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When Business Travel Becomes Unauthorized Work:
Global Mobility Risks for Consumer Brands

Consumer brands routinely deploy employees across borders for store launches, vendor audits, quality
control visits, and retail training programs. These assignments often feel routine — a buyer flies to a
supplier’s facility, a merchandising lead oversees a flagship opening, a compliance officer conducts an on-
site inspection. Whether launching a new market, conducting factory inspections, or supporting a high-
profile product rollout, these assignments are often viewed as routine operational activity.

Yet beneath the operational normalcy lies a significant and underappreciated legal risk: the blurred line
between permissible business travel and unauthorized work.

Most countries permit foreign nationals to enter as business visitors for activities such as attending
meetings, negotiating contracts, or conducting market research. However, activities commonly associated
with consumer operations, such as supervising local staff, executing hands-on quality checks, or
delivering services that would otherwise be performed by a local worker, may cross into immigration-
defined “work,” even when an employee remains on foreign payroll. The distinction is not always
intuitive, and enforcement thresholds vary widely by jurisdiction.

In the United States, the B-1 business visitor visa, or its Visa Waiver Program equivalent, permits a range
of legitimate business activities, including consultations, contract negotiations, and participation in
professional conferences. However, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) draws a line when the
traveler’s activities constitute “productive work” for a U.S.-based operation. A regional training manager
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entering to deliver hands-on staff instruction at a newly opened retail location, for example, could be
deemed to be performing work that requires employer sponsorship and an appropriate work
authorization. CBP officers exercise broad discretionary authority at ports of entry, and a traveler whose
stated purpose does not align with their job title, itinerary, or prior travel history may face secondary
inspection, denial of entry, or, in serious cases, a finding of misrepresentation.

For consumer brands, the consequences can extend beyond immigration compliance. An employee denied
entry at the border does not simply miss a flight; they may also delay a product launch, disrupt a critical
vendor relationship, or leave a store opening understaffed during its highest-visibility moment. Repeat
immigration violations can result in future entry bans for the individual, heightened scrutiny of the
company’s broader mobility program, and reputational exposure in markets where brand trust is hard-
won and easily damaged. Repeated issues may also result in increased scrutiny of a company’s broader
mobility practices and create unnecessary operational disruption.

Proactive compliance measures, including jurisdiction-specific travel risk assessments, employee briefing
protocols, and clear documentation of the business purpose for each trip, can meaningfully reduce
exposure. Legal counsel should be engaged when the scope of activities expands beyond relationship-
building into operational delivery.

As brands scale globally and compress launch timelines, short-term mobility will only increase. Treating
immigration compliance as an operational input — alongside logistics, sourcing, and customs — is no
longer optional. The cost of getting it wrong is measured not just in legal fees, but in missed market
moments.
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