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What is Incidental Employment? 
While you are an exchange visitor scholar, you may be invited to give guest lectures or consultations at conferences, other 
universities, ISU departments or organizations.  Because of laws that govern your visa type, you must receive prior written 
permission to engage in such activities.  This type of activity is called, “Incidental Employment.”  

In the Immigration world, any time that a J-1 scholar provides a service (such as giving a presentation or a consultation), and 
receives “anything in return,” this constitutes employment.  

Receiving “anything in return” can mean things like cash in hand, a check, or a payment like an honorarium, or repayment of 
expenses.  It can ALSO mean things like:  free lodging, free car rental, free meals, free airfare, – essentially, anything of value 
given in return for services rendered. 

Since employment opportunities are very limited for J-1 scholars, you must be careful about what you do and receive. 
Otherwise, your ability to remain in the United States can be seriously impacted.  

What the regulations say 
• Professors and research scholars may participate in

occasional lectures and short-term consultations, if
authorized to do so by his or her sponsor.

• Such lectures and consultations must:

• Be directly related to the objectives of your
original ISU program;

• Be incidental to your primary program
activities;

• Not interrupt or delay your completion of the
exchange program;

• Be documented in SEVIS beforehand, along
with prior, written permission from an
immigration advisor in the International
Studies Office.

• The term “incidental” embodies the concept of
single, infrequent events, not events
happening in an ongoing manner.

• You must also apply for and receive work 
authorization from an international student 
and scholar advisor

• Immigration regulations also state that if 
wages or other renumeration are received by 
the exchange visitor for such activities, the 
exchange visitor must work as an independent 
contractor

• For tax purposes, you will need to consider 
yourself an “independent contractor” and 
complete an I-9 form if you receive something 
in return for speaking or consulting 
engagements. Please contact 
TaxSpecialist_ColleaguePayroll@ilstu.edu or 
309-438-7677 for more information.

Consequences of Unauthorized Employment 
Any activity in which you receive payment or something in return for something you do that happens BEFORE you have receive 
written permission from an international student and scholar advisor is considered “unauthorized employment” and can lead to the 
following: 

• Termination of the exchange visitor’s program
• Deportation from the United States
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How to Apply for Work Authorization 
• Talk to your sponsoring department-your advisor will need to agree to the activity and confirm that it is directly

related to your program objectives
• Meet with an International Student and Scholar Advisor to discuss visa implications
• Collect letters from the following and submit to ISSS:

o The organization inviting you
o The ISU department chair and your scholar advisor stating their approval of the activity

• If approved, and International Student and Scholar Advisor will issue an authorization letter for the event, update your
immigration record in SEVIS, and print a new DS-2019 for you indicating your approval for work

Sample Letter from Inviting Organization: 

Sample Letter 
 (Print on Letterhead) 

Best University in the World 
1492 Santa Maria Drive 

Atlantic City, New Jersey  07777 
Tel:  201-555-1212 

February 22, 2012 

Dr. John Scholar   
Illinois State University   
Department of Never-Ending Merriment 
Campus Box 1234 
Normal, IL  61790  

Dear Dr. Scholar (Exchange Visitor’s Name):  

It is my pleasure to invite you to present at our Department of Biology’s annual conference on April 15 and 16, 2009.  As we 
discussed on the telephone, you will give two lectures, about 60 minutes each about your research at Illinois State 
University on ________________________________ (subject/field).  The location of your presentations will be 
____________________________________________________ (give the address/es where the scholar will be).     

Best University in the World will provide you with the following support: 
Free airfare to and from Atlantic City  (Valued at $323) 
An honorarium of $250. 

You will be expected to cover any additional expenses yourself.  [Or… if no support or reimbursements will be provided, you 
might write:  “You will not receive any benefits, wages, payments or reimbursements from Best University in the World for 
your presentations at the conference.”]   

We look forward to meeting you and learning more about your research in ___________________________. 

Sincerely, 

Offeror’s Signature, Name and Title 

Illinois State University 
International Student and Scholar Services 
Campus Box 6130 
Normal, IL 61790-6130 
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Sample Department Letter: 

Sample Letter 
(Print on Letterhead) 

March 7, 2012 

Aubrey Wagoner 
International Student & Scholar Advisor 
J Program Coordinator, RO 
International Student and Scholar Services 
Campus Box 6130 
Normal, IL  61790-6130 

Dear Ms. Wagoner:    

Dr. John Scholar (name of exchange visitor) has been invited to present his research findings at Best University in the 
World’s Biology Conference on April 15 and 16, 2009.  Dr. Scholar will give two lectures on 
______________________________________ (subject/field of research).   

This opportunity is directly related to his program at Illinois State University because: 
__________________________________________________________.   

His attendance at the conference will benefit his exchange program in the following ways:  
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________. 

Dr. Scholar has been making very good progress on his research and I am confident that his participation in the conference 
will not delay or interrupt the completion of his program here. 

Best University in the World has offered to provide Mr. Scholar with free airfare (valued at $323) and an honorarium of $250. 

Our department has also decided to reimburse Mr. Scholar for his meals and ground transportation, valued at $70 and $125 
respectively.   

Sincerely, 

ISU Departmental Supervisor’s Name, Title, etc. 

Questions? 

Contact Aubrey Wagoner at 309-438-5112 or arwagon@ilstu.edu. 

Visit our website: http://internationalstudies.illinoisstate.edu/faculty/  

Exchange Visitor Program: http://j1visa.state.gov/programs  

J-1 Professors and Research Scholars: http://j1visa.state.gov/programs/professor-and-research-scholar

Illinois State University 
International Student and Scholar Services 
Campus Box 6130 
Normal, IL 61790-6130 
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