
Navigating the New Reality: A
Comprehensive Guide for Canadian Employers
on US Work Visas and Business Travel in
2025

In today’s evolving cross-border landscape, Canadian employers and HR executives must
navigate increasingly complex U.S. immigration policies and enforcement practices. As
political tensions, economic uncertainty, and intensified border scrutiny influence
travel behavior, understanding the nuances of when and how work visas are required
for Canadian employees entering the U.S. has become essential. This guide provides a
clear framework outlining permissible activities without a visa, scenarios that
necessitate obtaining specific employment-based visas, and practical case examples
demonstrating common pitfalls and solutions.  

This article is tailored for HR professionals, business leaders, and legal advisors
responsible for managing cross-border employment activities, ensuring compliance, and
safeguarding their organizations from potential legal challenges and disruptions. 

Cross-Border Travel Trends and Enforcement Changes 

Cross-border travel has taken another nosedive, according to Statistics Canada’s
April 2025 numbers. Once again, Canadian-resident return trips from the U.S. by
automobile showed the biggest decline, dropping 35.2% – marking the fourth
consecutive month of year-over-year declines. Similarly, Canadian-resident return
trips from the U.S. by air dropped 19.9% compared with the same month in 2024. 

Canadian-resident return trips from overseas countries saw an increase of 9.9% from
April 2024, totalling 1.3 million. However, overall Canadian-resident return trips by
air from abroad edged down 1.7%, primarily impacted by the significant decline in
trips from the U.S. 

The downturn is reciprocal; arrivals to Canada by U.S. residents also saw declines.
Specifically, air arrivals from U.S. residents decreased by 5.5% from April 2024,
while automobile arrivals dropped 10.7%. Overall, non-resident arrivals to Canada by
air totalled 632,600, marking a 1.2% decrease year over year, with U.S. resident
arrivals specifically falling by 5.5%, even as arrivals from overseas residents
increased by 2.8%. 
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The typically bustling Peace Arch border crossing experienced a particularly stark
reduction, with border crossings down 50% during the May long weekend of 2025
compared to the same period in 2024. 

Political tensions, economic uncertainty, and stricter border enforcement – including
increased inspections and detentions – have significantly influenced these travel
declines. Reports suggest heightened anxiety among Canadian business travelers due to
stringent border questioning and detentions, leading to cautious attitudes and
reduced cross-border activities. 

In this climate, Canadian employers face heightened uncertainty when it comes to
managing cross-border business travel and work-related activities in the United
States. Clear understanding and compliance with U.S. immigration guidelines have
never been more critical. 

When is a Work Visa Required? 

The U.S. immigration system distinguishes clearly between permissible business
activities that can be conducted without a visa under the Visa Waiver Program or B-1
visitor status, and those activities requiring specific employment-based visas. 

Permitted Business Activities Without a Visa (B-1 Status) 

Generally, Canadian employees can enter the U.S. temporarily without a visa to
participate in limited business activities, including: 

Attending business meetings. 

Attending conferences or seminars (without compensation). 

Negotiating contracts. 

For example, attending a two-day onsite business meeting or a networking event
typically qualifies under B-1 status. Similarly, attending a trade show booth to
promote the Canadian company’s products (without direct sales) is permissible under
B-1 status. 

Activities Requiring a Work Visa 

A U.S. work visa becomes necessary when activities move beyond mere attendance or
general promotion. Activities such as receiving payment, employment, actively selling
products, or providing direct services typically trigger the need for a visa. 

Specific scenarios include: 

Employees being paid directly by a U.S. entity for speaking engagements. 

Employees conducting direct sales or actively generating revenue at trade
shows. 

Employees regularly managing U.S.-based employees, conducting performance
reviews, or onboarding. 

Employees looking to acquire, manage, or operate a U.S.-based business or
subsidiary. 

Types of Work Visas and Required Documentation 

Several work visas exist for Canadians, each with distinct qualifications and
documentation requirements. 



TN Visa (NAFTA Professionals)1.
The TN Visa is tailored explicitly for Canadian professionals under the USMCA
(formerly NAFTA). Common professions include engineers, management consultants,
computer system analysts, and scientists.

Required Documents: 

Proof of Canadian citizenship. 

Original employment letter detailing job duties, duration, and salary. 

Proof of educational credentials. 

L-1 Visa (Intra-Company Transfers)2.
The L-1 Visa allows multinational companies to transfer managers, executives, or
specialized knowledge employees from their Canadian operations to U.S.
affiliates.

Required Documents: 

Evidence of employment in the Canadian affiliate for at least one year within
the past three years. 

Organizational charts demonstrating managerial or specialized roles. 

Comprehensive job descriptions. 

H-1B Visa (Specialty Occupations)3.
The H-1B visa applies to roles that require specialized knowledge, typically
requiring at least a bachelor’s degree.

Required Documents: 

Labor Condition Application (LCA) approved by the Department of Labor. 

Evidence of educational qualifications. 

Job offer clearly describing specialized duties and qualifications. 

Some Real-World Cases 

Case 1: Conference Speaking Engagement (Paid vs. Unpaid)
In March 2025, a Canadian IT professional was invited to speak at a technology
conference in San Francisco. Initially, the individual entered the U.S. without a
visa, assuming unpaid speaking was allowed under B-1 status. However, organizers
provided a modest honorarium post-event, making it a paid activity, technically
violating B-1 terms. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) flagged this upon his return
to Canada. As a result, the professional faced increased scrutiny and questioning
during subsequent travels. 

Resolution: Employers must clearly differentiate paid versus unpaid activities and
secure proper visas (typically a TN or B-1/B-2 with clear documentation stating no
compensation) to avoid complications. 

Case 2: Trade Show Booth Sales Activities
In July 2025, a Canadian manufacturer attended a Las Vegas trade show. Employees,
under B-1 status, directly sold products onsite. CBP later classified this as
unauthorized employment. 

Resolution: Employers must strictly limit trade show activities to promotion or
secure appropriate work visas (e.g., L-1 or TN sales professional). 



Scenarios 

Working or conducting business in the US can be a nuanced relationship with unique
concerns. Obviously, it is best to conduct an immigration lawyer if you have a more
complicated situation, or potential conflicts; however, here are some common
scenarios for Canadian businesses and some real-world answers. 

Scenario 1: Employee attending an onsite business meeting in the U.S.
No work visa is typically required if the activities remain limited to meetings and
discussions. Employees must clarify their activities clearly at the border. 

Scenario 2: Employee attending a conference in the U.S.
If attending without compensation, a B-1 visitor status is acceptable. If receiving
payment, a proper work visa (e.g., TN) is required. 

Scenario 3: Employee manning a trade show booth in the U.S.
Permissible under B-1 status if activities are promotional. If selling directly, a
work visa such as TN or L-1 is required. 

Scenario 4: Employee speaking at a conference in the U.S.
Unpaid speaking engagements typically fall under B-1. However, paid engagements, even
with per diem or honorarium, require a work visa like TN. 

Scenario 5: Employee hiring, onboarding, managing, and meeting with a U.S. citizen
employee.
Regular management activities typically require an L-1 visa, clearly demonstrating
managerial responsibilities and relationships. 

Scenario 6: Employee looking to buy or acquire a U.S. business.
Engaging in acquisition and operational management of a U.S. entity requires an
appropriate work visa, usually an L-1. 

Conclusion 

Given the complex immigration landscape of 2025, Canadian employers must navigate
carefully to avoid costly errors. Understanding clear distinctions between visa-free
activities and activities requiring work visas is critical. Companies must maintain
thorough documentation, seek expert immigration counsel, and educate their teams on
compliance. 

While the challenges posed by current U.S. policies are significant, Canadian
businesses that remain informed and proactive will continue successfully navigating
cross-border activities. Staying ahead of policy changes and adhering strictly to
regulations will ensure continued and hassle-free engagement with U.S. partners,
clients, and business opportunities. 


