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Welcome & Overview
Bringing extended family members to live in the United States as lawful permanent residents is a primary
goal for many families, but the process requires significant patience. Unlike immediate relatives of U.S.
citizens, sponsorships for siblings and adult children are subject to strict annual numerical limits set by
Congress.
Because the demand for these visas far exceeds the annual supply, applicants must wait in a
chronological queue based on their priority date. This resource guide explains how family preference
categories work, how to track your place in line using the Visa Bulletin, and why wait times vary
dramatically.
Important Notice: Visa availability and processing queues fluctuate constantly. This guide serves as an
educational resource regarding general immigration architecture and does not constitute formal legal
advice. Gonzalez Law Offices charges for comprehensive case reviews and personalized legal strategy
sessions.

The 4 Core Checklists for Sponsoring Family Preference Relatives

The immigration system groups family relationships into distinct, numerically capped categories known
as preference categories. Identifying your specific category is the first step in estimating your timeline:

First Preference (F1): Unmarried sons and daughters, age 21 or older, of U.S. citizens.
Second Preference A (F2A): Spouses and unmarried children under age 21 of Lawful Permanent
Residents.
Second Preference B (F2B): Unmarried sons and daughters, age 21 or older, of Lawful Permanent
Residents.
Third Preference (F3): Married sons and daughters of U.S. citizens.
Fourth Preference (F4): Brothers and sisters of adult U.S. citizens (the sponsor must be at least 21 years
old).

Section 1: Identifying Your Family Preference Category

Your wait time does not begin when you first think about sponsoring your relative; it officially starts when
the initial paperwork is properly secured by the government:

Form I-130 Submission: The U.S. sponsor must file Form I-130, a family-based immigrant petition, with
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services.
Establishing the Priority Date: The date USCIS officially receives your Form I-130 becomes your
permanent Priority Date. This date represents your official place in the visa queue.
The Receipt Notice: USCIS issues a Form I-797C Notice of Action confirming receipt, which clearly lists
your assigned Priority Date and tracking number.
Petition Approval: USCIS reviews the relationship documents and approves the petition, then forwards
the file to the National Visa Center for long-term tracking.

Section 2: Essential Steps to Establish Your Priority Date



Understanding the structural variables that influence the visa queue can help your family prepare for long
processing intervals:

Per-Country Caps: Federal law dictates that no single country can receive more than 7% of the total
available family preference visas in a fiscal year, creating longer lines for high-demand nations.
Aging Out Protections: Children under 21 are prioritized. If a sponsored child turns 21 while waiting, they
automatically shift into an adult preference category, though the Child Status Protection Act may lock
in their age under specific conditions.
Sponsor Naturalization: If a Lawful Permanent Resident sponsor becomes a U.S. citizen while a petition
is pending, the preference category automatically upgrades to a faster tier, retaining the original
Priority Date.
Document Readiness: Once the priority date becomes current, the National Visa Center requires
immediate submission of financial affidavits and civil records to schedule the final interview.

Section 4: Critical Dynamic Factors That Impact Your Wait

To track when a visa number will become available for your relative, you must monitor the Department of
State's monthly Visa Bulletin. Review the monthly data using these key reference factors:

Locating the Chart: Review the appropriate family-sponsored visa table published online every month
by the government.
Cross-Referencing the Category: Match your specific preference code (F1, F2B, F3, or F4) with the left-
hand column of the chart.
Checking Chargeability Areas: Look across the row to find the applicant's country of birth. Most
countries fall under the All Chargeability Areas baseline, but mainland China, India, Mexico, and the
Philippines have unique columns due to extreme backlogs.
Reading the Action Date: The chart lists a specific cut-off date. If your personal Priority Date is earlier
than the date printed on the chart, your visa is current, and final processing can begin.

Long-Term Planning: Sponsorships for siblings and married adult children routinely take over a
decade to become current. Early filing is crucial to locking in a priority date as soon as possible.
Address Maintenance: Because these cases remain active across multiple decades, keeping your
contact information current with both USCIS and the National Visa Center is mandatory to prevent
automatic case termination.
Accurate Documentation: A simple typographical mistake or missing signature on your initial filing
can cause an immediate rejection, delaying the establishment of your priority date by months.

Key Takeaways for Families

Section 3: How to Correctly Read the Visa Bulletin
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Need Personalized Guidance?
Navigating the multi-year visa queue requires meticulous long-
term planning and strict adherence to shifting regulations. At
Gonzalez Law Offices, we help families build durable
immigration strategies and confidently manage their petitions
from initial filing to final arrival.
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