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A Guide to Visa Sponsorship in Family
Medicine Residency: Myths, Facts & Tips

International Medical Graduates (IMGs) are an essential part of the U.S. physician workforce, comprising approximately
one-quarter of all practicing U.S. physicians. They play a particularly important role in family medicine, rural practice,
and medically underserved communities. Recruiting IMG physicians is not just a workforce solution; it allows residency
programs to attract highly qualified physicians while strengthening a diverse workforce that serves patients across a
wide range of communities. Understanding visa pathways helps programs ease administrative anxiety, recruit excep-
tional talent, and expand access to care.

The J-1 Exchange Visitor pathway is structured to make this process accessible and manageable. For residency pro-
grams, the J-1 visa is generally straightforward to administer, involves little to no institutional financial cost, and is
achievable by a July 1 start date with early planning and coordination between the applicant and program. This quide
highlights the operational differences between the J-1 and H-1B nonimmigrant pathways and answers common
myths while offering resources and tools.

The Basics: J-1vs. H-1B Visas

While IMG physicians enter residency training through several pathways, this comparison highlights the key
operational and financial differences between J-1 and H-1B status, the two primary nonimmigrant visa pathways

used by residency programs.

Key Facts

Used By

Purpose

Sponsored By

Responsible Party

Financial Cost

Return to Home Country

Exam Requirement

J-1Visa

Commonly used by IMGs entering U.S. graduate
medical education and clinical training

Graduate Medical Education (GME)
& Clinical Training

Intealth/ECFMG1 which is authorized by the U.S.
Department of State to sponsor foreign national

physicians in the J-1 Alien Physician category

Shared responsibility between the Applicant,
Intealth, and the Residency Program
(via the Training Program Liaison)

Generally limited institutional cost; J-1
sponsorship fees are typically paid by the
applicant unless the institution elects to pay
them. Institutions may also need a MylIntealth
account to participate in the process for a
nominal fee

Many J-1 physicians who receive graduate
medical education or training in the United
States are subject to the two-year home-
country physical presence requirement unless
they obtain a waiver

J-1visa eligibility is based on Intealth/ECFMG
sponsorship requirements, not USMLE Step 3

H-1B Visa

Used when the institution elects to petition for
physician employment in H-1B status

Employment in a specialty occupation, including
the provision of medical services

Residency program’s institution, as the direct
legal visa sponsor and employer

Residency program’s institution

Several fees may apply, as detailed in the
USCIS Fee Schedule. H-1B sponsorship typically
involves standard USCIS filing fees, anti-fraud
fees, optional premium processing, and legal
counsel. Programs should confirm current
requirements with institutional counsel

No two-year home-country physical presence
requirement. H-1B status also permits dual
intent, allowing a physician to pursue permanent
residency while in the United States

Physicians providing direct patient care
generally must meet H-1B physician
requirements, including appropriate licensing
and examination requirements; programs
commonly require USMLE Step 3 before filing
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A Guide to J-1 Visa Myths, Facts, and Tips for Residency Programs

Because J-1 status is a common visa pathway for IMG physicians in U.S. graduate medical education and clinical
training, the detailed Myths, Facts & Tips section below focuses on streamlining the J-1 process, dispelling common
administrative misconceptions, and identifying practical institutional resources.

(For programs considering the H-1B pathway, please consult your institution’s legal counsel regarding the filing

process, fees, and employer requirements.)

1

MYTH: Visas are expensive for my institution.

FACT: For J-1 sponsorship, the applicant

generally pays the annual application fee to
ECFMG/Intealth unless the institution elects to cover it.
The program’s primary role is to coordinate timely
administrative submission through the designated
Training Program Liaison (TPL) so the sponsorship
application and supporting documentation can

move smoothly.

TIP! How to Navigate Visas: Learn about the
sponsorship process and find step-by-step institutional
checklists directly through ECFMG for both new
institutions sponsoring J-1 physicians and returning
institutions. These resources help training programs
navigate paperwork efficiently and support a smooth
transition for matched residents.

2,

MY TH: Visa processing requires involvement

from a legal department.

FACT: For J-1 sponsorship, ECFMG/Intealth

manages the sponsorship process under authorization
from the U.S. Department of State. Routine paperwork
is typically coordinated by the applicant, the host
institution, and ECFMG/Intealth through the designated
TPL. While legal counsel may be needed for unusual
circumstances, it is not typically required for routine
J-1 sponsorship processing.

TIP! How to Coordinate Visa Processing:
Start with your institution’s existing internal
infrastructure and identify who manages, or could
manage, the process as the designated TPL. To develop
a standard workflow for routine J-1 visa processing,
use the step-by-step instructions in the Mylintealth
Entity User Guide for J-1 Visa Sponsorship and the

comprehensive J-1 Host Institution Resources page.
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https://www.uscis.gov/working-in-the-united-states/h-1b-specialty-occupations
https://www.ecfmg.org/myintealth/userguide-evsp-tpl.pdf
https://www.ecfmg.org/myintealth/userguide-evsp-tpl.pdf
https://www.ecfmg.org/evsp/resources-host-institutions.html
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MY TH: There is risk of being unable to acquire
a J-1 visa after the Match.

FACT: J-1sponsorship is a well-established

pathway, but final visa issuance depends on timely
completion of the sponsorship application, consular
appointment availability, security or administrative
processing, and country-specific conditions.
Programs can reduce risk through early planning,
close coordination with the TPL and applicant, and
contingency planning for delayed starts or deferrals
when broader processing disruptions occur.

TIP! How To Manage/Mitigate
Potential Issues:
= Use ECFMG/Intealth’s host-institution resources and
contact options to navigate more complex J-1
sponsorship questions and processing issues.

= Monitor potential delays using the Visa Appointment

Wait Times tool, and check for localized embassy
closures, reduced staffing, or severe interview
backlogs in the applicant’'s home country.

= Stay informed about potential policy barriers to visa
issuance. Programs should regularly check the U.S.
Department of State’s Visa News Updates and
relevant U.S. Embassy websites early in the interview
and Match cycle to determine whether a candidate’s
home country is affected by travel restrictions, visa
processing limitations, or other country-specific
requirements.

4

MYTH: The J-1 visa holder cannot enter the U.S.

to attend orientation or pre-residency programs.

FACT: J-1 exchange visitors may not enter the

United States more than 30 days before the program
start date listed on Form DS-2019.2 For a standard July
1 residency start date, this generally means arrival no
earlier than June 1. Program activities should occur
within the official program dates listed on the DS-2019.

TIP! How To Optimize Onboarding:

= Keep internal administrative timelines moving
efficiently so the applicant’'s Form DS-2019 can
be issued after ECFMG/Intealth approves the
sponsorship application. The applicant uses the
DS-2019 to apply for a J-1 visa, and the TPL and
applicant should follow ECFMG/Intealth instructions
for accessing, printing, signing, and retaining the form.

= If visa processing bottlenecks prevent an incoming
resident from arriving in time for in-person
orientation, provide virtual orientation content,
asynchronous modules, scheduled remote meetings,
and a condensed in-person onboarding after arrival.

= Ensure all incoming IMG residents have equitable
access to orientation, mentorship, and institutional
resources regardless of their visa status. Small,
inclusive cultural supports go a long way in setting
up IMG physicians for long-term clinical and
personal success.

By understanding these pathways, residency
programs can successfully recruit talented global
physicians, reduce unnecessary barriers to entry, and
strengthen the family medicine workforce which
ultimately improves access to high-quality care for
patients and communities nationwide.
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https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/visa-information-resources/wait-times.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/visa-information-resources/wait-times.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/News/visas-news.html
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Sources Consulted

The sources below were selected because they provide official guidance on J-1 physician sponsorship,
host-institution responsibilities, H-1B employment-based sponsorship, filing fees, J-1 entry timing,
consular processing, and the two-year home-country physical presence requirement.
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