to work no more than 3 hours per day while school is in session.

®Nonagricultural hazardous occupations orders (HO) generally prohibit children under 18 from

working in occupations the Department of Labor has deemed particularly hazardous.

°Recordkeeping violations may be found in both agricultural and nonagricultural cases.

4Some nonagricultural occupations are prohibited for 14- and 15-year-olds.

°In general, children under 14 may not be employed in nonagricultural occupations covered by the

Fair Labor Standards Act.

This category includes all agricultural violations related to any of the standards and exemptions set
forth in law and regulations about children working in agriculture: (1) agricultural HOs prohibit children
under 16 from working in agricultural jobs deemed particularly hazardous, with limited exceptions; (2)
the legal minimum age for agricultural work outside of school hours is generally 14 years old, with
some exceptions; and (3) agricultural work must generally be done outside school hours.

9Hot goods violations occur when employers ship goods made with illegal child labor.

Cited nonagricultural hazardous occupation violations. From fiscal
year 2015 through fiscal year 2025, the most common nonagricultural HO
violations cited by WHD varied, according to our analysis of WHD

Page 27

GAO0-26-107722 Child Labor



enforcement data (see fig. 10). For example, from fiscal year 2018
through fiscal year 2022, the most commonly cited nonagricultural HO
violations involved work with balers, compactors, and power-driven paper
product machines. In fiscal year 2023, there was a spike in cited
violations involving work with power-driven meat processing machines
and work in slaughtering and meatpacking plants, which rose from 99
cited violations in fiscal year 2022 to 809 in fiscal year 2023.66

66In fiscal year 2023, WHD completed its investigation of Packers Sanitation Services Inc.,
which WHD found to have employed at least 102 children from 13 to 17 years of age in
hazardous occupations and working overnight shifts at 13 meat processing facilities
across 8 states. See “More Than 100 Children lllegally Employed in Hazardous Jobs,
Federal Investigation Finds; Food Sanitation Contractor Pays $1.5M in Penalties,” News
Release, Department of Labor (Feb. 17, 2023),
https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/whd/whd20230217-1.
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|
Figure 10: Number of Child Labor Violations of the Nonagricultural Hazardous
Occupations Orders (HO) Cited by the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour
Division (WHD), Fiscal Years 2015-2025
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I:l Operating balers, compactors, and certain power-driven paper product machines?®

:I Operating power-driven meat processing machines, and working in slaughtering and
meat packing plants®

m Operating motor vehicles on public roads or working as an outside helper®

I:l Operating power-driven bakery machines®
I:l Other hazardous occupations

- Operating or assisting with power-driven hoisting apparatus, such as forklifts and cranes
Source: GAO analysis of WHD data from its Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting Database. | GAO-26-107722

Note: This figure includes cited child labor violations from all types of WHD cases, such as full
investigations, limited investigations, conciliations, and other case types. According to GAO’s
analysis, conciliations resulted in 31 child labor violations in the review period. WHD officials noted
that enforcement data should not be used to describe the prevalence of illegal child labor in the U.S.
Rather, these are the violations that WHD identified and cited through its investigative work.

2According to the Department of Labor (DOL), certain HOs generally include the occupations of
setting up, adjusting, repairing, oiling, and cleaning the equipment covered in the HO.

bAccording to DOL, an outside helper is any individual, other than a driver, whose work includes riding
on a motor vehicle outside the cab for the purpose of assisting in transporting or delivering goods. Per
DOL regulations, there are limited exceptions for incidental and occasional driving by 17-year-olds.
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Cited agricultural violations. Violations related to agricultural work
made up around 1 percent—or 582—of all cited child labor violations from
fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year 2025. Most of those agricultural
violations were associated with hours and age requirements (538
violations), such as cases in which employers scheduled 12- or 13-year-
olds to work during school hours. WHD cited 44 agricultural HO violations
in this timeframe. Of those, the most common involved (1) operating a
tractor and related work or (2) operating a trencher, fork lift, potato
combine, or power-driven saws (see app. llI).

Cited violations associated with fatalities and injuries. Through its
investigative process, WHD also tracks fatalities and injuries that are
associated with child labor violations it identifies.6” Our analysis of WHD
enforcement data show that, from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year
2025, around 1 percent of cited child labor violations (489 violations) were
associated with fatalities or injuries.®® The number of cited child labor
violations associated with fatalities varied by fiscal year, with zero
violations in fiscal year 2022 and fiscal year 2023, and a high of 12
violations in fiscal year 2025. The number of cited violations associated
with injuries generally trended upward from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal
year 2025, which correlates with the overall increase in child labor
violations during that timeframe (see app. IV for more information on
fatalities and injuries associated with child labor violations).

Most Child Labor
Violations WHD Cited
Involved Employers in the
Accommodation and Food
Services Industry

We found that most child labor violations WHD cited from fiscal year 2015
through fiscal year 2025 occurred in the accommodation and food
services industry (62 percent of violations).6® Other industries with
relatively high proportions of cited violations were the arts, entertainment,

67These data are from WHISARD and only reflect fatalities or injuries to children that
occurred in association with a child labor violation cited by WHD during its cases. WHD’s
enforcement data are separate from BLS’s CFOI and SOIl datasets, which reflect
fatalities, injuries, and illnesses among working children more broadly that may or may not
have occurred during legal work activities.

68More than one violation may be associated with a single fatality or injury. The fatality
and injury categories are mutually exclusive: a violation cannot be associated with both a
fatality and an injury. Our analysis showed that these 489 violations were associated with
a total of 23 children who died and 384 children who were injured while working between
fiscal year 2015 and fiscal year 2025.

690fficials noted that WHD targeted cases in the accommodation and food services
industry, and these data should not be used to describe the prevalence of illegal child
labor in the U.S. Rather, these are violations that WHD found.
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and recreation industry (9 percent) and retail trade industry (9 percent).
(See fig. 11.)

Figure 11: Child Labor Violations Cited by the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division (WHD), by Industry, Fiscal
Years 2015-2025 Combined

Industry Number Percentage

@® Accommodation and food services 27,711 62

Arts, entertainment and recreation 3,902 9
Retail trade 3,816 9

Administrative and support, waste management 1,947 4
and remediation services

Manufacturing 1,742 4
Construction 1,704 4
Health care and social assistance 975 2

Agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting 699 2

Total violations: 44,857 Other industries 2361 5

Source: GAO analysis of WHD data from its Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting Database. | GAO-26-107722

Notes: This figure includes cited child labor violations from all types of WHD cases, such as full
investigations, limited investigations, conciliations, and other case types. According to GAO’s
analysis, conciliations resulted in 31 child labor violations in the review period. WHD officials noted
that these data should not be used to describe the prevalence of illegal child labor in the U.S. Rather,
these are the violations that WHD identified and cited through its investigative work. Percentages may
add up to more than 100 due to rounding.
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DOL Has Focused on
|dentifying Egregious
Child Labor Violations
and Has Increased
Penalties but
Continues to Face
Enforcement
Challenges

WHD’s National Initiative
Has Focused on Finding
and Penalizing Egregious
Violations and Has Aimed
to Use Data to Drive
Investigations

WHD launched its National Strategic Enforcement Initiative on Child
Labor (National Initiative) in February 2023 in response to increases it
identified in children working in hazardous occupations, according to
WHD officials. The National Initiative aims to use resources strategically
to address illegal child labor and to use all available enforcement tools to
find egregious violations.70

WHD’s efforts under the National Initiative include multiple focus areas
(see fig. 12).

70According to WHD officials and documents, egregious violations occur in situations
where children are legally deemed too young to work, employed in prohibited or
hazardous occupations that put their safety at risk, or injured or killed on the job.
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National Initiative Focus Areas

Figure 12: Focus Areas Under the Wage and Hour Division’s National Strategic
Enforcement Initiative on Child Labor
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Source: GAO analysis of Department of Labor (DOL) documents and information. | GAO-26-107722

Data-driven strategies. The National Initiative emphasizes using data
and other information to initiate investigations where child labor violations
are most likely to occur. From fiscal year 2023 through fiscal year 2025,
WHD directed its regional offices to consider starting investigations in
geographic areas where vulnerable workers might be, based on a
combination of specific HHS and U.S. Census Bureau (Census) data,
according to WHD officials and documents. WHD also directed regional
offices to consider other factors when starting investigations in those
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areas, including local circumstances and data sources particular to
individual regions or districts.

Collaboration with Solicitor’s Office and multiregional efforts.
Through its National Initiative, officials said WHD encourages
collaboration with DOL’s Solicitor's Offices and across WHD’s regional
offices. Officials we spoke with in all five regions said that under the
National Initiative, they work more frequently with DOL solicitors to use
legal tools such as warrants for entering facilities, subpoenas of
documents, or injunctions to stop the shipment of hot goods. In fiscal year
2024, WHD cited 18 hot goods violations, followed by another 10 such
violations in 2025, compared to an average of one per year from 2015
through 2023.

WHD officials also described pooling resources from multiple field offices
to support complex or multiregional investigations under the National
Initiative. For example, officials from one regional office said their child
labor taskforce included investigators from nine district offices who were
ready to quickly respond to complex child labor cases. Officials from
another regional office described a case where two regional offices
conducted coordinated investigations after WHD received a tip that a
large company was hiring children at poultry facilities in both regions.

Strategic outreach and communications. As part of the National
Initiative, WHD planned a public awareness campaign to reach children,
teachers, parents, and employers with multilanguage resources about
compliance with child labor laws. WHD developed a corresponding
strategic communications plan in 2023 that outlined deliverables, such as
an updated child labor website, and included intended outcomes for
different audiences. It also included child labor toolkits for WHD to
standardize outreach and branding. From 2023 through 2025, WHD
shared information on child labor laws during 5,141 outreach events and
activities, according to our analysis of WHD data.?2

TTWHD officials said the specific datasets used to target investigations under the National
Initiative were Controlled Unclassified Information and making these strategies public
could hamper their enforcement efforts. As such, we are providing a high-level description
of WHD'’s targeting approach.

"2This outreach includes presentations and seminars, stakeholder meetings, trainings and
webinars, face-to-face consultations, and hosting booths or exhibits at events, among
other activities.
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Changes to child labor civil money penalties (CMP). To hold
employers accountable for child labor violations and deter future
violations, WHD also changed how it assesses CMPs for nonserious
injury and noninjury child labor violations.”3 In November 2023, WHD
began assessing CMPs on a per-violation basis, rather than the previous
approach of one penalty per child involved. For example, under the new
approach, if an employer committed three separate violations related to
one child’s employment, WHD would assess CMPs for all three
violations.” Additionally, the CMP calculation for these child labor
violations now starts at the maximum amount allowed by statute, and is
then adjusted according to the gravity of the violation, business size, and
other factors.”s WHD officials said that as a result of these changes, child
labor CMPs increased overall.

Our analysis of WHD data shows that the dollar amount of CMPs WHD
assessed for child labor violations has trended upward since fiscal year
2015. WHD assessed $1.4 million in child labor CMPs in fiscal year 2015
and about $8 million in fiscal year 2023, the year before the CMP

73See Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division, “Child Labor Civil Money Penalty
Assessments for Nonserious Injury and Noninjury Violations,” Field Assistance Bulletin
No. 2023-4 (Nov. 28, 2023), available publicly at
https://lwww.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/WHD/fab/fab2023_4.pdf, which supersedes sections
of Field Assistance Bulletin No. 2016-5 for violations involving nonserious injury or no
injury. According to WHD documents, nonserious injury requires only a one-time treatment
and inhibits normal activities or school and work attendance for less than 5 days. Field
Assistance Bulletin No. 2016-5 is still relevant for violations involving serious injury or
death and violations meeting the criteria of the Child Labor Enhanced Penalty Program.

74As of January 16, 2025, maximum CMPs are $72,876 for violations that cause the death
or serious injury of a child, $145,752 for willful or repeated violations of child labor
standards that cause the death or serious injury of a child, and $16,035 for noninjury
violations or injury violations that do not cause the death or serious injury of a child. 29
C.F.R. §579.1.

75Each individual factor may result in the initial CMP amount being adjusted upward or
downward. If the resulting overall calculated amount of the CMP is above the statutory
maximum, the statutory maximum is assessed. Previously, WHD calculated CMPs using
various base amounts under the maximum, depending on the gravity of the violation. For
example, prior to the current approach, the initial CMP amount for an hours standard
violation in which a child under 16 was required to work in a nonagricultural position later
in the evening than permitted on a school night was $791, as of January 15, 2023,
according to WHD documents. Multipliers could be applied to the amount, such as when a
violation was willful or repeated. After the change, the CMP calculation in such a case
would begin with the current statutory maximum of $16,035 and be adjusted based on
factors listed in Wage and Hour Field Assistance Bulletin No. 2023-4 and related
regulations. To calculate the CMP in the example, the initial CMP amount could be
reduced by 30 percent if no hazardous work was conducted, there were no injuries, and
the work did not occur during school hours.
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changes. From fiscal year 2023 to fiscal year 2025, WHD more than
quadrupled the amount it assessed in child labor CMPs (see fig. 13).

Figure 13: Total Civil Money Penalties (CMP) the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division Assessed for Cited Child
Labor Violations, Fiscal Years 2015-2025
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Source: GAO analysis of WHD documents and data from its Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting Database (WHISARD). | GAO-26-107722

Since the changes in CMPs, field officials in two regions we spoke with
said that it was more common for employers to seek post-assessment
reductions in CMPs through enhanced compliance agreements. Under
these agreements, an employer takes extra steps—such as implementing
a system to more easily identify workers under 18 or having WHD train
their managers on child labor laws—to ensure long-term compliance with
child labor laws in exchange for a reduction in CMPs. If the employer and
WHD come to an agreement, the CMPs may be reduced.

National Initiative Results As part of the National Initiative, WHD created a severity index and
corresponding performance measure to help it prioritize and funnel
resources toward child labor cases with egregious violations, according to
officials. In fiscal year 2025, WHD met its target of having 40 percent of
cases fall into higher severity categories on the index, according to DOL
documentation. In its 2026—-2030 Strategic Plan, DOL establishes new
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targets for the child labor severity index, which increase incrementally
each year.7®

Our analysis of enforcement data shows that WHD conducted 393 cases
specifically under the National Initiative from fiscal year 2023 through
fiscal year 2025, although officials noted that additional cases related to
the National Initiative’s focus areas might be tracked under other
initiatives.”” Of these 393 National Initiative cases, 161 (41 percent)
resulted in at least one cited child labor violation, of which almost half
were related to hazardous occupations orders.

WHD Has Not Fully
Addressed Challenges It
Faces in Enforcing Child
Labor Laws

We found that WHD has faced some challenges in its child labor
enforcement, including in verifying working children’s personal
information, such as dates of birth; implementing changes to CMP
calculations; using data to drive investigations under the National
Initiative; ensuring effective outreach; and assessing whether certain child
labor cases involve hazardous conditions. WHD has taken steps to
alleviate some of these challenges, but it has not fully addressed others.

Verifying employee information. Field officials in four regions told us
school officials were often hesitant to share student information, such as
dates of birth, with investigators, largely because the Family Educational
Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 protects students’ data. To help address
this challenge, WHD issued internal guidance to field officials in 2023 to
help them explain relevant aspects of the law to schools. WHD has also
emphasized other methods investigators can use to verify age, such as
reviewing passports or birth certificates, according to officials.

Calculating new civil money penalties. Field officials in four out of five
regions said that calculating the new CMPs had complicated or slowed
down case resolution, in part because WHD'’s legacy case management
system, WHISARD, did not have the capability to do the complex

76See U.S. Department of Labor Strategic Plan, FY 2026-2030, p. 33,
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/general/reports/FY2026-2030-DOL-StrategicPlan.pdf
WHD created the measure in 2024, but due to methodological changes, fiscal year 2025
is the first year for which it set a target.

7TFrom 2023 to 2025, investigations could be labeled as part of the National Initiative if
there was a high likelihood of egregious violations and a need for coordination across
regions or levels of WHD, according to officials. However, if an investigation also fit into an
industry-based initiative, such as WHD’s construction or food service initiatives, the
investigation may have been labeled as part of the industry initiative instead. WHD
officials said they were updating how these cases were tracked in their new case
management system.
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calculations required by the new assessment policy. After the transition to
the new CMP assessment approach, officials calculated CMPs by hand
and had to obtain approval from the WHD Regional Administrator before
CMPs could be finalized. In November 2025, WHD rolled out its new case
management system, the Wage Hour Integrated System for Enforcement
(known as WISE 2.0), which has automated capabilities to assist officials
with CMP calculations. These improvements will likely reduce
administrative burden and the risk of errors in calculating CMPs,
according to officials.

Implementing the National Initiative’s data-driven strategy. We found
that field officials faced challenges implementing a portion of the National
Initiative’s data-driven strategy that aimed to use specific HHS and
Census data to identify geographic areas where vulnerable workers might
be, and in turn, where violations were more likely to occur.78 Field officials
in three of WHD’s five regions said the data that WHD asked them to use
were not detailed enough to provide useful investigation leads. Field
officials in four regions told us that state or local data sources were
generally more useful for targeting investigations. In addition, district
officials in two regions said most of their child labor work came from
complaints or referrals, so they had not used the HHS and Census data.

When we asked WHD’s national office about using these data, officials
said the specific HHS and Census data became less useful in 2025.
Officials said WHD chose to use these specific HHS and Census data as
part of the National Initiative’s strategy from 2023 through 2025 based on
trends among particular populations and information from the media and
various stakeholders. In selecting the data, officials did not actively solicit
input from field officials, although they considered input from staff in the
regional offices if they offered it during their regular meetings with the
national office.

WHD updated the National Initiative in January 2026 to exclude these
specific HHS and Census data from WHD’s targeting strategy and did not
replace them with another specific dataset it recommended, according to
officials and planning documentation. Officials added that using external
data to target investigations has been a longstanding priority, and the
national office gives field offices the autonomy to determine what data

78WHD officials said the specific datasets used to target investigations under the National
Initiative were Controlled Unclassified Information, and making these strategies public
could hamper their enforcement efforts. As such, we are providing a high-level description
of WHD'’s targeting approach.
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may help them at the local level. As of May 2026, WHD officials told us
they are continuing to explore other datasets they could use to help target
child labor investigations under the National Initiative, but said they have
no specific processes in place to guide that exploration.

WHD has presented its data-driven strategy to target investigations as a
key component of its National Initiative, but it has not developed a
systematic process to identify and evaluate potential data sources it uses
to target those investigations. In prior work, we identified key practices
that can help federal agencies develop and use evidence to effectively
manage federal efforts. According to these practices, it is important to
assess the sufficiency of existing evidence, identify and prioritize
evidence needs, and generate new evidence as appropriate to support
policymaking.® Additionally, standards for internal control state
management should use quality information to make informed
decisions.8 Without creating a systematic process to ensure that any new
sources of data WHD chooses are appropriate and useful—such as a
process that includes actively consulting field officials about the
usefulness of potential data sources—WHD may not effectively target
investigations and may miss opportunities to identify violations and bring
employers into compliance with the law.

Performing outreach to and communicating with employers and the
public. WHD’s National Initiative included a public awareness campaign
and strategic communications plan to increase awareness of child labor
laws. However, we found that despite these outreach efforts, field officials
still encounter persistent knowledge gaps when engaging with employers
and the public. Further, although public awareness is a priority under the
National Initiative, WHD has not consistently established performance
goals or measures to help gauge the effectiveness of its child labor
outreach efforts.

Officials in each regional and district office we met with across five
regions described gaps in public and employer knowledge of federal child
labor laws. For example, investigators from one district office said that
children and parents often did not know what a given child was legally
permitted to do at work, and the investigators had to explain to them that
the child’s employer violated the law. An official from another district office
said some employers knew children were prohibited by the HOs from

79GA0-23-105460.
80 GAO-25-107721, Principle 13.
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using vertical dough mixers during baking, but many employers did not
realize that cleaning the machines was also generally prohibited.s!

In addition, field officials in four regions said that differences in federal
and state child labor laws could be confusing for employers.82 For
example, federal law generally allows 14- and 15-year olds to work until
7:00 p.m., except during the summer, but some state laws allow children
of that age to work past 7:00 p.m. year-round.83 In this example, an
employer may be in compliance with state law but out of compliance with
federal law. Officials and investigators from district offices in two regions
described encountering employers who had trouble understanding how
they could be out of compliance at the federal level if they complied with
state child labor laws.

WHD has taken some steps to alleviate these knowledge gaps. For
example, it actively uses digital media and conducts outreach to educate
the public and stakeholders on how to handle inconsistencies between
federal and state child labor laws, as well as providing employers with
information and resources during investigations. WHD’s Fact Sheets
provide detailed information on child labor laws, including what to do if
federal and state requirements differ.84 WHD also maintains an interactive
webpage with information on selected state child labor standards for
children in non-farm employment.85

81According to DOL, certain HOs generally include the occupations of setting up,
adjusting, repairing, oiling, or cleaning the equipment covered in the HO.

82|n 2025, DOL’s Office of the Inspector General also reported that differences in state
and federal child labor laws have created confusion among employers. See DOL OIG
Report No. 17-25-001-15-001.

83Specifically, per federal child labor laws, 14- and 15-year-olds are allowed to work until
7:00 p.m. between Labor Day and June 1, and until 9:00 p.m. from June 1 through Labor
Day. In contrast, some state laws permit 14- and 15-year-olds to work past 7:00 p.m. year-
round. For example, lowa enacted a law in 2023 to extend work hours for children under
16 to 9:00 p.m. during the school year and to 11:00 p.m. from June 1 through Labor Day.
See lowa Code § 92.7. New Hampshire also allows children under 16 to work until
9:00pm. See N.H. Rev. Stat. Ann. § 276-A:4.

84See U.S. Department of Labor, Fact Sheet #43: Child Labor Provisions of the Fair Labor
Standards Act (FLSA) for Nonagricultural Occupations (Dec. 2016).

85See Selected State Child Labor Standards Affecting Minors Under 18 in Non-farm
Employment as of July 15, 2025 | U.S. Department of Labor. Note that historical tables are
available for 2008 through 2023. As of June 2026, the webpage had last been updated on
July 15, 2025.
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WHD officials acknowledged that disseminating information on child labor
laws continues to be a challenge, largely because of WHD’s small size
and because working children are employed in a wide range of industries,
locations, and business types. Officials we spoke to in regional and
district offices across five regions described having fewer resources for
preventative outreach—such as outreach to schools—than in the past,
and officials in four regions described staffing shortages for their outreach
specialist position.

Officials said WHD’s 2023 Strategic Communications Plan was intended
to extend through fiscal year 2025. The plan included some long-term
goals, such as increasing awareness of child labor laws among
vulnerable workers through digital content. To work toward this goal,
WHD set and met a short-term measure of increasing shareable social
media content by 10 percent within 90 days in 2023.86 However, officials
said that WHD did not establish short-term measurable goals or
performance measures in fiscal year 2024 or fiscal year 2025 that would
have allowed it to track progress towards the agency’s longer-term goal of
increasing awareness of child labor laws.

Leading up to summer 2026, WHD updated its strategic communications
plan and rolled out additional resources on federal child labor laws for
employers. According to the updated plan, WHD plans to track
engagement on its website and social media platforms and record
information on outreach events. However, the plan does not include
quantitative targets and timeframes against which performance can be
measured.

In prior work, we identified key practices that could help federal agencies
to develop and use evidence to effectively manage and assess the results
of federal efforts. According to these practices, it is important to (1)
identify desired long-term outcomes and assess progress by breaking the
outcomes into measurable performance goals, which include quantitative
targets and timeframes for measurement; (2) collect relevant data through
related performance measures; and (3) use that evidence to make
decisions, among other key practices.8” Without assessing its strategic
communications work, including measuring progress toward goals and
using the resulting information to make decisions about future efforts,

86These metrics reflect content across DOL’s accounts on X, LinkedIn, Facebook,
Instagram, and YouTube.

87GA0-23-105460.
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WHD may miss opportunities to target its resources toward the most
impactful outreach strategies and to increase employer and public
knowledge of child labor laws, which could ultimately help prevent child
labor violations.

Identifying hazardous occupation violations. Field officials in three of
WHD’s regions described challenges in applying the hazardous
occupations orders (HO) to some investigations because the HOs do not
cover certain modern equipment and do not fully address complicated
situations. For example, officials from one district office said some newer
construction and food service equipment was not listed in the HOs, some
of which have not been updated since 2010. In addition, officials from
district offices in two regions said it could be difficult to determine if an HO
applies when children use hazardous equipment for a task other than its
intended purpose (such as using a meat-shredding machine to shred
cheese).88 Field officials in two regions said they commonly experienced
challenges applying HOs related to power-driven bakery machinery,
power-driven woodworking tools, and power-driven metalworking tools.

If it is unclear whether an HO applies to a given investigation based on
existing guidance, field offices submit their questions to WHD’s Office of
Policy, according to WHD. Officials said they work on a case-by-case
basis to research the equipment and advise the inquiring field officials
whether an HO applies, including consulting with the Solicitor’s Office if
needed. According to WHD officials, the Office of Policy may receive
multiple questions from field officials about a given HO over time, but
WHD does not analyze whether there are patterns in the questions it
receives because it is rare that two cases are identical. Additionally,
WHD'’s tracking system for technical assistance requests from field offices
does not include any data fields that would allow WHD to easily
aggregate and analyze questions related to HOs.

Field officials in two regions said that supports such as additional
guidance, trainings, and more regular updates to the Field Operations
Handbook—which provides investigators and staff with interpretations of
regulatory provisions and other guidance, including on HO application—
would help them to apply the HOs to complicated cases. WHD officials
stated that in general, the agency develops guidance in response to a
need to clarify existing guidance and it updates the handbook when there

88According to WHD officials, use of power-driven meat processing equipment by a child
can still be a violation when the equipment is used for other purposes.
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DOL'’s Collaboration
with Federal Agencies
on Child Labor Has
Not Fully Followed
Leading Practices
and Decreased After

2024

is a change in law or policy. However, WHD officials said there were no
instances in which WHD updated internal or external guidance or the
handbook based on a question from field officials about applying HOs.

Federal standards for internal control state that management should use
quality information to achieve the entity’s objectives and communicate
relevant and quality information down and across reporting lines.s® If
WHD does not track and analyze the assistance it provides to the field on
applying HOs, it may continue to miss opportunities to update guidance or
streamline how it addresses questions on HOs, which could lead to
longer investigation timeframes.

DOL Collaborated with
Agencies Through lIts
Interagency Task Force
but Did Not Fully Follow
Leading Practices

In 2023 and 2024, DOL collaborated to varying degrees with seven
federal agencies to prevent and detect child labor violations through
cross-training, information sharing, and the efforts of its Interagency Task
Force to Combat Child Labor Exploitation (IATF).% According to DOL
documentation, DOL worked with other federal agencies on at least 20
different efforts in 2023 and 2024 to educate key stakeholders and
advance shared goals around children’s safety, opportunities, and well-
being. For example, in January 2024, WHD provided a training on the role
of WHD in combatting illegal child labor to the Department of Homeland
Security’s Center for Countering Human Trafficking. In addition, DOL and
HHS collaborated in 2023 and 2024 to provide several trainings to
educate DOL staff on the work of HHS’s Office of Refugee Resettlement
and to educate HHS staff, contractors, and grantees on child labor laws.

89GA0-25-107721. Principal 13.01 and 14.01.

90The seven agencies are the Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Education, Health
and Human Services, Homeland Security, Justice, and State.
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WHD and HHS’s Administration for Children and Families (ACF) also
exchanged information through their interagency data sharing
memorandum of agreement. The agreement, signed in March 2023,
describes procedures for sharing investigation information and child labor
trends between WHD and ACF, among other information-sharing
efforts.91

Most prominently, DOL’s recent collaboration with other federal agencies
on child labor centered on the IATF, which DOL established in February
2023 as a government-wide approach to combat illegal child labor. DOL
officials described the IATF as a mechanism for DOL and the seven other
participating agencies to collaborate and share information about illegal
child labor. The officials told us the IATF’s priority was coordinating and
communicating among agencies, rather than producing plans or reports.

According to DOL documentation, the IATF met five times between
October 2023 and June 2024. These meetings served as opportunities for
each agency to share updates and receive feedback, brief other agencies
on topics relevant to child labor, and discuss agency actions, according to
IATF agendas. As part of its efforts with the IATF, DOL officials told us
they also engaged in partnerships with agencies to address child labor
exploitation in new ways. For example, in summer 2023, DOL and State
Department staff briefed top embassy representatives from Colombia, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico on WHD child labor efforts.
According to State officials, this endeavor was successful because it
demonstrated to foreign consular officials that child labor is a priority and
a concern in the U.S. In addition, DOL and the Department of Commerce
worked together to include a provision in Commerce’s financial
assistance award contract to reinforce an employer’s existing obligations
to comply with the child labor provisions of the FLSA. The provision was
included in Commerce’s Standard Terms and Conditions beginning on
October 1, 2024, and applies to all of Commerce’s financial assistance
programs.

In our prior work, we found that effective interagency collaboration
benefits from certain leading practices.92 These eight leading

91Memorandum of Agreement Between the United States Department of Labor, Wage and
Hour Division, and the United States Department of Health and Human Services,
Administration for Children and Families Regarding Inter-Agency Data Sharing
Memorandum of Agreement (Mar. 23, 2023). The agreement was in effect for 3 years
from the start date.

92GA0-23-105520.
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collaboration practices can help agencies implement, enhance, and
sustain collaboration. We assessed whether DOL followed these leading
practices, including selected key considerations, in its collaborative efforts
with other agencies to prevent and detect child labor violations.?3 Of the
eight leading collaboration practices, we found that in 2023 and 2024,
DOL generally followed three practices and somewhat followed five
practices (see table 1).

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Table 1: Extent to Which DOL Followed Leading Practices for Child Labor Interagency Collaboration

Leading practice Selected key considerations GAO assessment
Define common outcomes « Have the crosscutting challenges or opportunities been identified? )
« Have the short-term and long-term outcomes been clearly defined?

Clarify roles and « Have the roles and responsibilities of the participants been clarified? )
responsibilities

Include relevant participants «  Have all relevant participants been included? o
Ensure accountability « What are the ways to monitor, assess, and communicate progress ©

toward the short- and long-term outcomes?

Have participating agencies established compatible policies, ()}
procedures, and other means to operate across agency boundaries?

« Have participating agencies agreed on common terminology and

Bridge organizational cultures

definitions?
Identify and sustain e Has alead agency or individual been identified? ')
leadership «  How will leadership be sustained over the long term?
Leverage resources and « Are methods, tools, or technologies to share relevant data and 0
information information being used?
Develop and update written « If appropriate, have agreements regarding the collaboration been ()}
guidance and agreements documented?

« Have ways to continually update and monitor written agreements
been developed?

O Did not follow = None of the key considerations were followed
© Somewhat followed = Some of the key considerations were followed
@ Generally followed = All of the key considerations were generally followed

Source: GAO analysis of leading collaboration practices; Department of Labor (DOL) documentation; and information from the Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Education, Health and Human
Services, Homeland Security, Justice, and State. | GAO-26-107722

The three leading collaboration practices that DOL generally followed in
working with other agencies on the IATF include defining common
outcomes, clarifying roles and responsibilities, and including relevant
participants. In doing so, DOL successfully identified cross-cutting
opportunities to collaborate with other participating agencies to reach

93Each of these practices contains key considerations for collaborating agencies to use
when implementing the leading practices. We selected the key considerations for each
leading practice relevant to DOL'’s interagency collaboration efforts on child labor. For the
full list of practices and key considerations, see GAO-23-105520.
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outcomes they collectively sought. For example, in April 2023, DOL
worked with the U.S. Department of Agriculture to develop a letter the
Secretary of Agriculture sent to the meat and poultry industry to share
information on preventing and detecting illegal child labor in meat and
poultry plants.

The five leading collaboration practices that DOL somewhat followed in
working with other agencies on the IATF include:

Ensure accountability. Agencies should identify ways to monitor and
track progress toward outcomes for interagency collaboration. Many
participating agencies agreed that DOL communicated about progress
toward meeting the short-term and long-term outcomes of the IATF.
However, DOL officials did not develop a way to track and monitor
progress on collaborative efforts of the IATF.

Bridge organizational cultures. Agencies should address
differences in organizational cultures to create mutual trust that is
critical for interagency collaboration, including by establishing
compatible policies, procedures, and other means to operate across
agency boundaries. DOL took some steps to address organizational
differences. For example, the memorandum of agreement between
HHS’s ACF and WHD outlined procedures to be followed by both
agencies in working together to address the need for information
sharing and coordination. However, while DOL officials said a goal of
the IATF was to support a shared understanding and vocabulary
among participants, officials from some participating agencies did not
agree that DOL established common definitions for the IATF to use,
such as a working definition of child labor.

Identify and sustain leadership. Identifying a leader for interagency
collaboration can be beneficial because it centralizes accountability
and speeds decision-making. Sustaining leadership is also important
to maintaining interagency efforts over time. Most IATF-participating
agencies agreed that DOL was the lead agency for the IATF.
However, some agency officials we spoke with said they did not have
information about whether there were plans for any future IATF
meetings or about the current operating status of the IATF.

Leverage resources and information. Collaborating agencies
should share data and information, which support interagency efforts
by pooling together resources that may be scarce. DOL shared
information with other participating agencies through IATF meetings,
shared briefings, and trainings, among other methods. However,
according to WHD officials, the IATF never issued a charter or
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planning documents. As such, no records reflect an assessment of
the resources and capacities of each agency to contribute to the IATF.

Develop and update written agreements. Written agreements to
formalize collaboration can enable agencies to do more than they
could by acting alone. In addition to its memorandum of agreement
with HHS’s ACF, WHD signed a memorandum of understanding with
Agriculture’s Office of Contracting and Procurement in 2024 to
strengthen collaboration on child labor compliance in Agriculture’s
contracting and procurement. However, officials from two other
agencies stated that a written agreement to describe how and when
DOL and their agencies should work together would be helpful for
future collaboration efforts.

DOL Decreased Its
Interagency Collaboration
on Child Labor After 2024

Since January 2025, DOL’s collaboration with federal agencies on
activities to prevent and detect child labor violations has largely
diminished. For example:

WHD-ACF memorandum of agreement expired. WHD’s
memorandum of agreement to share data with HHS’ ACF expired in
March 2026. WHD officials told us in June 2026 that they planned to
renew the agreement with ACF, but they have not yet done so.

IATF ceased operation. The last documented meeting of the IATF
was in June 2024. In November 2025, WHD officials stated that the
agency had insufficient information about the IATF to continue
operation of the IATF when agency leadership transitioned in early
2025. In addition, officials from other agencies that participated in the
IATF told us in summer 2025 that they faced difficulty obtaining
information on the IATF’s status and their agency’s prior participation
in it. For example, officials from some agencies said they could not
find or access agency records related to the IATF, with some citing
recent staff turnover as a contributing factor.

DOL participated in few child labor collaboration activities at the
national level. DOL officials provided little evidence of interagency
collaboration activities at the national level that had occurred since
January 2025. They said the agency continues to participate in a
Department of Justice-led working group that focuses on forced labor,
including forced child labor. DOL officials also stated they continue to
work with HHS to verify information on specific child labor
investigations and provide notification and assistance to their Office
on Trafficking in Persons. At the field level, WHD staff engage in child
labor outreach and other activities with partners that sometimes
include other federal agencies, according to DOL officials. However,
at the national level, DOL has not led or participated in the types of
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cross-training, briefings, and information sharing with other federal
agencies in which it engaged in prior years.

When we asked about any future planned collaboration efforts, DOL
officials responded that ensuring the safety and wellbeing of children in
the workplace was a top priority for the agency. They also said DOL was
evaluating available tools, including strengthening enforcement and
interagency coordination, and that it intended to continue engaging with
other agencies.

However, when its interagency collaboration activities decreased at the
national level and the IATF ceased operation, DOL lost opportunities to
achieve outcomes related to child labor that require the coordinated
efforts of more than one federal agency. Our prior work found that more
clearly identifying and sustaining leadership across the government can
improve coordination and communication between agencies, particularly
for complex, crosscutting issues.% By taking steps to strengthen future
interagency collaboration, including by incorporating GAO'’s eight leading
collaboration practices and ensuring continuity of information sharing
during personnel changes, WHD could better leverage the federal
government’s capacity to protect vulnerable children.

: Working can help children under 18 develop skills, independence, and
Conclu3|ons responsibility, as well as provide financial benefits to them and their
families. At the same time, children are uniquely vulnerable at work,
especially when it interferes with their education or presents a physical
danger. DOL’s enforcement aims to ensure that children’s workplaces are
safe and healthful, but ongoing challenges make it more difficult for DOL
to provide these protections.

Fewer datasets and continued data limitations on fatalities, injuries, and
illnesses among working children mean that federal agencies,
policymakers, and others cannot fully understand how often and in what
ways working children are most likely to be injured or killed. As a result,
they have less information to help employers create safer workplaces and
to target violators who put children at risk. By mitigating these gaps, DOL
could ensure that it has information it needs to prevent and respond to
dangerous conditions that put working children at risk.

DOL has taken steps to strategically address egregious violations of child
labor laws, including using some data to target investigations under its

94See GAO-23-105520.
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Recommendations for
Executive Action

National Initiative and prioritizing prevention through outreach. As DOL
continues these efforts, it is critical that the agency develop a process to
identify data sources that can help it effectively target the most egregious
cases of illegal child labor. Additionally, assessing its outreach efforts will
help DOL ensure it is achieving its goal of increasing awareness of child
labor laws and ultimately keeping working children safe.

Moreover, DOL’s hazardous occupations orders (HO) protect children
under 18 from working in dangerous settings, but sometimes investigators
have questions related to how the HOs could be applied to a specific
situation. By establishing a process to track and analyze the questions it
receives from field officials on applying HOs, and using the resulting
information to update its guidance, DOL would help investigators to
complete child labor investigations more efficiently.

Finally, DOL’s prevention and detection of child labor violations would be
enhanced by more consistently leveraging the expertise of and
coordinating with other federal agencies. Taking the lead on federal
collaboration efforts around child labor and incorporating practices for
interagency collaboration, such as establishing sound procedures to
ensure this collaboration can continue over time, would enable DOL to
better protect children in the workplace.

We are making the following five recommendations to DOL.:

The Secretary of Labor should ensure that the Wage and Hour Division
Administrator and the Bureau of Labor Statistics Commissioner assess
and mitigate the information gaps we identified in child labor fatality,
injury, and illness data, including considering the need for increased or
improved data collection. (Recommendation 1)

The Secretary of Labor should direct the Wage and Hour Division
Administrator to develop a systematic process to identify and evaluate
potential data sources, including by obtaining and documenting input from
regional- and district-level staff, as it considers adding new sources of
data to target investigations under its National Strategic Enforcement
Initiative on Child Labor. (Recommendation 2)

The Secretary of Labor should ensure that the Wage and Hour Division
assesses its outreach efforts to educate employers and the public about
child labor laws, including by (1) setting goals for long-term outcomes and
assessing progress by breaking them into measurable performance
goals, (2) collecting relevant data through related performance measures,
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Agency Comments
and Our Evaluation

and (3) using that information to inform the agency’s future outreach
strategies. (Recommendation 3)

The Secretary of Labor should direct the Wage and Hour Division
Administrator to establish procedures to track and analyze the questions
it receives from field offices related to applying the hazardous
occupations orders, as well as the technical assistance it provides, and
use the analysis to regularly update guidance, as appropriate.
(Recommendation 4)

The Secretary of Labor should strengthen its collaboration with other
federal agencies to prevent and detect illegal child labor, including by
incorporating GAO'’s eight leading collaboration practices and ensuring
continuity of information sharing to sustain efforts during agency
transitions and other changes. (Recommendation 5)

We provided a draft of this report to DOL and HHS for their review and
comment. DOL’'s WHD and BLS provided separate comments to the
report, which are reproduced in appendixes V and VI, and summarized
below. Both WHD and BLS also provided technical comments, which we
incorporated as appropriate. HHS provided technical comments, which
we incorporated as appropriate.

BLS disagreed with our recommendation to assess and mitigate the
information gaps we identified in child labor fatality, injury, and iliness
data, including considering the need for increased or improved data
collection. However, it also noted steps it is taking to publish more child
labor data, which could reduce information gaps. BLS stated that some
gaps we identified represent program features and data protection
requirements, such as confidentiality protections established by CIPSEA,
under which BLS cannot publish fatal injury counts that would reveal
confidential information directly or indirectly. In its comments, BLS limited
its discussion to CFOI and SOIl, its two main datasets that provide
information on working children’s fatalities, injuries, and illnesses. BLS
stated that it continues to seek ways to improve its statistical products,
and that it balances expansions of available data, such as the changes it
made to broaden its injury and illness dataset, with comparability of data
over time. WHD deferred to BLS in its response to the recommendation,
which we made jointly to WHD and BLS.

We acknowledge the legal requirements that BLS faces and the related
limitations in the detailed statistical data it can publish. However, these
statutory restrictions do not preclude BLS from exploring ways to mitigate
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information gaps within the confines of the current legal framework. For
example, DOL could try to ensure that future years of SOIl data are
comparable to the current data, so the agency and others can once again
examine trends over time in child worker injuries and illnesses. This is
particularly important now that DOL is only publishing this information
every two years.

Moreover, the information gaps we identified in the report go beyond the
limitations contained in the CFOI and SOII. Our report also stresses the
importance of reevaluating data needs when changes in the availability of
other data sources occur, as has happened over time with federal
datasets on child labor fatalities, injuries, and illnesses that were
discontinued. As a result of these changes, less is known than in the past
about whether and how this vulnerable population is getting injured or
killed at work.

We continue to believe that DOL should assess and mitigate the
information gaps we identified, so that DOL will be better positioned to
assess, prevent, and respond to dangerous conditions that put working
children at risk. As the primary statistical and enforcement agency for
issues related to labor, including child labor, DOL is best positioned to
reevaluate and act on these data needs. BLS noted it is exploring ways to
publish more fatal injury counts while protecting confidential
information—including evaluating new disclosure methods and examining
process changes—which may help address our findings. While we support
these efforts, we also believe DOL could consider taking additional steps
to increase or improve data on the safety of working children, such as
developing or identifying new sources of data, or collaborating with other
agencies to address data gaps. DOL has stated that the well-being of the
nation’s working children is a priority. Having robust information on the
fatalities, injuries, and illnesses working children experience is critical to
understanding and mitigating workplace threats to their safety.

WHD agreed with three of our remaining four recommendations, including
that it should develop a systematic process to identify and evaluate
potential data sources under its National Strategic Enforcement Initiative
on Child Labor; establish procedures to track and analyze the questions it
receives from field offices related to applying the hazardous occupations
orders and using the analysis to regularly update guidance; and
strengthen its collaboration with other federal agencies to prevent and
detect illegal child labor. While WHD stated it agreed with the
recommendation to develop a systematic process to identify and evaluate
potential data sources to target investigations, it also stated it would
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address the recommendation by strengthening its agency-wide planning
process. We would like to emphasize that the process we are
recommending should be tailored to child labor investigations, with the
goal of guiding WHD'’s exploration of different data sources to target
investigations under the National Initiative. A systematic process that
includes gathering input from regional- and district-level staff on potential
targeting strategies will help ensure that the initiative is useful and
appropriate for the field.

WHD neither agreed nor disagreed with our recommendation to assess
WHD’s outreach efforts to educate employers and the public about child
labor laws but noted planned actions to address GAO'’s findings.

As agreed with your office, unless you publicly announce the contents of
this report earlier, we plan no further distribution until 11 days from the
report date. At that time, we will send copies to the appropriate
congressional committees, the Acting Secretary of Labor, and the
Secretary of Health and Human Services. In addition, the report will be
available at no charge on the GAO website at https://www.gao.gov.

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact
me at costat@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of Congressional
Relations and Media Relations may be found on the last page of this
report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report are listed in
appendix VII.

Sincerely,

//SIGNED//

Thomas Costa
Director
Education, Workforce, and Income Security
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Appendix |: Objectives, Scope, and

Methodology

Analysis of Data on
Child Labor Fatalities,
Injuries, and
llinesses; and
Working Children

This report addresses (1) what available data show about fatalities,
injuries, and ilinesses among working children in the U.S. and what
information gaps remain; (2) what available data show about child labor
violations; (3) recent changes the Department of Labor (DOL) made in its
child labor enforcement practices, including in its use of data to inform
enforcement, and the extent to which DOL has addressed related
challenges; and (4) the extent to which DOL has collaborated with other
federal agencies to prevent and detect child labor violations, including
through its Interagency Task Force to Combat Child Labor Exploitation
(IATF).

To describe what is known about work-related fatalities, injuries, and
illnesses to working children, we obtained and analyzed data from two
national DOL datasets (see table 2):

« Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries (CFOI) from 2013 through
2023, the most recent data available at the time we conducted our
analysis.

o Survey of Occupational Injuries and llinesses (SOII) from 2013
through 2024, the most recent data available at the time we
conducted our analysis.

We also obtained and analyzed data on working children from the Current
Population Survey’s (CPS) Annual Social and Economic Supplement
(ASEC) for 2024, which refers to employment and income during
calendar year 2023.
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_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Table 2: Data Sources Analyzed to Understand Fatalities, Injuries, and llinesses Among Working Children

Organization

Data File Responsible Reported Statistics and Analyses Population GAO Examined Reported Timeframe
Census of Fatal DOL’s Bureau Number and proportion of children ~ Working children under 18 2013-20232
Occupational Injuries of Labor who suffered work-related fatalities
(CFOI) Statistics by characteristics, including age,

(BLS) sex, race/ethnicity, industry, and

causes of fatality.

Survey of BLS Estimated number and proportion ~ Working children under 18 2013-2024°
Occupational Injuries of children who incurred work-
and llinesses (SOII) related injuries and illnesses that

resulted in at least one day away
from work by characteristics,
including age, sex, the type of
injuries/illnesses, and industry.

Current Population  BLS; Census Estimated number and proportion ~ Working children ages 15-17 20234
Survey (CPS), Bureau of working children working in

including its Annual specific industries (by NAICS code)

Social and Economic and by characteristics, including

Supplement (ASEC) sex and race/ethnicity®

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Labor (DOL) data | GAO-26-107722

@The Occupational Injury and lliness Classification System, which BLS uses to describe fatalities in
the CFOI, was substantially revised in 2022. Due to these changes, BLS advises CFOI users to
carefully examine data combinations that cross 2023. GAO found the combination of data that it
examined from 2013 through 2023 to be sufficiently reliable for the purposes of analyzing working
children’s fatalities.

®GAO obtained injury and iliness data through 2024 but only presents trends in these data through
2020, because BLS recommended that post-2020 data not be compared with later data due to
changes in the SOII methodology.

°A NAICS code (North American Industry Classification System) is a 2- to 6-digit numeric identifier
used by federal agencies to classify businesses by their primary economic activity.

4GAO analyzed data from the 2024 ASEC, which provides information about the industries and
occupations that children reported they worked in during the prior year (i.e., calendar year 2023).

The CFOl is an annual count of fatal workplace injuries, and is a federal-
state cooperative program that has been implemented in all 50 states and
the District of Columbia. BLS uses diverse state, federal, and
independent data sources to identify, verify, and describe fatal work
injuries to ensure counts are as complete and accurate as possible. The
CFOl also covers workers on farms of any size, including those
employing 10 or fewer workers, and self-employed, family, and federal
government workers. We obtained CFOI data at the 3-digit level of the
North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) using an online
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BLS tool that enables users to access publicly available data.' We
conducted a data reliability assessment of the CFOI variables included in
our analyses. We reviewed technical documentation, related publications,
and information on the data available on the BLS website. We spoke with
the appropriate officials at BLS to resolve any questions about the data
and identify any known limitations.2 We also conducted electronic testing,
where feasible, to check for logical consistency, missing data, and
consistency with data reported in technical documentation. We
determined that the summary data provided were sufficiently reliable for
the purposes of our reporting objectives.

The SOIl is an annual estimate of workplace injuries and ilinesses based
on a survey of 200,000 sampled employers in the public and private
sectors across the U.S.3 The SOIl considers an occupational injury to be
any injury—such as a cut, fracture, sprain, amputation, and so forth—that
results from a work-related event or from a single instantaneous exposure
in the work environment. Workplace injury records reflect the employer’s
understanding of which cases are work-related and meet other
recordkeeping requirements established by DOL’s Occupational Safety
and Health Administration.4

In addition to injury and iliness counts, since 1992, BLS has asked survey
respondents to provide additional information for the subset of cases that
involved at least 1 day away from work beyond the day of injury or iliness.
For the SOII's 2021-2022 publication cycle, BLS began asking

INAICS is the standard used by federal statistical agencies to classify business
establishments by industry for the purpose of collecting, analyzing, and publishing
statistical data. The 3-digit NAICS code level represents the economic subsector (e.g.,
crop production), which is narrower than the economic sector (e.g., agriculture, forestry,
fishing, and hunting) or super-sector (e.g., natural resources and mining). We used
publicly available CFOI data for this report.

2The Occupational Injury and lliness Classification System, which BLS uses to describe
fatalities in the CFOI, was substantially revised in 2022. Due to these changes, BLS
advises CFOI users to carefully examine data combinations that cross 2023. We found the
combination of data that we examined from 2013 through 2023 to be sufficiently reliable
for our purposes of analyzing working children’s fatalities.

3BLS uses a two-stage process to select a sample for the SOII. First, it considers all in-
scope establishments that will be required to participate in the SOII, and creates a
stratified sample that considers industry, ownership, and establishment size. The second
stage is selecting sample cases involving workers who experienced (1) days away from
work or (2) job transfer or work restriction from the establishments that were chosen in the
first stage that reported large numbers of such cases.

4See generally 29 C.F.R. pt. 1904.
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respondents to provide information on cases involving at least 1 day of
job transfer or restriction beyond the first day of job transfer or restricted
work. Employers answer several questions about these cases, including
the demographics of the worker—such as age, the nature of the disabling
condition, the event and source producing that condition, and the part of
body affected.

BLS generated and provided us with estimates and relative standard
errors for selected SOII data from 2013 through 2024. The data were
classified by industry using BLS industry codes derived from NAICS
codes. We reviewed related SOII data documentation to assess the data
collection methodology and available variables, as well as technical notes
for any issues that may impact this analysis. We also performed basic
tests for data completeness and logic. Based on our assessment, we
determined we could analyze trends in SOII data through 2020. However,
the data provided for both 2021-2022 and 2023-2024 differ in their
methodologies from the previous years. As such, BLS indicated that
estimates are not comparable across these different time periods
(2013-2020, 2021-2022, and 2023-2024). Instead, we present estimated
trends from the 2013-2020 period only, and limited estimates for discrete
2-year periods from 2021-2024.5

To describe basic facts about working children and to provide context for
the fatality, injury, and iliness data, we obtained and analyzed data from
the CPS’s 2024 ASEC. The CPS, which is jointly produced by the Census
Bureau and BLS, is the primary source of federal government statistics on
employment and unemployment in the United States. The basic monthly
survey collects information on employment, such as employment status,
occupation, and industry, as well as demographic characteristics, among
other things. The survey is based on a sample of the civilian,
noninstitutionalized population of the United States. In addition to the
standard questions from the basic CPS monthly survey, the ASEC
includes additional questions for households and provides supplemental

5In January 2026, BLS issued an errata because railroad and mining cases in 2021 were
incorrectly coded as “all other” for occupational injury and illness categories. BLS officials
told us this error likely led to an overcount of “all other” categories and an undercount for
some occupational categories in the published SOIl case and demographic data for 2021—
2022. BLS officials also noted that in 2023-2024 (unaffected by this errata), there were no
publishable days away from work cases in the mining industry for the private sector for
workers under 18. The errata does not substantively affect our reporting, as we do not
analyze trends in the SOII after 2020. In addition, for the few individual estimates we
provide from 2021-2022 and 2023-2024, we would expect few children to be employed in
the railroad and mining sectors because of the hazardous nature of related work.
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Analysis of Child
Labor Information
Gaps

Analysis of Child
Labor Violations Data

data on work experience. To match the most recent year’s data in the
timeframe we used to describe fatalities, injuries, and illnesses, we
downloaded public data from the 2024 CPS ASEC, which was conducted
from February to April 2024. Data on employment and income refer to the
preceding calendar year, although demographic data such as age refer to
the time of the survey. We identified working children based on age at the
time of the survey.

We reviewed CPS ASEC data documentation to assess the data
collection methodology and available variables, as well as technical notes
for any issues that may impact this analysis. We conducted basic tests for
data completeness and logic, including verification of sample inclusion.
We found the 2024 CPS ASEC data to be reliable for our purposes.

To assess information gaps in child labor data, we reviewed two reports
that contained recommendations on improving child labor data and
enforcement in the U.S. and further reviewed select federal studies cited
in documents we received from DOL and CDC that addressed challenges
in federal data collection.¢ We also examined agency documentation and
obtained information from officials from BLS and the Department of
Health and Human Services’ (HHS) National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health. We assessed gaps in child labor data against the
Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology’s Framework for Data
Quality and our key practices on evidence-based policymaking.”

To examine trends in child labor violations, we analyzed data from the
DOL Wage and Hour Division’s (WHD) electronic case management
system, the Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting Database
(WHISARD), which includes information from cases WHD has conducted
and violations it has cited related to child labor. We analyzed WHISARD
data from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year 2025, the most recent year

6National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Protecting Youth at Work:
Health, Safety, and Development of Working Children and Adolescents in the United
States. (Washington, D.C.: National Academies Press, 1998),
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/6019.html and U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Public Health Service, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Child Labor
Research Needs: Recommendations from the NIOSH Child Labor Working Team, No. 97-
143 (August 1997).

"Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology, A Framework for Data Quality. FCSM 20-
04 (2020); and GAO, Evidence-Based Policymaking: Practices to Help Manage and
Assess the Results of Federal Efforts, GAO-23-105460, (Washington, D.C.: July 12,
2023).
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Interviews and Site
Visits with WHD and
Stakeholder
Organizations

available.8 We analyzed data elements including case type; district and
regional office that investigated; NAICS codes; violation type and number;
date a case was closed; amount of child labor civil money penalties
assessed; number of children affected by child labor violations;
association with the National Strategic Enforcement Initiative on Child
Labor; and violations associated with deaths or injuries. We also analyzed
WHISARD data on child labor outreach events. Data fields are recorded
in the fiscal year in which a case is closed, which may differ from the year
the case started or when a child labor incident occurred.

To assess data reliability and identify information gaps for the violations
data, we reviewed the current WHISARD data dictionary and user guide.
We also conducted electronic and manual data reliability testing, and we
interviewed knowledgeable officials on variables related to child labor
cases and violations. We found the data to be reliable for the purposes of
this report.

To analyze recent changes in and challenges to DOL’s enforcement, we
reviewed relevant laws, regulations, policies, and documents, and
interviewed officials from WHD’s national office and leadership officials at
all five of WHD’s regional offices.® We also conducted in-depth site visits
at six of its 54 district offices within selected regions.

We selected three regions for in-depth site visits. To ensure the regions
we selected had recent experience enforcing child labor laws, including
changes to enforcement approaches, our primary criterion was that
selected regions had a relatively high concentration of cases resulting in
cited child labor violations. We also considered regions that were
geographically dispersed and that had a higher proportion of violations of
hazardous occupations orders. Based on these criteria, we selected the
Midwest, Northeast, and West regions for in-depth site visits, which
included discussions with regional office leadership, district office
leadership, the Community Outreach and Resource Planning Specialist,
and Wage and Hour investigators at two district offices per region. We

8According to WHD officials, case management and data entry moved from WHISARD
into a new system, the Wage Hour Integrated System for Enforcement (called WISE 2.0),
in November 2025. Data through the end of fiscal year 2025 are from WHISARD.

9WHD has five regional offices covering the Midwest, Northeast, Southeast, Southwest,
and West regions.
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Collaboration

conducted the Midwest site visit in person and the Northeast and West
site visits by video conference.

To ensure our district office selection captured a variety of enforcement
experiences and to minimize bias in this nongeneralizable sample, we
chose one district office with an above-average percentage of cases
resulting in child labor violations compared to other districts in the region,
and one that had an average or below-average percentage of recent
violations. 0 In addition to those primary criteria, we gave preference to
district offices in each selected region that also had above-average
concentrations of hazardous occupations violations compared to other
districts in that region, and districts with instances of hazardous
occupations violations in agriculture in recent years (fiscal year 2022
through fiscal year 2024). In the event that a choice was not clear based
on those primary and secondary criteria, we prioritized district offices
located in states that had recently experienced changes to their child
labor laws between 2021 and 2024.

At each site visit interview, we conducted semi-structured interviews with
agency officials. In this report, statements attributed to “field officials” or to
officials in a certain number of regions include statements from regional
and district officials, including investigators, unless specifically noted
otherwise.

In addition, we interviewed representatives from five organizations,
including those focused on industry and advocacy (the Child Labor
Coalition, the National Children’s Center for Rural and Agricultural Health,
the Young Workers Project, the Meat Institute, and the Young Center for
Immigrant Rights), as well as one subject matter expert in occupational
safety and health for children working in agriculture.

To assess federal collaboration efforts on child labor issues between DOL
and other agencies, we obtained relevant agency documents, conducted
interviews with, and received written responses from officials at DOL and
HHS, which has frequently coordinated with DOL on child labor issues in
the past. We also received written responses to questions we asked
these agencies.

10Wwe calculated the average percentage of cases resulting in child labor violations for
each district office within a region, from fiscal year 2022 through fiscal year 2024 (the 3
most recent years of WHISARD data available at that time).
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In addition, we sent a questionnaire with closed- and open-ended
questions about child labor collaboration to each of the six other agencies
that participated in DOL’s Interagency Task Force to Combat Child Labor
Exploitation, including the Departments of Agriculture, Commerce,
Education, Homeland Security, Justice, and State. Agencies received the
questionnaire in May 2025 and replied to the questions in writing, in
meetings, or via a combination of written responses and meetings, as
preferred by the agency. Some agencies sent responses from multiple
offices or bureaus within the agency.

We used agency documentation provided by DOL, HHS, and the six other
agencies listed above to determine the number of national-level training
and information-sharing efforts in which DOL participated in 2023 and
2024. A single collaboration effort could involve multiple, discrete events
or activities. For example, in 2023, DOL and HHS collaborated to provide
several trainings to educate DOL staff on HHS’s Unaccompanied
Children Program and to educate HHS staff, contractors, and grantees on
child labor laws. We counted this as one collaboration effort.

We compared DOL’s collaboration efforts with federal agencies against
GAO'’s leading practices for interagency collaboration developed in prior
work: defining outcomes, ensuring accountability, bridging organizational
cultures, identifying and sustaining leadership, including relevant
participants, identifying resources, clarifying roles and responsibilities,
and written guidance and agreements.'" Each of these practices contains
key considerations to use when implementing the leading practices. We
reviewed and selected the key considerations for each leading practice
that we determined to be relevant to DOL’s interagency collaboration
efforts on child labor.

To determine the extent to which DOL followed leading collaboration
practices, two analysts independently examined relevant documents and
written responses from DOL, HHS, and the six other agencies listed
above, and assessed each agency’s perspective on DOL’s child labor
collaboration efforts.'2 Based on these reviews, we determined whether

11See GAO, Government Performance Management: Leading Practices to Enhance
Interagency Collaboration and Address Crosscutting Challenges, GAO-23-105520
(Washington, D.C.: May 24, 2023).

12The two analysts resolved any differences in determinations through discussion.
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DOL’s actions followed leading practices for collaboration with other
agencies on child labor issues using the following definitions:

« Generally followed: DOL followed all critical elements of the leading
practice to a large or full extent.

« Somewhat followed: DOL followed some, but not all, critical elements
of the leading practice.

« Did not follow: DOL did not follow any of the critical elements of the
leading practice.
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The Department of Labor’s (DOL) Bureau of Labor Statistics tracks work-
related fatalities, including those to children, through its Census of Fatal
Occupational Injuries (CFOI). From 2013 through 2023, of the 109 child
fatalities for which the industry in which the child was working was
reported, 75 percent occurred in various agricultural industries (see table
3). Most of those fatalities occurred in crop production.

Table 3: Work-Related Child Fatalities for Which Industry Was Reported, by Detailed Industry, 2013-2023

Detailed industry Number Percentage
Agriculture Crop production 44 40
Animal production and aquaculture 35 32

Forestry and logging

Fishing, hunting and trapping

Support activities for agriculture and forestry
Agriculture subtotal 82 75
Nonagricultural Food service and drinking places 8

Administrative and support services

Performing arts, spectator sports, and related industries 3 3
Other nonagricultural industries 11 10
Nonagricultural subtotal 27 25
Total 109 100

Source: GAO analysis of the Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries | GAO-26-107722

Note: Work-related child fatalities data include children under 18. GAO did not analyze all related
variables in the CFOlI, including the specific occupation worked (for example, fast food and counter
workers). GAO grouped industries at the 3-digit level of the North American Industry Classification
System. Information on industry was available for 109 of the 260 fatalities GAO identified from the
Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) publicly available data for working children’s
fatalities for 2013-2023. Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding. A potential reason
for a data point not being published could be that it could risk revealing confidential information (for
example, due to a low number of fatalities), according to BLS officials.

The Current Population Survey (CPS) Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC) estimates employment and income data, including
the numbers and characteristics of working children ages 15-17. In 2023,
about 2.5 percent of working children were engaged in agricultural work,
according to CPS data (see table 4).
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Table 4: Estimated Percentage of Working Children, by Detailed Industry, 2023

Estimated percentage of

Detailed industry working children Standard error (percent)
Agriculture Crop production 1.1 0.4
Animal production and aquaculture 1.1 0.4
Forestry and logging 0.2 0.1
Fishing, hunting and trapping a -
Support activities for agriculture and forestry a -
Nonagricultural Food service and drinking places 34.8 1.5
Administrative and support services 23 0.5
Performing arts, spectator sports, and related 0.7 0.2
industries
Other nonagricultural industries 59.8 1.6
Total 100

Source: GAO analysis of Current Population Survey’s (CPS) Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) | GAO-26-107722

Note: To produce estimates for the numbers and characteristics of working children ages 15-17,
GAO analyzed data from the 2024 CPS ASEC. The 2024 ASEC refers to employment and income
during calendar year 2023, which matches the most recent year’s data in the timeframe GAO used to
describe fatalities, injuries, and ilinesses. The CPS and its ASEC are jointly sponsored by the Census
Bureau and the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics. GAO grouped industries at the 3-

digit level of the North American Industry Classification System.

2CPS ASEC does not include a sufficient sample to estimate the proportion.
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Children under 16 are generally prohibited from working in agricultural
occupations that the Department of Labor (DOL) has deemed particularly
dangerous, through regulations known as the agricultural hazardous
occupations orders (HO). DOL established 11 agricultural HOs. If a child
under 16 is found to be working in one of these occupations, DOL’s Wage
and Hour Division (WHD) will assess civil money penalties for violations,
as appropriate. Our analysis of data from the Wage Hour Investigative
Support and Reporting Database shows that WHD cited 44 violations
across six types of agricultural HOs from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal
year 2025. See fig. 14.

Figure 14: Violations of the Agricultural Hazardous Occupations Orders (HO) Cited by the Department of Labor’s Wage and
Hour Division, by Category, Fiscal Years 2015-2025 Combined

Agricultural HO Number Percentage

Operating a tractor and related occupations 17 39

Operating a trencher, fork lift, potato combine, 17 39
or power-driven saws

O Driving a bus, truck, or automobile when transporting 7 16
passengers, or riding on a tractor

—O Operating a corn picker, feed grinder, power-driven 1 2
post hole digger, or other specified machines

Working in a farm yard pen or stall occupied by a bull, 1 2
boar, stud horse, or other specified situations

© Working from a ladder or scaffold at a height over 20 feet 1 2
Total 44 100

Source: GAO analysis of the Department of Labor's Wage and Hour Division (WHD) data from its Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting Database (WHISARD). | GAO-26-107722

Note: This figure includes cited child labor violations from all types of WHD cases, such as full
investigations, limited investigations, conciliations, and other case types. WHD officials noted that
these data should not be used to describe the prevalence of illegal child labor in the U.S. Rather,
these are the violations that WHD identified and cited through its investigative work.
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The Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division (WHD) tracks data
on cases and the child labor violations it cites, including fatalities and
injuries that are associated with the child labor violations it finds. Our
analysis of data from the Wage Hour Investigative Support and Reporting
Database found that 489 cited child labor violations were associated with
fatalities or injuries from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year 2025 (see fig.
15).

_________________________________________________________________________________|]
Figure 15: Number of Child Labor Violations Cited by WHD That Were Associated
with Child Fatalities or Injuries, Fiscal Years 2015-2025

Fiscal year

2015 13

2016 34
2017 28
2018 34
2019 27
2020 32
2021 28

2022 | ] | 31

2023 | 72

2024 | | 44

2025 146
0 25 50 75 100 125 150
Number of violations

- Violations associated with fatalities
I:] Violations associated with serious injuries

I:I Violations associated with nonserious injuries

Source: GAO analysis of the Department of Labor's Wage and Hour Division (WHD) data from its Wage Hour Investigative
Support and Reporting Database (WHISARD). | GAO-26-107722

Notes: More than one cited violation may be associated with a single fatality or injury. The fatality and
injury categories are mutually exclusive (i.e., a violation cannot be associated with both a fatality and
an injury). GAO’s analysis showed that 23 children died and 384 were injured at work in association
with child labor violations during this timeframe.

The fatalities and serious injury categories include situations in which a
child labor violation WHD identified contributed to or caused a fatality or
serious injury. WHD defines serious injuries as those that generally
require multiple treatments, such as getting and removing stitches; result
in five or more days away from normal activities; or result in a permanent
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loss, permanent paralysis, or substantial impairment. Nonserious injuries
generally include injuries that require a one-time treatment or prevent a
child from participating in normal activities, school, or work for less than
five days, according to WHD. These data pertain only to violations WHD
identified and cited and are separate from the Department of Labor’s
Bureau of Labor Statistics’ datasets that report on fatalities, injuries, and
illnesses of working children more broadly, which may or may not have
occurred during legal work activities. This figure includes cited child labor
violations from all types of WHD cases, such as full investigations, limited
investigations, conciliations, and other case types. WHD officials noted
that these data should not be used to describe the prevalence of illegal
child labor in the U.S.
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U.S. Department of Labor Wage and Hour Division
Washington, DC 20210

August 24, 2026

Mr. Thomas Costa

Director, Education, Workforce, and Income Security Issues
U.S. Government Accountability Office

441 G Street, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Costa:

The U.S. Department of Labor’s (Department or DOL) Wage and Hour Division (WHD or
Division) appreciates the opportunity to respond to the Government Accountability Office
(GAO) Draft Report titled Child Labor: DOL Action Needed to Better Protect Working Children
(GAO-26-107722).

The GAO notification letter addressed to then-Acting Secretary of Labor Julie Su on August 6,
2024, stated that its goals for this study were to examine (1) what is known about the extent of
child labor in the U.S. and related illness and injury among child workers, and what information
gaps remain; (2) what changes has DOL made in its enforcement practices to address child labor
violations, and what is known about the effectiveness of DOL’s enforcement tools and any
challenges in applying them; (3) to what extent DOL coordinates with other agencies to prevent
and detect child labor violations, including through the new Interagency Child Labor Task Force;
and (4) to what extent the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health and the DOL
track child labor and child workers’ occupational injury and illnesses to inform DOL’s strategic
enforcement practices.

The draft report contains five recommendations for the Department. We respond to them below
and note where WHD has already taken steps to implement them and where additional resources
are, or very likely will be, necessary.

Recommendation 1: The Secretary of Labor should ensure that the Wage and Hour
Division Administrator and the Bureau of Labor Statistics Commissioner assess and
mitigate the information gaps we identified in child labor fatality, injury, and illness data,
including considering the need for increased or improved data collection.

WHD defers to the Bureau of Labor Statistics regarding how to best assess and mitigate the
information gaps GAO identified in child labor fatality, injury, and illness data.

Recommendation 2: The Secretary of Labor should direct the Wage and Hour Division
Administrator to develop a systematic process to identify and evaluate potential data
sources, including by obtaining and documenting input from regional- and district-level
staff, as it considers adding new sources of data to target investigations under its
National Strategic Enforcement Initiative on Child Labor.
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The Division agrees with this recommendation, as it understands the term “systematic process.”
The agency has a longstanding practice of identifying and applying multiple data sources to plan
and prioritize investigations. The strategic use of this data optimizes the efficacy of resource
deployment within the Division’s broader enforcement paradigm. To support this process, WHD
currently identifies data sources and develops data tools to support initiatives through the
agency-wide planning process. In further response to this recommendation, the Division will
determine how those practices and procedures could be strengthened and optimized. For
example, WHD is currently exploring ways emerging technology, including Al, could create
efficiencies and expand the types of data used for planning in order best to identify and target the
most egregious violators.

Recommendation 3: The Secretary of Labor should ensure that the Wage and Hour
Division assesses its outreach efforts to educate employers and the public about child
labor laws, including by (1) setting goals for long-term outcomes and assessing progress
by breaking them into measurable performance goals, (2) collecting relevant data
through related performance measures, and (3) using that information to inform the
agency’s future outreach strategies.

WHD is committed to educating employers, workers, and the public about child labor laws
through compliance assistance materials and outreach activities designed to promote compliance
and prevent violations before they occur.

In response to this recommendation, the Division will identify measurable performance goals for
its child labor outreach efforts that support long-term outreach objectives. WHD will leverage
existing agency data, including outreach information entered by Community Outreach and
Resource Planning Specialists (CORPS) into the WHD Integrated System for Enforcement
(WISE), as well as available metrics from WHD’s online and social media outreach activities, to
assess progress toward those goals.

WHD will use these performance measures, to the extent data are available and appropriate, to
better assess the reach and effectiveness of its child labor outreach efforts and use that
information to inform and refine future outreach strategies.

Recommendation 4: The Secretary of Labor should direct the Wage and Hour Division

Administrator to establish procedures to track and analyze the questions it receives from
field offices related to applying the hazardous occupation orders, as well as the technical
assistance it provides, and use the analysis to regularly update guidance, as appropriate.

The Division agrees with this recommendation. WHD will establish procedures to track and
analyze the technical assistance Office of Policy staff provides to Regional and District Offices
in response to inquiries regarding hazardous occupations orders. Then the agency will use the
analysis to update guidance, as appropriate.

Recommendation 5: The Secretary of Labor should strengthen its collaboration with
other federal agencies to prevent and detect illegal child labor, including by

Page 68 GAO0-26-107722 Child Labor



Appendix V: Comments from the Department
of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division

incorporating GAQ'’s eight leading collaboration practices and ensuring continuity of
information-sharing to sustain efforts during agency transitions and other changes.

WHD agrees with this recommendation. WHD will leverage efficient and effective intra- and
inter-agency partnerships to prevent and detect illegal child labor and ensure incorporation of
GAOQ’s eight leading collaboration practices. WHD will fully use its existing Memorandum of
Understanding with OSHA to conduct cross-training of staff, joint education and outreach, and
maximize referrals and enforcement coordination.

The agency will continue to pursue renewal of DOL’s Memorandum of Agreement with the
Department of Health and Human Services and is committed to furthering efficient and
productive coordinated efforts effectively to prevent and respond to instances of egregious child
labor violations and child labor trafficking.

Through participation in the Federal Enforcement Workgroup (FEWG), WHD will continue to
strengthen its partnerships with key federal agencies including the Department of Justice,
Department of Homeland Security, Department of State, and DOL Office of Inspector General.

Thank you again for the opportunity to comment on this report. If you have any questions, please
do not hesitate to contact us.

Sincerely,

Andrew Rogers
Administrator
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U.S. Department of Labor U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
4600 Silver Hill Road Washington, DC 20212

August 21, 2026

Mr. Thomas Costa

Director, Education, Workforce, Income Security
U.S. Government Accountability Office

441 G Street N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Costa:

The U.S. Department of Labor’s (DOL) Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) appreciates the
opportunity to respond to the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) draft report titled
Child Labor: DOL Action Needed to Better Protect Working Children. (GAO-26-107722).

BLS is the principal federal fact-finding statistical agency in the broad field of labor economics.
BLS collects, calculates, analyzes, and publishes data on labor market activity, working
conditions, price changes, and productivity in the U.S. economy to support public and private
decision making. Operating under Office of Management and Budget (OMB) directives to
ensure high statistical quality, objectivity, and confidentiality, BLS produces data considered
essential to understanding the health of the nation’s economy. Accuracy, timeliness, and
usefulness are the tenets upon which BLS produces these data. Specifically related to the
publication of occupational injuries and illnesses, the BLS was delegated responsibility by the
Secretary of Labor for implementing Section 24(a) of the Occupational Safety and Health Act of
1970 (29 U.S.C. 673). The OSH Act states that “the Secretary shall compile accurate statistics on
work injuries and illnesses which shall include all disabling, serious, or significant injuries and
illnesses...”

GAOQ’s objective was to review child labor data and enforcement, including 1) what is known
about the extent of child labor in the U.S. and related illness and injury among child workers,
and what information gaps remain; 2) what changes has DOL made in its enforcement practices
to address child labor violations, and what is known about the effectiveness of DOL’s
enforcement tools and any challenges in applying them; 3) to what extent DOL coordinates with
other agencies to prevent and detect child labor violations, including through the new
Interagency Child Labor Task Force; and 4) to what extent the National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health and the DOL track child labor and child workers” occupational
injury and illnesses to inform DOL’s strategic enforcement practices.

Recommendation 1: The Secretary of Labor should ensure that the Wage and Hour
Division Administrator and the Bureau of Labor Statistics Commissioner assess and
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mitigate the information gaps we identified in child labor fatality, injury, and illness data,
including considering the need for increased or improved data collection.

The Department disagrees with GAQ’s first recommendation. BLS is committed to meeting the
needs of its data users and continues to seek ways to improve the quality and availability of our
statistical products, including those associated with occupational injuries, illnesses, and fatalities
to minor workers. BLS makes as much data as possible widely available so that it can be used by
employers, employees, policymakers, and others to make safer and healthier workplaces. The
concerns raised in the GAO report are not information gaps but rather represent program features
and data protection requirements established by the Confidential Information Protection and
Statistical Efficiency Act (CIPSEA) (44 USC Section 3561 et seq.) and the OSH Act.

BLS uses diverse state, federal, and independent data sources to identify, verify, and describe
fatal work injuries in the Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries (CFOI). This process ensures that
fatality counts are as complete and accurate as possible. Many of these data sources are collected
under a pledge of confidentiality to be used exclusively for statistical purposes, as designated by
CIPSEA. One of the main reasons BLS has been able to collect such complete and
comprehensive data is the use of these confidential sources. To guarantee the confidentiality
protections afforded by CIPSEA, BLS cannot publish fatal injury counts that would reveal
confidential information directly or indirectly, which results in some details not being publicly
available.

BLS continues to improve our programs to provide the most comprehensive data while
maintaining CIPSEA restrictions. BLS is currently researching ways to publish more fatal injury
counts while still protecting confidential information, including evaluating new disclosure
methods and examining process changes.

To ensure that data remain relevant, BLS periodically changes methods to improve and expand
available data and updates classification systems, such as those covering industries and
occupations, to remain current with the federal statistical community. Economic, statistical, and
policy implications can arise when classification systems do not identify and account for
important economic developments. These changes can result in published data that are not
comparable to previous time periods. BLS balances expansions of available data and more
accurate and relevant statistics with time series comparability.

Regarding BLS data on nonfatal occupational injuries and illnesses, from the Survey of
Occupational Injuries and Illnesses (SOII), the OSH Act specifically excludes the collection of
data from agriculture establishments with 10 or fewer employees. In addition, changes were
made to the SOII methodology in 2021 to allow for the publication of millions of additional
nonfatal injury and illness data. This provided for the first time important nationwide information
on the treatment of injury and illness cases that require job transfer or restriction alone, which
have become more prevalent in recent years. This expansion allows BLS to provide a more
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complete picture of how workplace injuries and illnesses are managed without increased
respondent burden or program cost.

As noted above, classification systems are periodically updated to address the current nature of
the economy. The Occupational Injury and Illness Classification System (OIICS) used to classify
case characteristics for the SOII was updated in 2023 for the first time since 2011. This update
was necessary as it improved the quality of collected data and better aligned the classification
system with current priorities of data users.

In summary, what GAO classified as information gaps in BLS injury, illness, and fatality data
are program features and legal requirements. BLS is continually improving its processes with the
goal of providing as much output as possible to support data users. In addition, BLS regularly
coordinates with a variety of stakeholders, including Department of Labor colleagues in the
Wage and Hour Division and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, to ensure
awareness of the interest of data users. We appreciate the information, analysis, and insights
GAO provided to help us strengthen and enhance our data for all users.

Sincerely,
Willbam 9 Watrswake

William J. Wiatrowski
Deputy Commissioner
Bureau of Labor Statistics
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