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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING THE I-130
PETITION FOR ALIEN RELATIVE

Filing  a  Form  I-130,  officially  known  as  the  Petition  for  Alien
Relative,  is  the  first  major  step  in  bringing  a  family  member  to
the United States through lawful permanent residence (a green
card).  This  Customer  Guide  A  1  About  Filing  An  I  130
provides clear, actionable information for U.S. citizens and lawful
permanent residents who want to sponsor a relative. Navigating
immigration paperwork can feel overwhelming, but with careful
preparation and a thorough understanding of the process, you
can  avoid  delays  and  common  pitfalls.  This  guide  covers
everything  from  eligibility  and  required  documents  to  filing
procedures and what happens after  you submit  your petition.
Whether you are sponsoring a spouse, parent, child, or sibling,
this  comprehensive resource will  help you move forward with
confidence.

WHAT IS FORM I-130 AND WHO CAN FILE?

The I-130 petition is used by U.S. citizens and lawful permanent
residents (green card holders)  to establish a qualifying family

relationship with a relative who wants to immigrate to the United
States.  The  form  is  filed  with  U.S.  Citizenship  and  Immigration
Services (USCIS). Once approved, it creates a place in the family-
based preference system (for certain categories) or allows the
relative to apply for an immigrant visa or adjust status if they are
already in the U.S.
To  file,  you  must  be  at  least  21  years  old  (if  petitioning  for  a
sibling or parent) and meet specific relationship criteria. Here are
the categories of relatives you can sponsor:

Immediate relatives of U.S. citizens: spouses, unmarried
children under 21, and parents (if the petitioner is at least
21). These relatives have no annual visa cap, making the
process faster.
Family preference categories for relatives of U.S.
citizens and permanent residents: unmarried adult children
(over 21), married children, siblings (if petitioner is a citizen
over 21), and spouses or unmarried children of green card
holders. These categories have annual limits, which can
lead to long waiting periods.

As a customer guide about filing an I-130, it is critical to identify
your  relationship  category  early  because  it  determines  your
relative’s priority date and the overall timeline. Check the current
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Visa Bulletin published by the U.S. Department of State to see
how long the wait might be for your category.

STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS: HOW TO FILE AN I-130
PETITION

1. Gather Required
Evidence
The  success  of  your  I-130  petition  depends  heavily  on  the
evidence you provide. USCIS requires proof of both your status as
a petitioner  and your  relationship  with  the beneficiary.  Common
documents include:

Proof of U.S. citizenship or lawful permanent residence:
copy of a birth certificate, naturalization certificate,
passport, or green card (front and back).
Proof of relationship: marriage certificate (for spouse), birth
certificates (for children or parents), adoption decrees, or
other legal documents.
Proof of termination of prior marriages, if applicable:
divorce decrees or death certificates.
Additional evidence for sibling petitions: birth certificates
showing that both siblings share at least one common
parent.
For spousal petitions: evidence of a bona fide marital
relationship, such as joint bank statements, lease
agreements, photographs, affidavits from friends, and

correspondence showing you live together or have a shared
life.

2. Complete Form I-130
The form itself can be downloaded from the USCIS website. Fill it
out carefully using black ink or type directly on the PDF. Pay close
attention  to  the  instructions  for  each  field.  You  will  need  to
provide  information  about  yourself  (the  petitioner)  and  the
beneficiary (your relative). If you are filing for a spouse, you also
need to list all children (biological or adopted) from both parties.
Double-check names, dates, and places to avoid minor errors that
could cause delays.

3. Form I-130A Supplement
(for Spouse Petitions)
If you are petitioning for a spouse, you must also include Form
I-130A,  Supplemental  Information  for  Spouse  Beneficiary.  This
form asks for biographical and contact details about your spouse.
Both the I-130 and I-130A must be filed together.

4. Pay the Filing Fee
As  of  the  latest  update,  the  filing  fee  for  Form  I-130  is  $535
(check the USCIS website for current amounts). Fee waivers are
available  in  limited  circumstances  if  you  can  prove  financial
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hardship.  You can pay by check, money order,  or credit  card
using Form G-1450. Make the check payable to “U.S. Department
of Homeland Security.”

5. Prepare and Assemble
Your Packet
Organize  all  documents  in  the  order  specified  by  the  form
instructions. Add a cover letter listing the contents, but avoid
stapling  pages—use  paperclips  or  binder  clips.  Include  two
passport-style  photos  of  the  beneficiary  (if  required).  Photocopy
everything  before  mailing;  USCIS  will  not  return  original
documents  unless  you  request  them.

6. Mail to the Correct USCIS
Lockbox
The mailing address depends on your category and where you
live.  Form  I-130  instructions  provide  a  table  with  lockbox
addresses (e.g., Phoenix, AZ or Dallas, TX). For courier services
(FedEx, UPS), use a different street address. Confirm the correct
address on the USCIS website before sending.

7. Wait for Receipt Notice
and Case Status Updates
Once USCIS receives your petition, they will mail you a receipt
notice (Form I-797C) with a 13-character receipt number starting
with “IOE” or “MSC” etc. You can track your case online using the
USCIS Case Status tool. Processing times vary widely: immediate
relative petitions can take 6–18 months, while family preference
categories may take years due to visa backlogs.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID WHEN FILING AN I-130

A well-prepared Customer Guide A 1 About Filing An I 130
must highlight typical  errors petitioners make.  Avoid these to
prevent Requests for Evidence (RFEs) or denials:

Insufficient evidence of relationship: For a spouse, lack
of joint financial documents or too few photos can raise red
flags. Provide a variety of evidence covering the entire
relationship.
Leaving fields blank: If a question does not apply, write
“N/A.” Do not leave empty spaces.
Not signing the form: Both petitioner and beneficiary (if
filing from abroad) must sign where indicated. A missing
signature means immediate rejection.
Using an outdated form edition: Always download the
latest version from USCIS. Expired editions will be returned.
Incorrect fee amount or payment method: Sending the
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wrong fee or a personal check without proper information
can delay processing.
Filing for an ineligible relative: For example, a lawful
permanent resident cannot petition for a sibling or parent.
Check eligibility carefully.

WHAT HAPPENS AFTER USCIS APPROVES THE I-130?

Approval does not automatically grant a green card. It  simply
establishes  the  relationship.  The  next  steps  depend  on  your
relative’s location:

Relative living outside the U.S.: USCIS forwards the
approved petition to the National Visa Center (NVC), which
will contact you to start the consular processing phase. The
beneficiary will eventually attend an interview at a U.S.
embassy or consulate in their home country.
Relative already in the U.S. with a legal entry: The
beneficiary may be eligible to adjust status to permanent
resident by filing Form I-485. This is common for spouses or
children of U.S. citizens, provided they entered the U.S.
lawfully and maintain status (or qualify under certain
exceptions).

For family preference categories (e.g., siblings, adult children),
the  p r io r i ty  da te—the  date  USC IS  rece ived  your
I-130—determines  when  a  visa  becomes  available.  You  must
check  the  Visa  Bulletin  monthly;  only  when the  priority  date
becomes current can the next steps proceed.

PROCESSING TIMES, RFES, AND DENIALS: WHAT TO
EXPECT

Processing times vary by USCIS service center. You can check
estimated times on the USCIS website by entering your receipt
number.  If  USCIS  needs  more  information,  they  will  issue  a
Request for Evidence (RFE). Respond promptly with complete
evidence to avoid denial. RFEs commonly ask for:

Proof of legal status (if you became a citizen after filing,
send a naturalization certificate copy).
Additional relationship evidence (especially for marriages
under two years old).
Translation of foreign documents (every non-English
document must be accompanied by a certified English
translation).

If your petition is denied, the denial letter will explain the reason.
Common  grounds  include  insufficient  evidence,  failure  to
establish a qualifying relationship, or fraud concerns. You have
the right to appeal the decision using Form I-290B (Notice of
Appeal)  or  file  a  motion  to  reopen/reconsider.  Consulting  an
immigration  attorney  is  recommended  for  denials.

TIPS FOR A SMOOTH I-130 FILING EXPERIENCE

Start early and be organized. Gather documents1.
months before you intend to file. Keep a checklist and copy
everything.
Use a physical calendar to track deadlines for responses2.
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to RFEs or visa bulletin updates.
Consider professional help. While many people file I-1303.
petitions on their own, an experienced immigration lawyer
can prevent mistakes, especially for complicated
relationships or prior immigration issues.
Keep your address current with USCIS using Form AR-114.
if you move. Missing a notice can derail your case.
Be patient with visa backlogs. Some categories, such as5.
siblings from high-demand countries (Mexico, Philippines,
India), have waiting periods of 10–20 years. Focus on
maintaining the relationship and ensuring all other
paperwork is ready when the priority date approaches.

CONCLUSION

Filing  an  I-130  petition  is  the  crucial  first  step  in  family-based
immigration to the United States.  This Customer Guide A 1
About  Filing  An  I  130  has  walked  you  through  eligibility,
document  preparation,  the  filing  process,  and  what  to  expect
after  submission.  By  following  these  guidelines,  staying
organized,  and  avoiding  common  errors,  you  can  give  your
petition the best chance of smooth processing. Remember that
immigration laws and fees change periodically, so always verify
current  requirements  on  the  official  USCIS  website.  While  the
journey  to  reunite  with  your  family  member  may  take  time,
patience and careful planning will bring you closer to your goal. If
you  have  complex  circumstances,  do  not  hesitate  to  seek
professional legal advice. Start your petition today—every day
counts when it comes to family unity.


