
Shining A 
Light on 
Summer 
Work
A First Look at the  
Employers Using the J-1 
Summer Work Travel Visa



2 SHINING A LIGHT ON SUMMER WORK

About the International Labor Recruitment Working Group
The International Labor Recruitment Working Group (ILRWG) seeks to end the systemic abuse of 



© 2019 International Labor Recruitment Working Group 

Shining A 
Light on 
Summer 
Work
A First Look at the  
Employers Using the J-1 
Summer Work Travel Visa





Table of 
Contents

Executive Summary 7

Background on the J-1 Exchange Visitor Program and Summer Work Travel 10

Findings 13

Recommendations 29

Appendices 32
J-1 Summer Work Travel Workers by State, 2015-2018 32
Principles for Fair Recruitment 34

Endnotes 36

Acknowledgments 38



6 SHINING A LIGHT ON SUMMER WORK



 7

Executive  
Summary

The J-1 Exchange Visitor Program was created to enhance 
diplomacy and foster cultural exchange, but it has strayed 
far from its mission. Summer Work Travel—the largest J-1 
program category, and the focus of this report—has seeming-
ly transformed from a program designed to foster interna-
tional goodwill into a source of cheap and exploitable labor.  
As a result, hundreds of thousands of workers arrive in the 
United States on J-1 visas each year without adequate pro-
tections, and countless U.S. workers who struggle to �nd jobs 
in the same industries and communities are disadvantaged. 

This report presents a �rst-ever data-informed picture 
of employment realities in the J-1 Summer Work Travel 
(SWT) program, based on analysis of data painstakingly 
compiled through Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) re-
quests and other sources.1 In 2015, nearly 95,000 J-1 SWT 
workers came to the United States2 from 141 countries.  
Their average age was 21, and 55 percent of them were 
women. Despite the size of the program, the public has 
never had access to information about SWT employers and 
industries. Analysis of critical new data about the program 
leads to the following key �ndings:

SWT is a work program and needs to be regulated as one.
�  In 2015, nearly 16,000 lead companies hired J-1 SWT 
workers.3 The brands that employed the most J-1 visa hold-
ers through the SWT program are large corporations such 
as McDonald’s, Disney, and Food Lion.
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�  More than half of J-1 SWT workers were 
in the leisure and hospitality sector, includ-
ing jobs in accommodations, food services, 
amusement, gambling, and recreation.

SWT is contributing to �ssured workplac -
es through subcontracting, franchising, 
and other arrangements that make work-
ers more vulnerable to abuse and dispa-
rate treatment. 
In just one example, at least 33 separate com-
panies hired J-1 SWT workers for positions 
related to the Holiday Inn brand in 2015.

Employers are using the SWT program 
to subvert the annual numerical limits on 
other work visa programs, like the H-2B 
temporary work visa program for non-  
agricultural jobs.
In 2015, at least 197 employers used both 
the SWT and H-2B programs to sta�  
their workforce.

The SWT program is exposing young 
workers from around the world to unac-
ceptable risks in the United States, includ-
ing human tra�cking.
�  Sixty-seven J-1 visa holders self-reported 
to a hotline as victims of human tra�cking 
between 2015 and 2017, according to Polar-
is.  This is likely the tip of the iceberg given 
that U.S. employers are currently not di-
rectly regulated under the program.

�  Six percent of J-1 SWT workers had to 
seek jobs after arriving in the United States, 
making them even more vulnerable due to 
lack of stable employment or income.

The severe lack of transparency in the 
SWT program prevents informed policy-
making and undermines e�orts to be�er 
protect workers.
�  The federal government does not publish 
information about J-1 SWT employers or 
occupations, and both the U.S. departments 
of State and Homeland Security initially re-
sisted requests to provide data required un-
der the Freedom of Information Act. 

�  The data that were eventually provided 
were contained in large and di�cult-to-use 
PDF �les, which required at least 500 hours 
of processing, data entry, and coding in or-
der to allow them to be analyzed. 

Based on the insights gleaned from this re-
port, the ILRWG outlines a concrete set of 
policy recommendations to restore integ-
rity to the SWT program and adequately 
protect workers in a�ected industries and 
communities, including:
�  Require that the program ful�ll its origi -
nal mission of cultural exchange;

� Guarantee that J-1 workers have robust 
protections under U.S. labor and employ-
ment laws and that the program does not 
put downward pressure on wages and 
working conditions in a�ected industries; 

�  Hold employers accountable when 
they mistreat J-1 SWT workers or bypass  
U.S. workers;

�  Regulate the recruitment of J-1 SWT 
workers to protect against fraud, discrimi-
nation, fee charging, and tra�cking; 

�  Provide J-1 SWT workers e�ective mech-
anisms for legal recourse when their rights 
are violated; and

�  Make detailed information about the J-1 
SWT program publicly available on an an-
nual basis and easily accessible to stake-
holders, policymakers, and the public.

Almost  

16,000
lead companies have used 
the J-1 SWT program. 
They are identi�ed for the 
�rst time here.
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J-1 Summer Work Travel Visas By the Numbers in 2015

Total J-1 Visas 332,540

Total J-1 SWT Visas 94,983

J-1 SWT WORKERS

Women 55%

Men 45% 

Average Age 21

Countries of Origin 141

TOP 5 COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN FOR J-1 SWT WORKERS

Ireland 7,001

Bulgaria 5,97G/MCID 241 >>722274.4814 479.2003 Tm
[(7,)-30 (0)-80 (0)-70 tR  
/Span7729 463.3Chin(Bulgaria)Tj
ET
EMC 
/Span <</Lang (en-US)/MCID 233 >>BDC 
BT
8 0 0 8 27an7729 463.3604 Tm
[79s in 2015
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Background on the J-1 
Exchange Visitor Program 
and Summer Work Travel

The U.S. Department of State (DOS) manages the Exchange Visitor Program, 
which DOS describes as “further[ing] foreign policy interests … by increasing mu-
tual understanding between people of the United States and the people of other 
countries by means of mutual educational and cultural exchange experiences.”4 
The J-1 nonimmigrant visa classi�cation was created to facilitate the ability of 
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Findings

Based on analysis of 2015 SWT data painstakingly compiled from PDF �les provided 
by DOS in response to Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests, as well as insight 
gained from worker cases and other sources, this report outlines �ve key �ndings.
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Figure C shows the top J-1 SWT employ
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Figure D shows the top employers of 
J-1 SWT workers in the food and beverage 
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The top �ve employers in the real es-
tate industry listed in Figure F are less-

Figure FFigure F
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FIGURE G

Holiday Inn 
Contracting 
Arrangements in 
J-1 SWT Program:
A list of the many 
businesses contracting 
J-1 SWT workers for 
employment at Holiday 
Inn hotels in the U.S.

Source: Data and �gure 
are from the U.S. State 
Department, acquired through 
Freedom of Information 
Act request, in Catherine 
Bowman, Flexible Workers, 
Fissured Workplaces: Cultural 
Exchange For Hire In An Era 
of Precarious Labor, Ph.D. 
dissertation (2019), University 
of Colorado. 

Arrangements that lead to �ssuring32 
allow businesses to distance themselves 
from formal employment relationships 
in order to avoid paying payroll taxes, 
providing bene�ts, and meeting other ob-
ligations of formal employers. The exten-
sive use of subcontracting to �ssure the 
traditional employment relationship dis -
empowers workers and opens the door to 
many problematic issues such as making 
skills obsolete, enabling disparate treat-
ment, and diminishing worker protections 
and opportunities. In fact, according to 
former DOL Wage and Hour Administra-
tor David Weil, “the �ssured workplace 
contributes to growing earnings inequal-
ity.” 33 Our visa system should not help to 
fuel this destructive trend.

Third-party employers and subcontract-
ing companies should be prohibited from 
using temporary work visa programs like J-1 
SWT. Adding bureaucratic layers to the work 
arrangement for young foreign students 
employed in the United States only makes 
their status more precarious and the system 
more confusing. The negative consequenc-
es of allowing J-1 SWT students to work for 
subcontractors was on display in 2011 when 
hundreds of J-1 SWT workers employed by 
multiple layers of subcontractors walked 
out of a plant in Pennsylvania that packs 

HOLIDAY INN

The most common 
occupations for 

J-1 SWT workers 
also pay among the 
lowest wages in the 
U.S. labor market.
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Hershey’s chocolates to protest working 
conditions.34 At a minimum, J-1 sponsors 
should be required to disclose all details 
about any third-party or subcontracting ar-
rangements that may exist with companies 
where they place J-1 SWT workers.

Large chains such as McDonald’s and 
their franchisees are also using the SWT 
program extensively, despite sexual harass-
ment charges35 and �ndings of unfair labor 
practices, including failure to pay minimum 
wage and overtime.36 Franchises contribute 
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One recent Bloomberg Law report de-
tailed a Minnesota Supreme Court case in-
volving John Svihel, a farm owner in Min-
nesota, who employed both H-2A and J-1 
workers to work as farmworkers.39 The case 
centered around whether Svihel was required 
to pay state unemployment taxes despite not 
being required to pay federal taxes for his 
H-2A and J-1 workers. The H-2A temporary 
work visa program requires that employers 
recruit U.S. workers before hiring migrant 
workers, provide housing and transportation 
to H-2A employees, and pay migrant workers 
an adverse e�ect wage rate (AEWR)40 to pro-
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tional students on M visas, intra-company 
transferees with L-1 visas, H-2B workers in 
non-agricultural jobs, trainees with H-3 vi-
sas, and treaty investors with E-2 visas—as 
well as having successfully lobbied for the 
creation of its own temporary work visa 
program, the Q visa.43 In 2015, 1,900 Q visas 
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ment, despite the fact that DOS had banned 
this type of hard labor from the SWT pro-
gram in 2012 because of safety concerns.48 
After two weeks of work, Oliver received a 
paycheck for only a small percentage of the 
hours he had worked. Oliver describes that 
summer as traumatic and hopes no future 
J-1 workers will have the same experience 
he had alone in a foreign country.49

Sadly, abuses in the SWT program some-
times escalate beyond wage theft and reach 
the level of tra�cking. The Human Traf -
�cking Legal Center has documented at 
least �ve civil or criminal tra�cking cases 
for J-1 workers in recent years. This is an 
alarming number given the practical di� -
culty of bringing such cases to trial and the 
short duration of J-1 visas. Many cases go 
unreported or are never pursued because 
J-1 SWT workers are required to depart the 
country soon after their program ends.

From 2015 through 2017, the anti-traf-
�cking organization Polaris identi�ed 67 
victims of tra�cking who held a J-1 visa at 
the time that they reported abuse to the 
National Human Tra�cking Hotline. Six 
of the 67 J-1 visa holders who reported traf-
�cking identi�ed as potential sex tra�ck -
ing victims. The 67 J-1 workers who called 
the hotline did not identify what type of 
work they were doing with their visas.50

During the summer of 2011, a Miami 
Beach company recruited two young wom-
en from Kazakhstan through the SWT 
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acher are accused of getting away with 
abuses for some time because they con-
trolled both the businesses that employed 
the J-1 SWT workers and the sponsor orga-
nization, which in theory was responsible 
for protecting the safety of J-1 SWT workers 
and advocating on their behalf. The Schum-
achers, according to the lawsuit, ignored 
complaints of low pay, irregular hours, and 
inadequate housing, and convinced their 
J-1 employees that they would su�er seri-
ous harm if they did not continue to work 
for their companies. The workers earned 
so little they were barely able to pay their 
expenses in Oklahoma, much less return 
home and repay the thousands of dollars’ 
worth of loans they had taken out to pay re-
cruitment fees and travel expenses.

26
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ing 5,758 entries were listed as “seeking 
employment” or “exempt from pre-place-
ment,” accounting for approximately 6 per-
cent of all J-1 SWT workers. Those workers 
were either looking for a job or between 
jobs on the date that the SWT data was gen-
erated from the Student and Exchange Vis-
itor Information System (SEVIS) database. 
J-1 SWT workers who are seeking employ-
ment, either immediately after arriving in 
the United States or during their program, 
are inherently vulnerable by virtue of not 
having stable employment or income.

5. There is a lack inh6ransparency in the 
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Recommendations

The ILRWG urges that the following reforms be 
implemented in order to protect workers and bring 
integrity to the J-1 Summer Work Travel program:

Renewed Purpose 

Require that the program ful�ll its original mis -
sion of cultural exchange

�  Expressly de�ne the cultural exchange require-
ments of the program.
�  Prevent J-1 SWT workers from being over-
worked and preserve su�cient time for each to 
engage in meaningful cultural activities away 
from work.
�  Conduct a study to assess the impact of the 
SWT program on U.S. youth employment and 
explore the prospects for shifting toward a recip-
rocal exchange model that also a�ords U.S. youth 
opportunities to travel and work abroad. 

Effective Oversight

Guarantee that J-1 workers have robust  
labor and employment protections and that the 
program does not adversely a�ect the wages 
and working conditions of U.S. workers

�  Create a meaningful role for the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor to oversee the work-related as-
pects of the J-1 SWT program.
�  Require DOL to assess the impact of the program 
on the domestic workforce and implement regu-
lations to protect all workers and raise labor stan-
dards for impacted industries.
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�  Require sponsors and employers to pay J-1 
SWT workers prevailing wages and respect 
union collective bargaining agreements.
�  Permit members of the public and 
worker advocacy organizations to chal-
lenge the legitimacy of posted wage rates 
and job classifications.
�  Prohibit J-1 SWT workers from being 
employed in occupations that are danger-
ous or lack cultural interaction, including 
housekeeping, modeling, and janitorial 
services, occupations DOS has identi�ed in 
regulations as being “frequently associated 
with tra�cking in persons.”
�  Institute a numerical limit on the num-
ber of J-1 SWT workers that any single em-
ployer or brand may hire per year.
�  Fund e�ective oversight of sponsor and 
employer compliance with program rules.
�  Clarify the process for decertifying spon-
sors and barring employers who violate la-
bor and/or employment laws.
�  Require employers to certify that they 
will comply with all program regulations 
and applicable federal and state laws before 
each placement.
�  Create and publish a list of employers and 
responsible business agents or represen-
tatives that are banned from the program 
for violating labor, employment, and other 
workplace laws.
�  Require worker orientation programs 
upon arrival to the U.S. that include review 
of employment rights under local, state, 
and federal law.
�  Create an exit interview survey tool that 
is not administered by sponsors to collect 
information from each J-1 worker to in-
form annual reporting and continuous pro-
gram improvement.
�  Ban third-party employers from the pro-
gram and better regulate subcontractors.

Fair Recruitment
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J-1 Summer Work Travel workers by state,01845-1848 (cont.)184618471848Nevada7791,1991,3091,638New Hampshire2,0462,1652,4372,611New Jersey4,7875,3715,0834,707
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Appendix B

Principles for Fair Recruitment
The ILRWG has developed a list of eight principles that should be ensured in any visa 
program that recruits international workers to the U.S., including programs that may 
also contain a cultural exchange component. These principles should inform the regula-
tions, structure, and enforcement of the J-1 Summer Work and Travel program, among 
myriad other work visa categories:

1. Freedom from Discrimination and 
Retaliation.  Workers have the right to a 
recruitment and employment experience 
free of discrimination and retaliation.

2. Right to Know The Process and 
Their Rights.  Workers have the right to 
be informed in a language they understand 
about the recruitment process and their 
rights under U.S. work visa programs.

3. Freedom from Economic Coercion. 
Workers shall have the right to freedom 
from economic coercion in U.S. work 
visa programs and should not be charged 
recruitment fees.

4. Right to Receive a Contract with Fair 
Terms and to Give Informed Consent. 
Workers shall have the right to a legal em-
ployment contract that respects their 
rights and the right to provide informed 
consent before being hired.

5. Employer Accountability.  Workers 
shall have the right to be recruited for 
work in the United States under a system 
that holds the employer accountable for 
any and all abuses su�ered during their re-
cruitment or employment.

6. Freedom of Movement.  Workers 
shall have the right to move freely and 
change employers while working in the  
United States.

7. Freedom of Association and Collec -
tive Bargaining.  Workers shall have the 
right to form and join unions and to bar-
gain and advocate collectively to promote 
their rights and interests.

8. Access to Justice.  Workers shall have 
the right to access justice for abuses suf-
fered under U.S. work visa programs.
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https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes393091.htm; 37-2012 Maids 
and Housekeeping Cleaners, Occupational Employment Statistics, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, https://www.
bls.gov/oes/2017/may/oes372012.htm.

31 For example, in the H-2A program minimum wage rates are 
calculated to guarantee “that guestworkers would not ‘adversely 
a�ect’ the wages of U.S. workers. To prevent ‘adverse e�ects,’ the 
program required employers to pay at least the local ‘prevailing 
wage’ for the speci�c job.” See Farmworker Justice, Adverse E�ect 
Wage Rate Rule, https://www.farmworkerjustice.org/sites/default/
�les/AEWR% 20Fact%20Sheet.pdf. Similar calculations are made 
to establish H-2B wages (employers must usually pay the local 
average wage), but no such consideration or calculation is made to 
prevent adverse e�ects by SWT wages.

32 For more information on �ssuring and its impact on labor 
standards, see generally David Weil, The Fissured Workplace: Why 
Work Became So Bad for So Many and What Can Be Done to 
Improve It, Harvard University Press (2014), and website at http://
www.�ssuredworkplace.net/the-problem.php. 

33 David Weil, “How to Make Employment Fair in an Age of 
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