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The recent (June 22nd) presidential proclamation suspending
short-term work visas, including the H-1B and certain categories of
J-1 programs [1], has created significant distress among the
community of visiting scholars in the USA. As participants in the J-
1 program, we would like to voice our concerns about what we
believe to be a misguided policy. There are legitimate issues
regarding the exploitation of short-term work visas and their
recipients that should be addressed specifically, and while J-1
research scholars (the category encompassing most US post-
doctoral researchers) are currently exempt from the proclamation,
many scientists will still be affected.
The USA is ranked first in the world in scientific output but is

closely followed by countries like China, Germany, the UK and
Japan. Suspending temporary visa programs for scientists severely
affects scientific enterprise in the USA, where it is estimated that
over half of post-doctoral scientists, the cornerstone of the
research workforce, are temporary visa holders [2]. The problems
that this proclamation creates are manifold.

(1) Scientific work is highly specialized, and sometimes there
are only a handful of people in the world that have the
expertise to apply certain experimental or theoretical
methods. Sometimes these people are not in the US and
bringing them in as visiting scholars allows for the transfer
of crucial knowledge to American laboratories. Limiting this
exchange of expertise severely restricts the capacity of
American work groups to absorb new methods developed
abroad.

(2) Visiting scholars often bring their own funding from their
countries of origin, and therefore also represent a direct net
financial gain for the country. This is in addition to the
indirect gain obtained by absorbing the expertise of people
who have received several thousands of dollars’ worth of
education and training in other countries.

(3) There is empirical evidence that the impact of research by
foreign-born scientists is on average higher than that of locals
who have no international mobility experience, even when
accounting for differences in relative career positions in their
countries of origin [3]. Also, studies show that diverse research
groups, which are often characterized by international
members, tend to publish more frequently and are cited
more often [4]. These groups benefit from the range of ideas
and perspectives that are essential for the innovative thinking
that drives scientific advancement. This indicates that there is
a gain in research quality to be obtained from international
cooperation that cannot be replaced by quickly substituting
visiting scientists with locals.

(4) Moving to another country takes a substantial financial,
logistic and emotional toll on visiting scholars. Scientists who
choose to do this often must relocate their families, be
separated from friends and loved ones, learn a new language
and deal with varying levels of bureaucratic hurdles. Due to
emergencies, they may also need to travel abroad without
much warning. Adding another barrier to this process just
increases the burden inherent to these circumstances. Even
though the new policy is temporary and does not immedi-
ately affect visiting researchers currently in the US, there is
now a growing concern that harsher measures might be
implemented in the near future. The lack of security this
creates will likely dissuade many foreign scholars from
uprooting their lives to work in the USA. Instead, many
scientists are already choosing to pursue positions elsewhere.
Other countries, such as Germany, France and China, have
recently increased their efforts to attract foreign scientists
[5, 6], for instance by offering permanent residency status for
visitors with PhDs who secure certain positions. The June
22nd proclamation therefore reduces the ability of US labs to
attract highly qualified personnel who can otherwise secure
positions in other countries.

(5) The proclamation causes unnecessary distress not only for
the visiting scholar community but also for their American
colleagues and group leaders who rely on their work for
the continuation of their research, which is only exacer-
bated by the current disruption imposed by the COVID-19
pandemic.

In closing, we urge the current administration and all relevant
policy makers to reconsider this course of action, and we request
that all members of the academic community express the
importance of these visa programs to the general public and to
their government representatives. Though temporary, the enacted
suspensions may lead to a long-term disruption of scientific
research in the US, much of which is crucial for public health and
technological advancement. The resulting exodus of scientific
talent to other industrialized nations could directly damage the
nation’s leading scientific research and higher education institu-
tions for years to come.
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