
Overview: Business visas
Entry visa requirements for visits to the 
U.S. are dependent upon the applicant’s 
citizenship. Based on reciprocity agreements, 
citizens of some countries may not need a 
visa to visit the U.S. for purposes of business 
for stays of up to one-six months. 

Visa types
B-1 Business visa
Summary: The visa allows an individual 
entry to the U.S. for the purposes of a short 
business visit.

Maximum stay: One-six months.

Processing time: Typically, a visa takes 
anywhere from one-five days depending on 
the Embassy/Consulate.

Activities permitted:
•	 Participating	in	business	conferences	or	

seminars

•	 Consulting	with	business	associates

•	 Attending	board	meetings	or	annual	
meetings
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•	 Negotiating	contracts

•	 Speaking	or	lecturing	at	business	or	
professional conferences

•	 Purchasing	goods	or	materials

•	 Investigating	or	making	a	business	
investment

•	 Appearing	as	a	witness	in	court	trials,	
such as business litigation

•	 Undertaking	independent	research,	such	
as feasibility or marketing studies

•	 Installing	or	servicing	equipment	pursuant	
to a contract of sale

•	 Participating	in	short-term	training

Limitation or special requirements:
For any activities other than those listed 
above, or if the person will receive payment 
from a U.S. source, or engage in any 
productive employment, a work permit is 
normally required. 

Overview: Employment 
authorization
Foreign nationals who wish to work or 
undertake gainful employment in the U.S. 
are required to obtain work authorization. 
Several categories are available for 
application depending on purpose and 
length of stay. 

Work permit types:
H-1B, Non-immigrant visa
The U.S. H1B visa is a non-immigrant visa 
that allows U.S. companies to employ 
foreign workers in specialty occupations 
that require theoretical or technical 
expertise in specialized fields such as 
architecture, engineering, mathematics, 
science and medicine. Under the H-1B 
visa, a U.S. company can employ a foreign 
worker for up to six years. 

Individuals	are	not	able	to	apply	for	an	
H1B visa to allow them to work in the U.S. 

without	sponsorship.	An	employer	must	
petition for entry of the employee. H1B 
visas are subject to annual numerical limits. 
U.S. employers can begin applying for the 
H-1B visa six months before the actual 
start date of the visa. Employers can apply 
as	soon	as	April	2	for	the	upcoming	Fiscal	
Year (FY) cap, however the beneficiary 
cannot start work until October 1 (first day 
of the upcoming FY).

Current immigration law allows for a total 
of 85,000 new H-1B visas to be made 
available each government fiscal year. This 
number includes 65,000 new H-1B visas 
issued for overseas workers in professional 
or specialty occupation positions, and an 
additional	20,000	visas	available	for	those	
with an advanced degree from a U.S. 
academic institution. Once the visa cap has 
been	reached,	USCIS	will	stop	accepting	
H-1B petitions for that FY and will not 
accept	new	applications	until	April	2	of	the	
following year.

Maximum stay: The H-1B visa is initially 
granted for up to three years, extendable 
to six years.

Processing time: Two-six months.

Dependents: H-1B visa holders can 
bring	their	spouse	and	children	under	21	
years of age to the U.S. under the H4 Visa 
category	as	dependents.	An	H4	Visa	holder	
is allowed to remain in the U.S. as long as 
the H-1B visa holder remains in legal status. 
Although	an	H4	visa	holder	is	not	eligible	to	
work in the U.S., he/she may attend school, 
obtain a driver’s license and open a bank 
account while in the U.S.

L-1A, Non-immigrant visa
The	U.S.	L-1A	non-immigrant	visa	allows	
companies to transfer an executive or 
manager from its foreign operations to 
its U.S. operations for up to seven years 
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The employee must have worked for a 
subsidiary, parent, affiliate or branch office 
of U.S. company outside of the U.S. for at 
least one year out of the last three years.

Companies can apply to the relevant U.S. 
Citizenship	and	Immigration	Services	
(USCIS)	Service	Center	for	an	L1	visa	to	
transfer an employee from the foreign 
affiliate or branch to the U.S. company. 
Employees in this category will, initially, be 
granted an L-1 visa for up to three years.

To qualify, the employee must be providing 
service in an executive or managerial 
capacity: 

Managers/Executives 
The executive or manager should have 
supervisory responsibility for professional 
staff and/or a department, subdivision, 
function, or component of the organization.
Such	personnel	are	issued	an	L1A	visa,	
initially for a three-year period extendible 
in two-year increments to a maximum of 
seven years.

L-1B, Non-immigrant visa 
To qualify, the employee must be providing 

service in a specialized knowledge capacity:

Specialized Knowledge
This category is designed for professional 
employees	with	specialized	knowledge.	An	
example of specialized knowledge personnel 
would be an individual who possesses 
proprietary knowledge about a company’s 
product/services, techniques, or procedures, 
and who travels to the U.S. to impart 
his or her specialized knowledge to new 
U.S. employees. Staff in this category are 
issued an L1B visa, initially for three years 
extendible to a maximum of five years.

On completing the maximum allowable 
period in L-1 status, the employee must be 
employed outside the U.S. for a minimum 
of one year before a new application is 
made for L or H status.
 
Maximum stay: The L-1 visa is initially 
granted for up to three years, but may then 
be extended to a maximum of five or seven 
years.

Processing time: Two-six months.
Dependents: L-1 visa holders can bring 
their	spouse	and	children	under	21	years	

of	age	to	the	U.S.	under	the	L-2	Visa	
category	as	dependents.	An	L-2	Visa	holder	
is allowed to remain in the U.S. as long as 
the L-1 visa holder remains in legal status. 
The	L-2	dependent	spouse	can	work	in	
the U.S, but will need to apply for work 
authorization upon arrival in the U.S. 
However,	the	L-2	child	cannot	work	in	the	
U.S.	under	the	L-2	visa.	The	L-2	spouse	and	
L-2	child	can	engage	in	part-time	or	full-
time study without the need to apply for 
the F-1 visa for students. 

This list is not all-inclusive; other visa 
classifications may exist. The above are the 
most common employment-related work 
permits.

Additional information and 
resources 
•	 U.S.	State	Department:
 www.travel.state.gov/content/visas/

english/visit/visitor.html
•	 United	States	Citizenship	and	

Immigration	Service:	www.uscis.gov
•	 U.S.	Embassies/Consulates:
 www.embassyworld.org
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