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Brief Chronology of US Family 

Immigration Policy 
• Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1952: Family-preference system within the country quotas;  

spouses,   minor children  and parents of minor  children of US system were not subject to quotas.  

Parents of US citizens age 21 and over were in the preference system. Immediate relatives of US 

citizens not subject to quotas. 

 

• Immigration and Naturalization Act 1965: Stipulation  of  family relationships  in allocating visas for 

legal permanent residents (LPRs). Immediate relatives of US citizens, including parents of US 

citizens 21 years old and older, not subject to quotas. Most visas to be allocated based on family 

relationship. 

 

• 1976:  Family-sponsored preference system applied to countries from the Western Hemisphere.  

 

• 1990:  Illusory increase to 480 thousand for family-sponsored; introduced a “zero sum” concept in 

the family-based system by   tying   immediate family visas to family sponsored visas; small increase 

in family-sponsored visas  to  226  thousand. Effectively sets number of visas at 226 thousand, only 

11 thousand higher than before the change. 
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Cont. Brief Chronology of US Family Immigration Policy 

• Other changes affecting family immigration  

• LIFE Act of 2000: Beneficiaries of visa petitions  submitted by April 

30, 2001 and residing in US by December 21, 2000 could adjust their 

status in the United States.  

• Child Status Protection Act: “freezes” the age of a child waiting in line 

for a visa so that he/she is not changed to the unmarried children 

queue when turning 21 years old. Only for children of citizens or 

immigrants who naturalize after the visa petition is submitted. 

• Provisional Unlawful Presence Waiver: Visa beneficiaries of 

immediate relatives of US citizens can depart to collect their visas 

abroad  and will not face the re-entry bar. Must show prove that  US 

spouse or parent will suffer extreme hardship if re-entry were to be  

denied,  
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Current system:  

• Immediate relatives of US citizens (Parents, children under 

age 21, spouses) always  without numerical limitations.  

• Family sponsored immigrants, preference system:  

– F1: Unmarried sons and daughters of US citizens ages 21 and over,  

– F2a: spouses and children of legal permanent residents,  

– F2b: unmarried sons and daughter of legal permanent residents age 

21 and older 

– F3 Married children of US citizens, 

– F4: Siblings of US citizens 
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Changes in Family Immigration Proposed in Senate-

passed  Bill S. 744 (June 2013) 

• Spouses and minor children of LPRs  not subject 

to numerical limitations. 

• Restricts the age of married children of US 

citizens under age 32.   

• Eliminates visas for the siblings of US citizens. 

• Increases the number of visas for countries with 

substantial immigration.  

• Eliminates current backlogs.  
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Summary of changes in Family 

Migration System 

• In the last 50 years there have been very little substantive 

changes to the family-based immigration system. 

• Citizens and legal permanent residents continue to be 

treated differently. 

• The underlying preference system for family-sponsored 

immigrants has not changed. 

• Even after multiple amendments to the 1965 Immigration 

Act, the numerical limit on family-sponsored visas remains 

virtually unchanged. 
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Strengths of the family-based 

 immigration system 
• Egalitarian in nature and hence more consistent with the 

character of this Nation.  

• Family-based  immigration policy reduces immigrants’  

psychological cost of immigration and hence fosters integration 

and the economic contribution of immigrants. 

• Easy to implement, as family ties are relatively easy to 

document. 

• Not driven by short-term economic considerations, providing a   

steady supply of immigrants. 

• Provides immigrants of all kinds of skills (although tilted toward 

lower skilled) 

• Inserts integration policy by promoting citizenship 
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Weaknesses 

• It shuts out  potential immigrants just because they do not have 

an immediate relative in the US.  

• The multiplier effect: Immigration will continue and continue 

with no end.  

• Unbounded due the unlimited number of petitions by citizens. 

• Arbitrary  numerical limitations for family preference visas 

• Few slots = family separation  

• Few slots + no sponsor = undocumented immigration 

• 4.3 million waiting in line (abroad only, no adjusters)  in Nov  

2012 
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Pressures on the system 

• Family- preference visas declining as a 

share of all visas 

• Long- waiting lines 

• The share of new arrivals among family 

visas is declining 

 



URBAN INSTITUTE 

34% 

20% 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012

Percentage Family-Sponsored Visas among all Legal 

Permanent Residence Visas Awarded: 1994-2012 



URBAN INSTITUTE 

Waiting line-  

Persons waiting abroad only 
Number of Approved Visas (Nov 2012) and Numerical Limits 

 Number of 
approved visas (as 
of Nov 2012) 

Numerical Limit  (as of 
Visa Bulletin Dec 2013)  

F1 (unmarried  sons and 
daughters age  21 and older 
of  citizens) 

288,705 23,400 

F2a: (Spouses and children of 
LPRs)  

220,313 87,300 (77% of 114,000) 

F2b: (unmarried sons and 
daughters age 21 and older of  
LPRs ) 

486,597 26,220 (23% of 114,000) 

F3:  (married children of 
citizen) 

830,906 23,400 

F4: (siblings of US citizens) 2,473,114 65,000 

Total 4,299,635 225,800 
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Immigration law contains 

provisions that promote and 

sustain family separations.  

 

National data show evidence 

consistent with family separation. 
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Provisions in  immigration laws that result in 

family separations 

• Long waiting lines: Separation from family members 

• Re-entry bar:  Chances of separation upon acquiring visa and trying to 

re-enter legally  

• Affidavit of support:  Sponsors  must have  income at or above 125% 

of the poverty level. Many do not qualify and cannot reunite 

• Temporary Status Protection:  No free travel to home country,  no 

pathway to legal status, cannot reunite with family 

• No pathway to legalization for unauthorized immigrants: 

Undocumented families with long tenure in the US separated across 

national borders, children crossing the border possibly to reunite with 

family 
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A high share of  adults  

are married with spouse absent (2011) 

 

– Native–born:  1.4%  

– Foreign-born: 5.3 % 

– Hispanic immigrants:  6.2% 

– Recent immigrants (5 years in the US):  7.4% 

–  Higher for men than for women 
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High share of single male family 

households 

• Natives: 5.5 % of natives live in households 

headed by men with no wife present  

• Immigrants: 8.7 % 

• Hispanic immigrants: 12.1 % 

• Recent immigrants: 11% 
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The  relationship of children to the 

head of the household 

Biological child of the householder. A child 

(biological or other )of the householder 

– Natives: 83% 

– Foreign-born: 72% 
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  Native-born All immigrants 

Hispanic 

immigrants 

Recent 

immigrants 

Biological child  83.5 72.4 73.9 69.1 

Adopted child, stepchild, or 

child-in-law  

6.0 13.8 10.1 12.7 

Grandchild 7.4 3.7 4.0 5.3 

Other  3.1 10.1 12.0 12.9 

Number of children (thousands)        71,252          2,765       1,3634       1,281 

The  relationship of children to the head 

of the household (%, 2011) 
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Separations of children from parents, 2011 

No separation: 
Father arrived 

to US same 
year as child , 

66.1% 

 1 year, 10.3% 

 2-5 years, 
14.9% 

6 or more 
years , 8.6% 

   Father/Child Separations 
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The time the average foreign-born 

child spends away from their 

foreign-born parents 
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Opportunities and Threats to the Family-based 

Immigration System 

Threats 

• Global competition for 

talent 

• Increased demand for skills 

in the US labor market 

• Terrorism/international 

crime 

 

Opportunities 

• Better technology  for 

enforcement and fraud 

detection 

• The aging of the US 

workforce 

• Flexible labor demand and 

guess worker programs 
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Conclusion 

• Immigration laws that keep families separated 
contrast with the narrative of a family-based 
immigration system. 

• Unauthorized immigration and family separation are 
embedded in the current family-based immigration 
system. 

• Numerical limitations  in family-sponsored visas do 
not reflect demand; could be made flexible and  
linked to demand for these visas. 

• System could give priority to family members 
waiting abroad.  

 


