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Introduction 

Why was this document created? 
Drowning is a persistent public health issue and remains one of the leading causes of unintentional 

injury-related deaths worldwide, particularly among children and young adults. In the United 

States, drowning is the leading cause of death for children aged 1–4 years, the second leading cause 

of unintentional injury death for children aged 5–14, and remains a leading cause of unintentional 

injury death for most age groups. The use of U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) approved personal flotation 

devices (PFDs), which includes life jackets, is a well-established proven strategy in drowning 

prevention. Correctly selected and properly worn U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFDs and life jackets 

can prevent many drowning deaths by keeping a person afloat. Despite widespread agreement on 

the importance of wearing life jackets, the guidance provided to the public often differs in scope 

and language. This lack of consistency can create confusion and lead to misuse or underuse of PFDs 

and life jackets. The goal of this document is to share information about and recommendations for 

PFD and life jacket use across a range of aquatic settings.  

This document was developed in response to the following U.S. National Water Safety Action Plan 

National Implications and Recommendations: 

National Implication 30: Obtain national consensus on recommendations for use of life jackets while 

boating, swimming, or participating in other water-related activities.  

Action Recommendation LJ 8: Develop and implement national recommendations for use of 

life jackets, personal flotation devices (PFDs), rescue and other flotation devices while 

boating, swimming, or participating in other water related activities. 

National Implication 29: Obtain national consensus on recommendations for use of life jackets and 

flotation aids while participating in open water recreational activities.  

Action Recommendation LJ 9: Develop and implement national recommendations for use of 

life jackets and flotation aids while participating in open water recreational activities.  

Includes, but is not limited to: swimming, jumping, and floating during non-boating related 

activities, or while swimming off boats, platforms, aquatic play structures, or other 

watercraft under the auspices of organizations and agencies. 

National Implication 3: Develop a multi-year comprehensive coordinated national water safety 

awareness campaign with consistent messaging to help educate the public. Include topics such as 

supervision, barriers, life jackets, and water competency, like water smarts, swimming skills, and 

helping others.  
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Action Recommendation LJ 16: Build national consensus for consistent terminology for life 

jackets, personal flotation devices (PFDs), rescue, and other flotation devices while boating, 

swimming, or participating in other water related activities and disseminate widely. 

Additional work is needed to address these recommendations in detail, but this working document 

aims to provide a starting point for use in a variety of settings. The goal is to share information to 

help create consistent public messaging and elevate best practices on the use of approved personal 

flotation devices. Ultimately, such guidance should be flexible enough to serve a variety of 

educational needs and legislative efforts. 

This material is directed at water safety/drowning prevention advocates and organizations rather 

than the general public. It was developed collaboratively by the U.S. National Water Safety Plan Life 

Jacket Working Group and other stakeholders and reviewed by Water Safety USA. 

Access Considerations 

Ensuring Access to PFDs and Life Jackets 
PFD and life jacket access and water safety education are not distributed equally across 

communities. Cost, cultural barriers, and lack of nearby aquatic programs or stores that sell PFDs 

and life jackets can prevent families from obtaining proper safety gear or information. Community-

based solutions, such as PFD and life jacket loaner stations, donation programs, and swim lesson 

scholarships, can help close these gaps. Partnerships between public health agencies, schools, 

hospitals, non-profits, and city, county, state and federal recreation agencies help ensure access for 

everyone. Culturally tailored messaging and multilingual materials can also improve understanding 

and increase use in diverse communities.  

Terminology and Definitions 

Standardized Language for Public Messaging 
“Life jacket” has become the more commonly used and accepted term. It’s acceptable to use either 

the term U.S. Coast Guard approved personal flotation device (PFD) or U.S. Coast Guard approved 

life jacket even though life jackets are technically a subset of PFDs (see definitions below). The term 

Personal Flotation Device or PFD is primarily used in training, technical, and legal materials. This 

document takes a technical approach and almost always uses PFD and life jacket together. For most 

public facing documents U.S. Coast Guard approved life jacket or life jacket are more commonly 

used and understood.  With either term, it’s important to add information about use, turning ability, 

performance and other safety measures.  
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Including U.S. Coast Guard approved or USCG approved before the term PFD or life jacket helps 

clarify that it is an approved device. 

What is the correct term to use—life jacket or lifejacket? 
Either spelling can be used. We have used “life jacket” as two words because it is more commonly 

used and is the spelling currently used in the U.S. National Water Safety Action Plan. While the U.S. 

Coast Guard is moving towards the more consistent use of lifejacket, national policy indicates that 

industry, stakeholders, and user groups can use either option.  

How PFDs and Life Jackets Save Lives 

Why wearing PFDs and life jackets matters. 
Drowning can occur silently, quickly, and most always, unexpectedly—even among people who are 

strong swimmers. PFDs and life jackets provide buoyancy to keep a person afloat, reduce panic, and 

likely increase the chance of survival. For individuals who are unconscious, injured, or physically 

unable to maintain a clear airway, a properly selected and fitted U.S. Coast Guard-approved life 

jacket may be the only line of defense. Boating statistics from the U.S. Coast Guard indicate that in 

nearly 80% of fatal boating incidents, the victim was not wearing a life jacket. Many of these deaths 

occurred during calm weather and water conditions and despite the victims being near others who 

could potentially rescue them. Similarly, natural water drownings can occur when supervising 

adults are not using extra layers of protection for children including PFDs or life jackets, people 

misjudge the water depth or their swimming skills, or get caught in unexpected currents or hazards. 

While learning to swim and gaining water competency are crucial parts of water safety, they do not 

eliminate drowning risk. A swimmer can experience distress due to muscle cramps, fatigue, 

hypothermia, disorientation, or other factors—any of which may impair their ability to stay afloat. 

PFDs and life jackets add a passive layer of protection that helps a person to float. PFDs and life 

jackets also play an important role in modeling safer behavior. When adults and older children 

consistently wear PFDs and life jackets, they reinforce the importance of safety practices. Wearing a 

PFD or life jacket is one of the core water competencies. However, drowning risk is best reduced by 

implementing multiple layers of protection. PFD and life jacket use provides an important layer of 

protection, but is not always needed for specific water sports, environments and instruction. Also, 

use of a life jacket or PFD does not guarantee safety by itself.  
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How do PFDs and life jackets save lives, buoyancy and protective functions:  
The U.S. Coast Guard approves PFDs and life jackets specifically for boating and paddle sports. Uses 

may also include supervised swimming or swimming near shore in a designated swim area or calm 

conditions. According to the U.S. Coast Guard, PFDs and life jackets provide buoyancy: 

● If you unexpectedly find yourself in the water. 

● If you get into the water to save someone else. 

● When you can no longer keep yourself afloat due to fatigue, injury, or cold. 

● If you are a weak or non-swimmer. 

Types, Ratings, and Performance Standards 

U.S. Coast Guard Classification Systems for the different types of PFDs and life 
jackets?  
U.S. Coast Guard Approved Personal Flotation Device (PFD) 

A U.S. Coast Guard approved buoyant device designed for boater protection and categorized as 

commercial, recreational, or throwable. Includes wearable life jackets, buoyancy aids and 

throwables such as cushions and life ring buoys. Buoyancy levels of 50, 70, 100, or 150 Newtons have 

replaced previous designations of Types I through V.  

A U.S. Coast Guard approved PFD is designed to be thrown to, or worn by, a person for safety to 

assist the person stay afloat.  

U.S. Coast Guard Approved Life Jacket 

Common Usage: A wearable flotation device approved by the U.S. Coast Guard to assist its wearer to 

stay afloat and face up in water. May be inherently buoyant, inflatable, or a hybrid of the two.  

 

Regulatory Usage: A U.S. Coast Guard approved life jacket provides face up in-water support 

regardless of physical condition with no or minimal movement by the wearer needed, as indicated 

on the label. Includes Type I and Level 100 or higher ratings.  

U.S. Coast Guard Approved Buoyancy Aid 

A wearable U.S. Coast Guard approved flotation device that is designed to help a person stay afloat 

in the water. It requires some swimming or other movement to keep a person’s mouth and nose out 

of calm water.  

Regulatory Usage: A U.S. Coast Guard approved buoyancy aid includes Type 3 and Level 50 and 

Level 70 devices.  
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New labels on PFDs will include a turning icon indicating that the device will or will not turn and 

hold most users face up in calm water.  

Throwable Device (not wearable) 

A flotation device intended to be thrown to a person in the water including a seat cushion or ring 

buoy with rope handles or straps. Some are U.S. Coast Guard-approved and some are not.  

Non-Approved Devices  

An inflatable or non inflatable object that is not U.S. Coast Guard-approved, which a person may 

wear, sit or recline on, or use while floating in water; these include non-approved inflatable 

armbands for children. Some may look similar to approved PFDs, life jackets or buoyancy aids.  

 

 
 

http://watersafetyplan.us/


 

watersafetyplan.us                                                                                    6 
 

Wearables vs. Throwable Devices, and What are the different Types, Ratings, and 
Levels of PFDs and life jackets?  
The U.S. Coast Guard definition of PFDs for boating includes two main groups: Wearables and 

Throwables. Wearable PFDs include two subgroups: 

● Those which provide face up in-water support to the user regardless of physical conditions 

(life jackets). 

● Those which require the user to make swimming and other movements to help keep a user’s 

face out of the water (buoyancy aids).  

Selecting the right life jacket depends on the activity, environment, user needs, weight (in the case 

of children), and regulations. The information on the label provides what users need to know about 

turning ability and use. This section outlines both the new and old labels for the main types of PFDs 

and life jackets recognized by the U.S. Coast Guard, and recommended uses for each. The final rule 

on life jacket harmonization was implemented in early 2025 to help align standards and increase 

consistency between the United States and Canada. While most state laws still refer to PFD Type, 

new labeling uses Levels based on the amount of buoyancy (Newtons). The goal is to make it easier 

for the public to know the weight or chest size, intended activity the PFD is approved for, and that 

the device is approved by the U.S. Coast Guard. Depending on the age of the life jacket or PFD, you 

may see either Type or Level on the label. Although the U.S. Coast Guard Types are no longer being 

utilized on newly manufactured devices; there are still many available for sale and use as well as 

laws and ordinances that refer to PFD Type.  

U.S. Coast Guard-Approved PFD and Life Jacket by Type  
The U.S. Coast Guard classifies PFDs into several types based on their intended use, design, and 

performance in emergency situations:  

Type I: Offshore Life Jacket – High buoyancy, designed for rough or remote waters, capable 

of turning unconscious wearers face-up without additional swimming movement. 

Type II: Near-Shore Buoyancy device – For calm, inland waters. Less buoyancy than Type I, 

may not turn all unconscious wearers face-up without any movement by the wearer. 

Type III: Flotation Aid – Comfortable for recreational use (kayaking, fishing). Not designed to 

turn an unconscious wearer face-up and requires effort and minimal movement to remain 

face up. 
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Type IV: Throwable Device – Includes rings and cushions generally used for rescue and 

emergency situations. These devices are for rescue situations and not meant for wearing or 

as a substitute for a wearable PFD. 

Type V: Special Use Device – Must be worn for the activity specified on its label (such as 

kayaking, whitewater rafting, sailing) and can be either inflatable or hybrid PFDs (foam with 

an inflatable bladder). 

U.S. Coast Guard-Approved PFDs and Life Jackets for Recreational Boating by Level  
The North American Harmonization established new PFD labels and new ways of determining 

flotation. New PFD labels characterized by their Levels of flotation or buoyancy for recreational 

boating use include Level 50, 70 and 100. We have only included a definition for Level 70 as it is the 

only Level available for purchase at this time.  

 

PFD regulations are subject to change, therefore refer to the U.S. Coast Guard website for the latest 

approved devices.  

Level 70: For users who have help or a means of rescue close at hand, or who are near the 

bank or shore. These devices have minimal bulk, but cannot be expected to keep the user 

safe for a long period of time in rough water.  

 

While the U.S. Coast Guard approves PFDs and life jackets specifically for boating, including 

paddle sports, uses may also include supervised swimming or swimming near shore in a 

designated swim area or calm conditions. Level 70 devices for infants provide a turning 

movement; Level 70 devices for older children and adults require some swimming or other 

movement by the user. Most devices in stores and in general recreational use fall into this 

category.  
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Look at the label to check.  If there is a slash mark through the 

turning ability icon such as on this label, some movement is 

required to turn the user face up. The device is not expected to 

hold the user in a breathing position without at least minimal 

effort The infant Level 70 size will have the turning icon without 

a slash mark through it.  

 

 

 

What are hybrid devices?  
Modern PFDs and life jackets include inflatable and hybrid models that are lighter and more 

comfortable than traditional foam designs. Hybrid life jackets often include a combination of 

inherently buoyant foam and inflation systems. Inflatables and hybrid devices are not 

recommended for non-swimmers or children, as they require proper setup, training, and 

maintenance. Most inflatables currently available are not approved for children under 16 years old. 

However, new inflatables for youth may now be submitted for approval. 
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Selecting, Fitting, and Maintaining PFDs 

Selecting the Right Device 
Proper selection, fit, and maintenance of a PFD or life jacket are essential. A poorly fitted or 

damaged life jacket can fail in an emergency.  

 

Fit Guide courtesy of Alaska Office of Boating Safety 

 

Proper Fit and Sizing 
A PFD or life jacket should fit snugly without restricting breathing or movement. It must stay 

securely in place during activity and in the water. The following tips apply to selecting and testing 

for fit:  

● Read the label: Ensure the PFD or life jacket is USCG approved for the activity and the right size 

for the user’s weight and/or chest size.  

● Try it on: Adjust all straps and buckles so the life jacket fits snugly across the chest and does not 

shift when moving.  

● Lift test: Gently lift or have someone gently lift the PFD or life jacket at the shoulders. If it rises 

above the chin or ears, it’s too loose, needs to be tightened or requires a smaller size.  

● Become familiar with how to tighten the PFD or life jacket because in the water, it can become 

loose. Practice tightening the straps in a pool or protected area in shallow water. 
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● Crotch straps: For young children or in certain water environments like white water rafting, 

crotch straps help  prevent the device from riding up over the head. Ensure the strap is loose 

enough for the person to sit and is threaded between their legs.  

● Test in shallow water: Practice floating and moving while wearing the device. Different body 

types float in their own unique ways, and different flotation devices offer varying levels of 

support and performance. 

Turning Ability and Performance 
Regardless of swimming ability, a person may choose to wear a PFD or life jacket that has turning 

ability without extra movement needed. By regulation, “Life Jackets” are designed to turn and hold 

a person face up without swimming movement. Poor swimmers or those with limited movement 

should consider wearing a life jacket that provides turning ability without extra swimming 

movement. Other people may choose to wear a PFD that requires some swimming movement to 

keep the mouth and nose out of the water. Regardless of swimming skills, there are situations when 

a person may choose a life jacket with turning ability. Just because a PFD is U.S. Coast Guard 

approved, does not mean it has turning ability. Newer PFDs have a Level on the label and a curved 

arrow icon that indicates turning ability. For older PFDs that are defined by Type I to V, read the 

information on the label about use and performance.  

 

Inspection and Maintenance 
PFDs and life jackets should be regularly inspected for wear and damage. The technical term 

“serviceability” refers to a properly maintained PFD or life jacket in good, functional condition, and 

capable of keeping the wearer afloat in an emergency. Environmental exposure, especially to sun, 

chlorine, and saltwater, can degrade materials over time. Inspection and care include:  

● Examine before each use: Look for rips, tears, broken zippers, frayed straps, missing buckles, 

weak seams, mold, and waterlogging. Squeeze the foam and if it’s hardened and doesn’t 

bounce back, discard and choose a different one. If you cannot read the label, do not wear it, 

discard and replace. 

● Check buoyancy: Squeeze the foam to ensure it is springy. Discard and replace if waterlogged 

or hardened. 

● Clean after use: Rinse in fresh water after saltwater or pool use, and allow it to air dry 

completely before storing.  

● Avoid high heat: Never place a PFD or life jacket in a clothes dryer or near a heat source, as this 

may degrade materials.  

● Store correctly: Hang or lay flat in a cool, dry area with ventilation. Avoid placing heavy items 

on top.  
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Replacement and Disposal 
While there is no expiration date, PFDs and life jackets do not last forever. Sun exposure, wear and 

tear, and changes in body size or activity level may make older PFDs and life jackets obsolete or 

unsafe. Replace a PFD or life jacket if:  

● It shows visible damage or the foam is hard.  

● It no longer fits properly or comfortably.  

● It has broken or missing straps, buckles, or zippers.  

● The label is no longer legible.  

When disposing of a PFD or life jacket, cut the straps or mark it clearly as unusable to prevent 

someone else from using it unknowingly. Do not attempt to enhance or repair a PFD. 

General Recommendations for Use 

Universal Safety Guidance for PFD and life jacket use 
The following tips are provided by the U.S. Coast Guard and can apply no matter the water 

environment: 

● The best PFD or life jacket is the one you will wear. Check the label for fit and use guidelines. 

● Certain PFDs and life jackets are designed to keep your head above water and help you remain 

in a position that permits proper breathing. 

● Some styles of PFDs and life jackets are not intended for weak or non-swimmers (read the label 

and be honest with yourself). 

● To meet U.S. Coast Guard requirements, a recreational vessel must have a U.S. Coast Guard-

approved personal flotation device (PFD) for each person aboard. 

● PFD and life jacket wear regulations for children may vary by state. 

● Adult-sized PFDs and life jackets may not work for children. Infant, child and youth size PFDs 

and life jackets are available.  

● When worn correctly, a foam filled PFD or life jacket will fit snugly, and will not allow the 

lifejacket to rise above the wearer's chin or ears. 

PFDs and life jackets are separated into four broad categories based on weight: 

● Adult - users with a weight greater than 88 lbs. 

● Youth - users with a weight over 55 lbs. and less than or equal to 88 lbs. 

● Child - users with a weight over 33 lbs. and less than or equal to 55 lbs. 

● Infant - users with a weight less than or equal to 33 lbs. 
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Activity- and Environment-Specific Guidance 

How do I choose which PFD or life jacket to use?  
Choose your PFD or life jacket based on the water environment and the activity you’re doing. The 

use of PFDs and life jackets needs to be tailored to the specific aquatic environment and activity. 

Risks may greatly vary between boating, and swimming activities in natural bodies of water or 

controlled pool environments. This section outlines recommendations for each of these scenarios, 

emphasizing the factors that influence when and why PFDs or life jackets should be worn.  

What is the guidance on PFD and life jacket use while boating? 
According to the U.S. Coast Guard, drowning often occurs due to capsizing, swamping, or falling 

overboard. Typically, a sudden unexpected event happens, with little to no time to react. Most 

people who drown while boating were not wearing PFDs or life jackets. Of note, in areas of Australia 

where all boaters are required by law to wear a PFD or life jacket, boat related drowning deaths 

were reduced by 50%.  

General Recommendations While Boating: Wear a properly fitted U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFD 

or life jacket, regardless of age or swim ability, at all times while in an open boat, on deck or while 

being towed, especially in boats under 26 feet and while underway. 

● Federal law requires that a properly fitting U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFD be on board and 

readily available for each boat occupant. For boats over 16 feet, in most cases there must also 

be a U.S. Coast Guard-approved throwable device aboard to meet carriage requirements. 

● Federal and state PFD wear laws require children to wear a PFD. In most states, children under 

age 13 are legally required to wear a PFD while in an open boat or on deck or when being towed. 

Some managed waters have their own local requirements. Jurisdiction of federal, state, and 

local laws overlap. Boaters can check the local laws and requirements.  

● Adults are encouraged to wear PFDs or life jackets consistently, not only for personal safety but 

also to set an example for younger passengers. Both children and teens are more likely to wear 

life jackets if the adults in the boat are wearing one. This is also important in order to be ready if 

a rescue is necessary and to provide aid in an emergency situation.  

● Wear a PFD or life jacket appropriate for the risk level and activity, not just legal requirements.  

● Brightly colored PFDs and life jackets are easier to see in the water.  

● In the event of an emergency, make sure PFDs, including throwable devices, can be accessed 

quickly.  

● Read the label to be sure the PFD or life jacket is correct for a person’s size and activity.  
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Child PFD and Life Jacket Requirements and Tips While Boating: 

Federal Law requires that when a vessel is underway, children under 13 years of age must wear their 

PFD or life jacket. There are exceptions for when below deck or within an enclosed cabin: 

● State laws may vary. Check with your state law enforcement or Boating Law Administrator. 

● There is no minimum weight for an infant size PFD or life jacket. The PFD or life jacket must fit. If 

it doesn’t fit or the child won’t wear it, the child should not be in a boat.  

● PFD and life jacket features, like a neck collar, grab handle, crotch strap, and bright colors, are 

important for PFDs and life jackets for children.  

● Adults need to plan ahead for an emergency. If the child falls into the water, the adult needs to 

be wearing a PFD or life jacket to assist in a rescue as panic rescues without flotation can turn 

into double drownings.  

● Putting a child in a car seat, backpack, or front pouch/carrier is not safe in a boat as the child 

could be trapped under water.  

● Other federal and state laws my require use of a PFD or life jacket such as when being towed 

behind a boat.        

If you are boating in an area under the jurisdiction of the Army Corps of Engineers, or a federal, 

state, or local park authority, other rules may apply to wearing PFDs and life jackets. Regulations 

and laws that require PFDs and life jackets be worn are proven ways to increase wear rates and 

reduce deaths.  

Throwable Devices, Requirements, and Tips: Recreational boats of a certain length are required 

to have a U.S. Coast Guard-approved throwable PFD, such as a throw ring or seat cushion style. 

Read the label to ensure it meets state and federal carriage requirements. 

●  A floating line attached to a throwable PFD helps retrieve a person in need.  

● Having the floating line stowed in a throw bag makes it easier to manage the line.  

● Do not attach such a line to a fast-moving boat, or person on the boat, when throwing the PFD 

to a person overboard.  

● Do not attach the line to the thrower when tossing the PFD to a person in water with a strong 

current.  

● Learn about other kinds of flotation that can be used as a throwable device in a rescue situation, 

such as a rope, cooler, large soda bottle, or milk jug on a rope.  

● Practice using both approved and other flotation aids so you are ready in an emergency.   
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What are tips for using inflatable devices?  
● Always check CO2 cartridges and inflation indicators before use.  

● Be familiar with manual inflation procedures.  

● Never use inflatable devices for impact sports like jet skiing or tubing.  

● Read the owner’s manual for correct arming procedure, and maintenance. 

● Practice re-boarding in a pool or a shallow, protected area in-water. Experience what it is like for 

it to inflate and practice floating and swimming, learn how the inflation tube can inflate or 

deflate. In-water training is important. 

What is the guidance on wearing PFDs and life jackets in different kinds of boats and 
vessels?  
Canoes and Kayaks: These vessels are often more prone to tipping than rafts, pontoon boats or 

some other craft. A PFD or life jacket should always be worn, even in calm conditions.  

Paddleboards: Wear a PFD or life jacket, even in calm conditions. Wearing a leash is not a substitute 

for wearing a PFD or life jacket.  

Canoes, kayaks, and paddleboards are considered vessels and carriage requirements do apply. 

Children under 13 (subject to local laws) must wear a PFD. 

Sailboats and Powerboats: PFDs or life jackets should be worn at all times on deck when underway 

and often when the vessel is anchored or moored. Consider weather and water conditions when 

below decks on a live aboard vessel. 

Personal Watercraft or PWC (e.g., jet skis): Wearing PFDs or life jackets is mandatory in all states and 

on federal waters. Falls and collisions due to operator error, inexperience, or alcohol impairment 

are frequent, and the risk of injury or unconsciousness is high. Ensure the PFD or life jacket is 

approved for PWC activity by checking that the label does not have an inclusion PWC limitation icon 

as shown above). 

Environmental and Situational Risk Factors 
Most people think wearing PFDs and life jackets is only for boating. They can also add a layer of 

safety for swimming and other in-water activities in natural water, particularly in  unsupervised 

areas or for young children and non-swimmers who are at risk of entering deep water,  Swimming in 

open water like a lake, river or ocean may be  very different and involve greater risks than swimming 

in a pool.  U.S. Coast Guard approved recreational PFDs and life jackets can also be used for 

swimming. Vest style PFDs and life jackets are typically more comfortable for in water recreation.  

Encouraging the development of new approved PFDs and life jackets with less bulky, appealing 

designs will help increase their use for water recreation activities beyond boating.  
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Cold Water: Cold water immersion creates unique challenges that a person cannot willingly 

overcome.The cold shock response following rapid immersion includes the quick onset of gasping 

and hyperventilation, followed by loss of motion, and then unconsciousness, The effects of cold 

water make putting on a PFD or life jacket in the water very difficult. Wearing a PFD or life jacket 

increases the chance of survival whether boating, swimming, fishing, or engaging in other water 

recreation activities. 

Swimming in Natural Water: Natural bodies of water—including oceans, lakes, rivers, and 

reservoirs—present distinct drowning risks not found in pools. Even strong swimmers can be 

challenged by waves, currents, and temperature changes. Sudden drop-offs are particularly 

dangerous for poor swimmers. Supervision may be limited, and rescue is often not immediately 

available. The majority of drownings among teens and adults occur in natural water. 

Whitewater: Whitewater activities like rafting require a PFD or life jacket to have more secure 

fastenings, including one between the legs, and inherent buoyancy to counter waves, strong 

currents, and other hazards if thrown from the craft. Additional flotation material may help 

overcome reduced buoyancy due to aeration in the water.  Choose a whitewater PFD or life jacket 

by reading the label on the life jacket.  

What is the guidance on PFD and life jacket use in natural water like lakes, rivers, and 

oceans?  
● Ideally, swim in a lifeguarded area or at least a designated swim area. If swimming outside of a 

lifeguard protected area, wear a U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFD or life jacket. Where permitted, 

consider wearing a life jacket in lifeguard protected areas if swimming ability is limited.  

● When entering natural water from a boat, dock, or shoreline, wear a PFD or life jacket.  

● If water clarity, visibility, or footing is poor, wearing a PFD or life jacket adds safety.  

● Swim aids such as those used in swim programs may not be U.S. Coast Guard-approved and 

have not been tested for safety. 

● Unless actively swimming for learning or exercise, wearing a PFD or life jacket in natural water 

adds a layer of safety. 

● PFDs and life jackets are not meant for use for some water sports, like surfing, freediving, and 

triathlon swimming.  

● Bring other flotation with you to the water to assist in a rescue if a U.S. Coast Guard-approved 

throwable device is not available.  

● Wear life jackets with bright colors like yellow, red or orange to be more easily seen in the water. 
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Environmental Risk Factors (Water Risks) 
Currents and Tides: Rivers, oceans and some lakes may have unseen currents that can overpower 

even skilled swimmers.  

Water Temperature: Cold water reduces muscle control and increases fatigue, even in warm air 

temperatures. Water less than 70 degrees is considered cold.  

Depth and Drop-offs: Lakes, rivers, and oceans often have uneven bottoms that can lead to 

unexpected deep water. Non swimmers who have not learned to support themselves in deep water 

will often immediately start drowning and will be unable to call for help or move even short 

distances to safety. Many people overestimate their ability, or that of their children, to handle deep 

water.  

Water Clarity: Poor visibility can hinder rescue efforts and create disorientation.  

Debris or Litter on the Bottom: wading or stepping on sticks or other sharp edges can cause 

unexpected harm. 

Boat Proximity: Avoid swimming near boating or personal watercraft traffic.  

Wearing a PFD or life jacket serves as a key element of layered protection for children in natural 

water settings, but it must be paired with active supervision. Adults should wear a life jacket 

alongside children to model proper behavior, encourage normalization of life jacket use, and ensure 

their own readiness to assist in an emergency.  

Pools and Controlled Aquatic Environments: What is the guidance on PFDs and life 
jackets in pools?   
Pools are controlled environments and are typically seen as safer places to swim. However, the risk 

of drowning is still present and may be high, especially for young children and non-swimmers. 

Drownings in pools often occur quickly and quietly, frequently during non-swim times when 

supervision may lapse. Learning how to wear and be comfortable in a PFD or life jacket is important 

and is best done in a controlled environment like a pool. Children need to have time in a pool 

without a PFD or life jacket, including when they’re practicing swim skills, so that they don’t become 

over-reliant on the device and learn skills independent of wearing it. In addition, parents and 

caregivers need to use other layers of protection including supervision and designating an informed 

water watcher (who is not drinking alcohol or using drugs) at all times.   

http://watersafetyplan.us/


 

watersafetyplan.us                                                                                    17 
 

General Recommendations:  
● PFDs and life jackets should always be U.S. Coast Guard-approved and properly fitted.  

● Use of PFDs and life jackets in instructional settings should be purposeful—either for learning 

about their use, to provide temporary support as skills are developed, or if a caregiver is 

supervising multiple children. They can also be worn on the pool deck in case of an accidental 

fall into the water. Children need to learn how to use U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFDs and life 

jackets as part of water competency.  

● PFDs and life jackets must never be used as a substitution for active, close proximity, adult 

supervision, including the use of water watchers.  

● PFDs and life jackets are not a substitute for learning to swim or a reason to delay swimming 

lessons.  

● Specialized swim aids, such as kick boards, that are not U.S. Coast Guard approved may be used 

as part of formal swimming lessons. 

● Some child size U.S. Coast Guard approved PFDs, including those with arm floats and a chest 

piece keep a child upright for play but may require motion to keep the child’s face out of the 

water. PFD’s with the turn most icon on the label provide additional protection. 

● Adults can wear U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFDs or life jackets as an extra measure of 

protection, especially in natural water. 

● There is a K-12 standard available for course providers to design U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFD 

curriculum for dry land and in water training including swim strokes when wearing a PFD or life 

jacket (see Resource List at end of document). 

PFDs and life jackets, when used as a toy in early childhood (i.e.: jumping into the pool repetitively 

with the life jacket on) may create recklessness and/or a lack of awareness about that child’s ability 

to be in water without the device in place.  

Children need to learn respect for the water environment, their own skills and their limitations by 

being in the water without a PFD or life jacket. Young children should always remain within arm’s 

reach of a competent supervising adult while spending time in the water both with and without 

wearing their PFD or life jacket.  

The home swimming pool is a common place for young children to find themselves near water and 

where young children most commonly drown. Isolation fencing around the pool and supervision are 

the most effective and proven ways to prevent drowning from unauthorized access to the water. 

Wearing a PFD or life jacket can provide another layer of protection. However, PFDs or life jackets 

alone should never be depended upon as the sole layer of protection. If parents choose to put their 

children in a life jacket during swim time at the pool, it’s also important that time is spent being in 

the water without wearing the PFD or life jacket but within arms-reach of a competent and 
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supervising adult. A child who gets used to wearing a PFD or life jacket may not learn to sense their 

own buoyancy and body position, which are important swimming skills and may develop false 

confidence in the water or become over-reliant on the device.  

Policy, Education, and Risk Management 

Policy and Risk Management Considerations 
● Aquatic facilities need clear policies on use of approved flotation devices. 

● Staff must be trained on how to check PFD and life jacket fit and ensure safer usage.  

● A  National K-12 PFD standard developed by the National Association of Boating Law 

Administrators and approved by the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) can be used 

to help with curriculum  (to be published in 2026).  

● Observations of PFD and life jacket use have consistently shown significantly higher wear rates 

when it’s required versus optional.  

Education is most effective when coupled with policy. An advocacy tool kit, including model laws 

and a promotion plan at the federal, state, and local level is needed to support adoption and 

implementation of legislation mandating PFD and life jacket policy recommendations in the U.S. 

National Water Safety Action Plan including:  

LJ 2: Require that everyone wear a properly fitted U.S. Coast Guard-approved life jacket while on or 

in any human-propelled vessel.  

LJ 3: Require that all individuals under the age of 18 wear U.S. Coast Guard-approved life jackets on 

all vessels under 26 feet in length, except when below decks or in enclosed compartments.  

LJ 4: Require that states adopt or exceed the minimum federal age requirements for U.S. Coast 

Guard-approved life jacket wear for vessels under 26 feet in length (currently with any child under 

13 years old).  

LJ 18: Integrate education that meets the national minimum life jacket educational standards at 

watercraft point of sale or rental services. 

Education Standards and Curriculum Integration: Why do swimming lessons include 

practice with PFDs and life jackets?  
Swimming instruction programs may include short-term use of PFDs and life jackets to help teach 

floating or water comfort and to provide important practice and increased familiarity for use in 

boats and natural bodies of water.  
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Age- and Ability-Specific Recommendations 

What are PFD and life jacket recommendations by age group?  
PFD and life jacket wear should be guided by weight, developmental ability, physical size, activity, 

environment, and regulations. A well-fitted PFD or life jacket provides critical protection and 

supports safety behaviors for each life stage. This section provides tips for infants, toddlers, 

children, teens, and adults, including considerations for people with disabilities or unique physical 

needs.  

Infants and Toddlers: The PFD or life jacket must fit correctly for an infant or toddler to wear it in or 

around the water. Parents and caregivers should check manufacturer guidelines carefully before 

selecting a PFD or life jacket for an infant. Infant PFD and life jackets should be U.S. Coast Guard-

approved and include features such as:  

● A head flotation collar (also called a pillow) to support the infant’s head.  

● A strap on the head flotation collar for quick retrieval.  

● A crotch strap to keep the life jacket in place.  

● A supportive fit that keeps the infant on their back. 

● Bright colors that make the child easy to see in the water.  

Infants should only be taken on boats when absolutely necessary, when the boat is stable and near 

shore, and when proper safety equipment and adult supervision are assured. Consider how the 

child will manage if they fall into the water without immediate adult assistance. Consider if the child 

can hold their head up and is comfortable in a PFD or life jacket and not being held in the water. 

Never leave a child unattended near or on the water, even for a moment.  

Children and Youth: Children and youth between the ages of 1 and 12 are curious, mobile, and 

often impulsive. They may not fully understand the dangers of water. PFDs and life jackets are 

critical for this age group, especially in boating, natural water, or when near water where immersion 

could be sudden and unexpected. Children’s PFDs and life jackets should:  

● Be U.S. Coast Guard-approved.  

● Be selected by weight and chest size, not just age.  

● Include a crotch strap (for young children) and adjustable straps.  

● Allow the child to float face-up comfortably.  

● Bright colors that make the child easy to see in the water.  

● Educate children and youth on PFD and life jacket fit, type, style, when to wear, and provide 

practice fitting and using different kinds of PFDs and life jackets for both boating and non-

boating water recreation (see link to K-12 PFD standard in Resource section). 
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Caregivers can test the fit by lifting the life jacket at the shoulders. If it rises above the child’s chin or 

ears, it is too loose.  

Teens: Teenagers may resist wearing a PFD or life jacket due to peer influence or overconfidence in 

their swimming skills. Parents and caregivers may not realize the true risks of allowing teenagers to 

recreate in natural waters outside of a supervised or designated swim area and without a life jacket. 

Education campaigns focusing on this age group should focus on:  

● Real-life short stories of situations when it was a close call and when wearing a PFD or life jacket 

made a difference. When a drowning fatality does occur, the situation can be impactful for teens 

who knew or went to school with the person who drowned. 

● Emphasizing that even strong swimmers can get into trouble and that wearing a PFD or life 

jacket is a sign of strength not weakness.  

● Making PFD and life jackets use a normalized and ‘cool’ part of group and family behavior.  

Teens should wear life jackets in all boating scenarios, during open water swimming, especially 

rivers and lakes, and when engaging in water sports including non-boating related activities like 

swimming off boats, platforms, or aquatic play structures. Help teens to choose a comfortable, 

stylish life jacket they are more likely to wear. Having adults wear life jackets as role modeling is 

very effective. Educate children and youth on PFD and life jacket fit, type, style, when to wear, and 

provide practice fitting and using different kinds of PFDs and life jackets for both boating and non-

boating water recreation, including rescue (see link to K-12 PFD standard in Resource section). 

Adults: Adults play a critical role in water safety by modeling safe behaviors. Wearing a PFD or life 

jacket—even when not legally required—sends a strong message to children and teens. Learn where 

there are local life jacket loan stations if a life jacket or PFD is needed for one time use. Adults need 

to learn about how to choose and use a PFD or life jacket and how to rescue someone who is in 

trouble in the water. The American Red Cross uses the term Reach, Throw, Don’t Go to help educate 

children and adults on what to do when trying to rescue someone. Adults should wear a PFD or life 

jacket:  

● On open boats or on deck under 26 feet in length including human powered vessels like canoes, 

kayaks, stand up paddleboards, rafts, small boats used for fishing and water recreation, 

personal watercraft and tow sports. 

● When swimming or recreating in natural or unfamiliar water.  

● When supervising children, teens or others in or near water because flotation is often useful for 

making a rescue unless the adult needs to go under the water to rescue a submerged toddler.  

Adults may correctly consider that swimming ability, experience and fitness reduce their drowning 

risk. However, risk is never totally eliminated even with multiple layers of protection: medical 
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emergencies, cold water shock, or exhaustion brought on by environmental factors or performing a 

rescue can incapacitate anyone.  

Developmental and Physical Considerations 
For children and adults with physical disabilities, cognitive impairments, or sensory needs, PFD or 

life jacket selection should prioritize fit, comfort, and function. Specialized PFDs or life jackets are 

available for people with limited mobility, spasticity, or seizure disorders. Consult with a medical 

provider or adaptive aquatics specialist when needed.  

Key considerations include:  

● Whether the PFD or life jacket provides adequate airway and maintains proper body position 

when in the water. Consider prone, upright or back floating flexibility.  

● Adjustability to allow for assistive devices or braces.  

● Tactile comfort to prevent sensory overload in sensitive individuals.   

● Developmental considerations including cognition, sensory processing and confidence.  

● Physical control including muscle tone, mobility and postural control. 

● Neurological, neuromuscular, and cardiac conditions, including autism, epilepsy, cerebral palsy, 

and coronary artery disease. 

● Motor development safety factors including reflexes, involuntary movements.  

● Therapeutic goals and skill building needs. 

● In all cases, the person must practice wearing the PFD or life jacket in shallow water under close 

supervision before use in a natural or uncontrolled environment.  

Addressing Misconceptions and Risk Perception 

Special Considerations 
While wearing a PFD or life jacket is a vital tool in drowning prevention, their effectiveness is 

influenced by many factors. This section addresses common misconceptions, the importance of 

layered protection, and ways to think about access. 

Natural Water vs. Pools: Risk Differences: Natural water environments, such as lakes, rivers, and 

oceans, pose many different risks than pools. Even experienced swimmers can become disoriented 

or overwhelmed by currents, rip currents, sudden drop-offs, cold water, or unexpected hazards like 

submerged objects. In contrast, pools offer defined boundaries, consistent depth, and a controlled 

environment and often have warmer water. The presence of lifeguards and safety infrastructure in 

pools are not failsafe. Problems can arise and wearing a PFD or a life jacket provides an extra layer 
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of safety. In open water, particularly in unsupervised areas, PFDs and life jackets provide a valuable 

layer of safety. It’s important to practice wearing and using a PFD in open water. 

Common Myths and Facts  
Myth: Strong swimmers never need to wear a PFD or life jacket.  

Fact: Even experienced swimmers can become incapacitated due to fatigue, injury, cold water, or 

unexpected medical emergencies.  

 

Myth: PFDs and life jackets are only for boats.  

Fact: Wearing a PFD or life jacket provides a valuable layer of safety anytime you are in or around 

the water.  

 

Myth: A child wearing a PFD or life jacket means they don’t have to be supervised.  

Fact: Wearing a PFD or life jacket does not replace active, close, and constant supervision. A child 

can still slip out of an improperly fitted jacket or get into a dangerous situation even while wearing 

one. Moreover, most PFDs will not float an incapacitated person face up. Check the label for 

information on what the PFD is designed to do. Also review material provided by the manufacturer. 

 

Myth: I don't need to enroll my child in swim lessons since I always put them in a PFD or life jacket 

when swimming.  

Fact: PFDs and life jackets do not teach a child to swim independently without instruction. Many 

child drowning incidents happen when the child was not expected to be near the water. It is 

critically important to teach young children to be water competent and learn to swim. Children 

need active time learning to swim when they aren’t in a life jacket so they don’t become over-reliant 

on the device or use a body position in the water that makes it harder to learn to swim. 

 

Limitations of PFDs as a Single Safety Measure 
Water Competency and the Limits of Swim Skills: Learning to swim is a critical life skill and an 

essential component of drowning prevention. However, water competency is more than just 

swimming—it includes the ability to recognize hazards, manage fear, float, and make safe decisions 

in different aquatic environments. A person who can swim laps in a pool may still panic in open 

water, especially if surprised by water clarity, temperature, marine life, depth, currents, or waves. 

Wearing a PFD or life jacket provides a critical backup for even the most confident swimmers and 

should be viewed as an enhancement—not a substitute—for skill development.  

False Sense of Security: PFDs and Life Jackets Are Not Enough: Some families and caregivers may 

rely too heavily on PFDs and life jackets, assuming they eliminate the risk of drowning. While they 
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are incredibly effective, they are not foolproof. Poor fit, improper use, or overreliance on flotation 

can contribute to a false sense of safety. Multiple layers of protection including constant 

supervision, the use of barriers (such as four-sided pool fencing) and learning to swim should be 

prioritized. Some parents who have lost children to drowning report that life jackets were seen as a 

substitute for swim skills or supervision, particularly during every day, non-swim moments around 

water and that their children may have thought they knew how to swim.  

Key Messages and Takeaways 

Core Messages for Public Communication 
● The best PFD or life jacket is the one you’ll wear, that fits, and is approved for the activity.  

● PFDs and life jackets save lives. They are essential in boating and natural water settings and 

helpful for young or inexperienced swimmers in or around pools before they have achieved the 

swimming skills or water competency and when not actively practicing learning how to swim.   

● Use only U.S. Coast Guard-approved PFDs and life jackets that are properly fitted and suited to 

the activity based on the label. 

● To increase comfort in an emergency, practice wearing PFDs and life jackets in the water. 

● PFDs and life jackets can be worn by children, youth as well as adults in natural water where 

there is no constant supervision.  

● Adults should wear PFDs or life jackets and model safe behavior, especially when supervising 

children.  

● PFDs and life jackets do not replace four-sided pool fencing, supervision, or swimming 

instruction—PFDs and life jackets are one layer of safety and water competency.   

● Use of PFDs and life jackets in pools for young children should be limited to providing 

temporary support or learning about their use so that children learn how to swim without the 

device.   

● Communities must work together to ensure access to PFDs and life jackets, swimming 

instruction, and multilingual water safety education for everyone.  
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