
The St�te of New Americ�n Citizenship
A report  oundle Immigration

Executive
Summ�ry

New American citizen attend their Oath of Allegiance ceremon in Wahington, D.C.

Ne�rly 9 million immi�r�nts in the United St�tes �re l�wful perm�nent residents
(�reen c�rd holders) currently eli�ible to �pply for U.S. citizenship.

N�tur�liz�tion (/immi�r�tion-resources/n�tur�liz�tion-expl�ined/)—the process by
which �n immi�r�nt becomes � U.S. citizen—brin�s consider�ble economic benefits
�t the individu�l, re�ion�l, �nd n�tion�l levels. N�tur�lized immi�r�nts e�rn 8-11%
more (https://dornsife.usc.edu/csii/citizen-��in/) in �nnu�l income th�n non-
n�tur�lized immi�r�nts (controllin� for v�ri�bles such �s skills, educ�tion, �nd
fluency in En�lish), su��estin� th�t n�tur�liz�tion le�ds to better-p�yin� jobs by
si�n�lin� to employers th�t � �iven immi�r�nt h�s stron� En�lish l�n�u��e skills
�nd � lon�-term commitment to live �nd work in the United St�tes.

One study (https://www.urb�n.or�/rese�rch/public�tion/economic-imp�ct-
n�tur�liz�tion-immi�r�nts-�nd-cities) of 21 U.S. cities found th�t if �ll eli�ible
immi�r�nt residents were to n�tur�lize, their ���re��te income would incre�se by
$5.7 billion, yieldin� �n incre�se in homeownership by over 45,000 people �nd �n
incre�se in t�x revenue of $2 billion. N�tion�lly, if h�lf of the eli�ible immi�r�nt
popul�tion of the United St�tes n�tur�lized, the incre�sed e�rnin�s �nd dem�nd
could boost GDP by $37-52 billion per ye�r.

But b�rriers (/immi�r�tion-resources/u-s-citizenship-requirements/) to becomin� �
U.S. citizen h�ve �otten worse over time, �nd �re not evenly distributed �cross the
country. This report uses � novel inte�r�tion of public d�t� sets to underst�nd
n�tion�l trends in the �overnment’s h�ndlin� of citizenship �pplic�tions, �s well �s
b�rriers �t the loc�l level.

Key findin�s of this report include:

The n�tion�l trends �re worrisome.

The processin� time (/immi�r�tion-resources/how-lon�-does-it-t�ke-to-�et-
citizenship-�fter-�pplyin�/) for � citizenship �pplic�tion h�s sur�ed over the p�st
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2 ye�rs to over 10 months—double the processin� time between 2012 �nd 2016.
These processin� times �re �lmost sure to keep risin�, bec�use the �overnment
h�s not kept p�ce with the volume of incomin� �pplic�tions. After � 2-ye�r spike
in 2016–2017, the volume of citizenship �pplic�tions returned to � typic�l level in
2018—but the �overnment’s b�cklo� processin� efficiency rem�ins �t the lowest
level in � dec�de.
The likelihood th�t � citizenship �pplic�tion will be denied h�s risen sli�htly over
the p�st few ye�rs.

And becomin� � U.S. citizen is much h�rder in some pl�ces th�n others.

Immi�r�nts in some cities f�ce citizenship �pplic�tion w�it times more th�n four
times hi�her th�n in other cities.
Immi�r�nts in some cities experience � citizenship �pplic�tion deni�l r�te two
times hi�her th�n the n�tion�l �ver��e.
Some cities h�ve four or five �overnment field offices where immi�r�nts c�n
�ttend their citizenship interviews; other cities h�ve none �nd m�ke immi�r�nts
tr�vel over 150 miles to the ne�rest field office.

New r�nkin�s reve�l the best �nd worst pl�ces to become � U.S. citizen.

The top 3 best over�ll metro �re�s for immi�r�nts to become U.S. citizens �re
Clevel�nd, Ohio; Riverside, C�liforni�; �nd Louisville, Kentucky.
The worst 3 metro �re�s for immi�r�nts to become U.S. citizens �re �ll in Tex�s:
Austin, Houston, �nd D�ll�s.
The top 3 �overnment offices h�ndlin� citizenship �pplic�tions most efficiently
�re in Clevel�nd, Ohio; Providence, Rhode Isl�nd; �nd R�lei�h, North C�rolin�.
The worst 3 �overnment offices h�ndlin� citizenship �pplic�tions le�st efficiently
�re in St. P�ul, Minnesot�; Mi�mi, Florid�; �nd Houston, Tex�s. The m�ximum w�it
time in the St. P�ul office is now �lmost 2 ye�rs.
The top 3 metro �re�s with the hi�hest n�tur�liz�tion r�te of eli�ible immi�r�nts
�re Columbus �nd Cincinn�ti, Ohio; �nd Pittsbur�h, Pennsylv�ni�.
The worst 3 metro �re�s with the lowest n�tur�liz�tion r�te �re Fresno, C�liforni�;
Phoenix, Arizon�; �nd D�ll�s, Tex�s.

The d�t� su��est some structur�l b�rriers b�sed on re�ion of ori�in.

There is � ne��tive correl�tion between � metro �re�’s n�tur�liz�tion r�te �nd
the percent��e of the eli�ible immi�r�nt popul�tion from Mexico.
There is � positive correl�tion between � metro �re�’s n�tur�liz�tion r�te �nd the
percent��e of the eli�ible immi�r�nt popul�tion from Afric�, Asi�, or Europe.
These correl�tions prob�bly �rise from structur�l b�rriers to n�tur�liz�tion th�t
�ffect different popul�tions in different w�ys. In terms of individu�l motiv�tion,
other studies show th�t the overwhelmin� m�jority of immi�r�nts to the United
St�tes, from �ny re�ion of ori�in, express the desire to become U.S. citizens.

Wh�t this report covers:

1. N�tion�l Trends
2. Best (�nd Worst) Cities to Become � U.S. Citizen
3. Best (�nd Worst) Field Offices for Becomin� � U.S. Citizen
4. Cities Producin� the Most New Americ�n Citizens
5. N�tur�liz�tion �nd Re�ion of Ori�in
6. Conclusion
7. Acknowled�ments
8. Methodolo�y

Note: A condensed version (/blo�/best-worst-cities-immi�r�nts-seekin�-�meric�n-
citizenship/) of this report includes only the r�nkin�s of the best cities �nd field
offices.

N�tion�l
Trends

N�tionwide, is it �ettin� e�sier or h�rder to become � n�tur�lized U.S. citizen?
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First, consider the b�seline: There �re ne�rly 9 million immi�r�nts
(https://dornsife.usc.edu/csii/p�ths-to-citizenship) in the United St�tes who �re
eli�ible for U.S. citizenship, but fewer th�n 1 million typic�lly �pply in �ny �iven ye�r.
M�ny b�rriers to citizenship �re more or less fixed: �iven hi�h �pplic�tion fees
(/immi�r�tion-resources/how-much-does-it-cost-to-�pply-for-us-citizenship/) �nd
the required civics �nd En�lish tests (/immi�r�tion-resources/u-s-citizenship-test-
expl�ined/), it’s simply less costly �nd time-intensive up-front for most people to
renew their �reen c�rd (/immi�r�tion-resources/the-�reen-c�rd-expl�ined/) every
10 ye�rs th�n to �o throu�h the n�tur�liz�tion process (/immi�r�tion-
resources/n�tur�liz�tion-expl�ined/).

The volume of citizenship �pplic�tions does fluctu�te from ye�r to ye�r, typic�lly
spikin� durin� election ye�rs—or in �dv�nce of �n �pplic�tion fee incre�se—�nd
then decre�sin� sh�rply the followin� ye�r. In 2016 �nd 2017, somethin� unusu�l
h�ppened: Volume spiked �t ne�rly 1 million �pplic�tions for 2 ye�rs in � row.

H�s the �overnment’s response been �dequ�te? The followin� d�t� �n�lysis seeks
to �nswer the question.

A look �t the p�st dec�de indic�tes � worryin� trend.

Althou�h �pplic�tion volume w�s on tr�ck to re�ch � more norm�l level in 2018,
processin� volume h�s been more or less fl�t for the p�st 3 ye�rs, le�din� to �
sur�e in the b�cklo� of pendin� �pplic�tions.

U.S. Citizenship �nd Immi�r�tion Services (USCIS), the feder�l ��ency responsible
for processin� citizenship �pplic�tions (/immi�r�tion-resources/form-n-400-
expl�ined/), h�s defended itself by notin� th�t the b�cklo� more th�n doubled
durin� the Ob�m� �dministr�tion. This is true: the b�cklo� rose from ne�rly 292,000
in September 2010 to over 636,000 by the time Don�ld Trump �ssumed office in
J�nu�ry 2017.

But USCIS h�s �lso cl�imed
(https://www.w�shin�tonpost.com/loc�l/immi�r�tion/trump-�dministr�tion-�fter-
decline-us-citizenship-numbers-�re-risin�/2018/10/03/015bd9d2-c5�6-11e8-b2b5-
79270f9cce17_story.html?utm_term=.273c3e71034c) th�t the sur�e in �pplic�tions
durin� 2016 �nd 2017 cre�ted � “record �nd unprecedented” worklo�d, �nd � look
�t the p�st 3 dec�des shows th�t this is likely not true.
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Surging Backlog
Citizenship applications �led and processed nationwide (2011-2018)
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In 2007, citizenship �pplic�tions sur�ed to ne�rly 1.4 million, f�r hi�her th�n the
recent uptick. This w�s driven in p�rt by � loomin� 80% �pplic�tion fee hike th�t
ye�r, �nd in p�rt by �n incre�se in newly eli�ible immi�r�nts who h�d obt�ined their
�reen c�rds 5 ye�rs e�rlier under the Le��l Immi�r�tion F�mily Equity (LIFE) Act of
2000.

USCIS responded with � sur�e in processin� volume the followin� ye�r, �nd the
b�cklo� plun�ed to � 30-ye�r low of �bout 257,000 in 2009.

In the mid-1990s, there w�s � truly “record �nd unprecedented” sur�e in citizenship
�pplic�tions, driven in p�rt by � correspondin� incre�se in newly eli�ible
immi�r�nts who h�d received �reen c�rds under the Immi�r�tion Reform �nd
Control Act 1986 (IRCA, �lso known �s the “Re���n Amnesty”). Between 1995 �nd
1998, �pplic�tion volume st�yed well �bove 900,000, pe�kin� �t over 1.4 million in
1997. Althou�h the b�cklo� initi�lly shot p�st 2 million in 1997-1998, USCIS
responded with � comp�r�ble sur�e in processin� volume �ppe�rs to h�ve t�med
the b�cklo� by 1999-2000.

The d�t� indic�te th�t when USCIS devotes sufficient resources to � citizenship
�pplic�tion sur�e, it’s possible to dr�m�tic�lly reduce � b�cklo� within one ye�r.
Th�t’s wh�t h�ppened in 2012, 2007, �nd 2000.

On the other h�nd, when USCIS f�ils to devote sufficient resources, b�cklo�s c�n
�et w�y out of h�nd. Th�t’s wh�t h�ppened in the mid-1990s, �nd it �ppe�rs to be
h�ppenin� now, �s well.
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Backlogs in Context
Citizenship applications �led and processed nationwide (1990–2018)
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Another w�y to ev�lu�te this problem is to me�sure how efficiently USCIS be�ts
b�ck its b�cklo�s. If USCIS processed every citizenship �pplic�tion it received in �
�iven ye�r, plus the �pplic�tions th�t were pendin� from the previous ye�r, th�t
would yield � “b�cklo� completion” of 100%.

In re�lity, USCIS �chieved � b�cklo� completion r�te of 77% in 2009—� 30-ye�r hi�h
—�nd this number h�s been trendin� downw�rd ever since. There w�s � 10-point
drop in b�cklo� completion between 2016 �nd 2017 (from 63% to 53%), �nd 2018
isn’t likely to show dr�m�tic improvement. This is the opposite trend of wh�t’s
necess�ry to reduce the current b�cklo� of citizenship �pplic�tions.

Growin� b�cklo�s h�ve direct �nd ne��tive consequences for immi�r�nts seekin�
to become U.S. citizens: They h�ve to w�it lon�er for their �pplic�tions to be
processed by the �overnment.
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Falling Behind
Backlog completion rate (the percentage of citizenship applications processed, as a
share of pending plus �led applications)
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Data shown by federal �scal year, ending on September 30. (2018 projected based on Q1-Q3.)

SHARE THIS GRAPHIC:

<ifr�me src="//d�t�wr�pper.dwcdn.net/qTJXs/9/" scrollin�="no" fr�meborder="0" hei�ht="400" 
style="width: 100%; min-width:100%;"></ifr�me>

Chart: Boundless • Source: USCIS • Get the data • Created with Datawrapper

Surging Wait Times
National average time to process a citizenship application
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Here the trend is unmist�k�ble: Between 2012 �nd 2016, medi�n �pplic�tion
processin� times hovered between �bout 4.5 to 6 months, before shootin� p�st 8
months in 2017 �nd 10 months in 2018.

This trend is even more worrisome th�n it first �ppe�rs, since the �ctu�l w�it time
(/immi�r�tion-resources/how-lon�-does-it-t�ke-to-�et-citizenship-�fter-
�pplyin�/) for � would-be citizen is consider�bly lon�er th�n just the processin�
time, �s it includes �n En�lish �nd civics test (/immi�r�tion-resources/u-s-
citizenship-test-expl�ined/) �mon� other steps le�din� up to the o�th-t�kin�
ceremony (/immi�r�tion-resources/us-citizenship-o�th-of-�lle�i�nce-ceremony/),
typic�lly �ddin� �nother 4–10 months to the process.

Processin� times �re risin� �cross the bo�rd within USCIS, not just for citizenship
�pplic�tions.

Here is � summ�ry of the �overnment’s own d�t� on processin� times
(https://e�ov.uscis.�ov/processin�-times/historic-pt) for some the most common
le��l immi�r�tion �pplic�tions:

TThe Ste�dy Rise of USCIS Processin� Times (fisc�l ye�r �ver��e, inhe Ste�dy Rise of USCIS Processin� Times (fisc�l ye�r �ver��e, in
months)months)

FFormorm FFY2014Y2014 FFY2015Y2015 FFY2016Y2016 FFY2017Y2017 FFY2018Y2018

Fi�ncé(e) vis�
(/immi�r�tion-
resources/how-is-�-
fi�nce-vis�-different-
from-�-m�rri��e-
b�sed-�reen-c�rd/) (I-
129F)

3.5 3.8 2.9 4.1 6.7

F�mily-b�sed �reen
c�rd sponsorship
(/immi�r�tion-
resources/form-i-130-
expl�ined/) (I-130)

6.8 6.1 6.0 7.7  9.7

Employment-b�sed
�reen c�rd sponsorship
(I-140)

2.9 5.1 5.7 6.9 7.8

F�mily-b�sed �reen
c�rd �pplic�tion
(/immi�r�tion-
resources/form-i-485-
expl�ined/) (I-485)

5.7 6.6 6.8 8.4 11.1

Employment-b�sed
�reen c�rd �pplic�tion
(I-485)

4.5 6.5 6.8 8.1 11.0

U.S. citizenship
(/immi�r�tion-
resources/form-n-400-
expl�ined/) (N-400)

5.2  5.8  5.6 8.1 10.2 

Tr�vel permit
(/immi�r�tion-
resources/the-
�dv�nce-p�role-tr�vel-
document-expl�ined/)
(I-131)

2.1 2.3 2.3 3.0 3.9

Work permit
(/immi�r�tion-
resources/the-work-
permit-expl�ined/) (I-
765) 

2.1 2.4 2.6 3.1 4.1
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It is uncle�r how USCIS pl�ns to di� out of these m�ny deepenin� holes, since
re�lloc�tin� resources from one form to �nother would presum�bly m�ke w�it
times even lon�er for �pplic�nts on the losin� end.

Another f�ctor th�t directly �ffects immi�r�nts is the sh�re of n�tur�liz�tion
�pplic�tions th�t �re denied, potenti�lly closin� off the opportunity to become �
U.S. citizen. (Deni�ls c�n be �ppe�led (/immi�r�tion-resources/how-lon�-does-it-
t�ke-to-�et-citizenship-�fter-�pplyin�/#step-4), but this process is expensive �nd
uncert�in.)

On the one h�nd, deni�l r�tes h�ve inched up in recent ye�rs, from 10.3% in 2016 to
�n �nticip�ted 10.9% in 2018.

But lookin� �t the p�st 3 dec�des, deni�l r�tes used to be quite � bit hi�her.
Althou�h beyond the scope of this report, it’s f�ir to �sk why citizenship �pplic�tion
deni�l r�tes were well below 3% since the e�rly 1950s, then suddenly jumped to
7.5% in 1992, �nd h�ve never �one lower since then. Me�nwhile, ne�rly one third of
�ll citizenship �pplic�tions were denied in 1999 �nd 2000, before droppin� b�ck
down to � “new norm�l” in this dec�de.

Time will tell whether deni�l r�tes continue to rise in the ye�rs to come.

Shift from condition�l to
perm�nent spous�l
�reen c�rd
(/immi�r�tion-
resources/condition�l-
perm�nent-residency/)
(I-751)

5.7 7.4 9.1 11.8 16.1

Shift from condition�l to
perm�nent investor
�reen c�rd (I-829) 

9 13.1 19.1 27.7 27.1

 T vis� for tr�ffickin�
victims (I-914)

5.8  6.4 7.9 9.0 11.4

 U vis� for crime victims
(I-918)

5.0  11.4 22.1 32.1 40.5

 V�rious w�ivers 6.8 10.0 16.9 23.6 29.1
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Denial Rates on the Rise
Denied citizenship applications as a share of �led applications
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Data shown by federal �scal year, ending on September 30. (2018: Projected based on Q1-Q3.)
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Wh�t Are the
Best (�nd
Worst) Cities to
Become � U.S.
Citizen?

While the n�tion�l trends tell one story �bout U.S. citizenship, there is immense
v�ri�tion by loc�tion. Immi�r�nts in some cities �re encounterin� minim�l b�cklo�s,
short w�it times, �nd convenient loc�tions for the citizenship interview, while
immi�r�nts in other cities f�ce l�r�e b�cklo�s, lon� (even outr��eous) w�it times,
�nd �n interview loc�tion over 100 miles �w�y.

The followin� t�ble r�nks over 100 U.S. metro �re�s usin� � novel index th�t
me�sures rel�tive e�se of n�tur�liz�tion.

For ex�mple, immi�r�nts in the Clevel�nd �re� enjoy the shortest �pplic�tion
processin� time in the n�tion (4 months), �mon� the hi�hest b�cklo� completion
r�tes (over 71%), �nd � USCIS field office in town. Rel�tive to other metro �re�s,
Clevel�nd—�t 95 points—is �s �ood �s it �ets �cross �ll of these wei�hted f�ctors,
�nd it e�rns the No. 1 spot on the index.

Me�nwhile, the Houston �re� is ne�r the bottom of the index. Immi�r�nts here �re
up ���inst the lon�est w�it times in the n�tion (17.3 months), �nd th�t number is
prob�bly �oin� to rise in future ye�rs, since b�cklo� completion r�te is � le�din�
indic�tor of w�it time �nd Houston is ne�rly the worst (only 35%).

The only city where immi�r�nts would f�re worse is Austin—bec�use they’ll h�ve to
�o throu�h the s�me stru��lin� field office in Houston, but tr�vel 80 miles to �et
there �s there is no office in Austin.

SHARE THIS GRAPHIC:
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▼

OVERALL
RANK METRO AREA

OVERALL
INDEX

BACKLOG
COMPLETION

MEDIAN WAIT
TIME
(MONTHS)

DISTANCE TO
FIELD OFFICE
(MI)

1 Cleveland-Elyria, OH 95 71.3% 4.0 0

2 Riverside-San
Bernardino-Ontario, CA 89 68.4% 5.0 0

3 Louisville/Jefferson
County, KY-IN 88 64.0% 5.0 0

4 Providence-Warwick,
RI-MA 88 81.4% 5.7 0

5 Buffalo-Cheektowaga-
Niagara Falls, NY 88 68.7% 5.3 0

6 Kansas City, MO-KS 87 65.5% 5.2 0

7 Indianapolis-Carmel-
Anderson, IN 86 66.3% 5.5 0

8 Cincinnati, OH-KY-IN 86 68.3% 5.6 0

9 Raleigh, NC 86 65.1% 5.5 0

10 Charleston-North
Charleston, SC 86 46.7% 4.9 0

+ Show 93 more

The Best Cities for Becoming a New American
Index scores based on a weighted average of three barriers to U.S. citizenship.

Wh�t Are the
Best (�nd
Worst) Field
Offices for
Becomin� � U.S.
Citizen?

In 2017, USCIS r�n 86 field offices th�t both h�ndled citizenship �pplic�tions �nd
h�d been in business for more th�n � ye�r.

These field offices �re not distributed evenly by immi�r�nt popul�tion—for
ex�mple, while the New York, Los An�eles, �nd Mi�mi metro �re�s e�ch h�ve four
to five field offices, some st�tes (such �s Illinois �nd Color�do) h�ve only one field
office to serve �ll of their cities. And some cities with � siz�ble citizenship-eli�ible
popul�tion, such �s McAllen, Tex�s or B�kersfield, C�liforni�, h�ve no field office �t
�ll.

Us(/what-you-get-with-boundless/) Guides & Tutori�ls(/immigration-resources/) Success Stories(/stories/) About(/about/) Lo� In(https://apply.boundless.com/users/sign_in)

SHARE THIS ARTICLE

(mailto:?subject=Check out this article from Boundless Immigration&body=%0A%0Ahttps://www.boundless.com/american-citizenship-report/)

https://www.boundless.com/what-you-get-with-boundless/
https://www.boundless.com/immigration-resources/
https://www.boundless.com/stories/
https://www.boundless.com/about/
https://apply.boundless.com/users/sign_in
mailto:?subject=Check%20out%20this%20article%20from%20Boundless%20Immigration&body=%0A%0Ahttps://www.boundless.com/american-citizenship-report/


Therefore, the efficiency of � sin�le USCIS field office doesn’t tell the whole story
�bout the e�se of n�tur�liz�tion for � �iven metro �re�’s immi�r�nt popul�tion—for
th�t, see the t�ble in the section �bove.

The followin� t�ble r�nks �ll of the USCIS field offices usin� � novel index th�t
me�sures rel�tive e�se of n�tur�liz�tion for those immi�r�nts compelled to use it.
(USCIS �ssi�ns � field office b�sed on the ZIP code of the �pplic�nt.) Inste�d of
includin� “dist�nce to field office” �s � f�ctor (which would �lw�ys be zero), this
index uses both the medi�n �nd m�ximum processin� times for e�ch site.

The field office in Clevel�nd tops the index, with � typic�l (medi�n) citizenship
�pplic�tion processin� time of 4 months, �nd �lmost nobody w�itin� lon�er th�n
12.3 months. These �re the f�stest times in the n�tion, thou�h they could �row in
future ye�rs �iven th�t the Clevel�nd field office doesn’t exhibit quite the hi�hest
b�cklo� completion r�te. (Th�t honor �oes to Portl�nd, M�ine, which ended the
ye�r with �lmost no �pplic�tions left to process.)

On the bottom of the index is the field office in St. P�ul, Minnesot�, with � typic�l
processin� time of 15.1 months �nd some immi�r�nts w�itin� ne�rly 2 ye�rs (23.5
months). The field office in Mi�mi isn’t much better, thou�h, with � typic�l
processin� time of 16.2 months �nd � m�ximum of 21.2 months. Given the Mi�mi field
office’s worst-in-the-n�tion b�cklo� completion r�te (30.1%), its processin� times
could �row to clinch the bottom spot next ye�r.

Of course, rel�tively few immi�r�nts filed citizenship �pplic�tions in Clevel�nd
(4,828) �nd Portl�nd, M�ine (1,089), while there w�s consider�bly more volume in
Mi�mi (16,609) �nd St. P�ul (15,422).

But the correl�tion between field office index �nd �pplic�tion volume is f�irly we�k
(r = -0.30). Plenty of hi�h-volume field offices �re ne�r the top of the r�nkin�s, like
Boston �nd S�n Bern�rdino, C�liforni�, while low-volume field offices like H�rlin�en,
Tex�s �re ne�r the bottom.

Perh�ps even more perplexin� is the v�ri�tion within some l�r�e cities. As
mentioned �bove, immi�r�nts compelled to �pply for citizenship throu�h the
downtown Mi�mi field office (r�nked No. 85) �re in for � lon� w�it, while it’s
rel�tively smooth s�ilin� just 12 miles up the ro�d in the Hi�le�h field office (r�nked
No. 18).
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▼

OVERALL
RANK

FIELD
OFFICE

OVERALL
INDEX

MEDIAN
WAITING
TIME
(MONTHS)

MAX.
WAITING
TIME
(MONTHS)

BACKLOG
COMPLETION

FILED
APPLICATIONS

1 Cleveland,
OH 91 4.0 12.3 71.3% 4,828

2 Providence,
RI 86 5.7 13.6 81.4% 3,599

3 Raleigh, NC 84 5.5 12.4 65.1% 7,677

4
San
Bernardino,
CA

83 5.0 13.5 68.4% 22,633

5 Columbus,
OH 82 5.7 12.6 63.8% 6,019

6 Lawrence,
MA 81 5.6 13.8 69.8% 9,027

7 Indianapolis,
IN 80 5.5 13.7 66.3% 6,600

8 Tucson, AZ 78 6.0 14.0 68.3% 3,639

9 Buffalo, NY 77 5.3 14.9 68.7% 5,755

l d

The Best Field O�ces for Becoming a New American
Index scores based on a weighted average of three barriers to U.S. citizenship.
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Some field offices �re outliers in other w�ys, �s well. The field offices in Fort Myers,
Orl�ndo, �nd West P�lm Be�ch, Florid�; Imperi�l, C�liforni�; �nd Om�h�, Nebr�sk�
�ll denied citizenship �pplic�tions �t ne�rly twice the n�tion�l �ver��e r�te. Why
this would be is beyond the scope of this report.

Which Cities
Are Producin�
the Most New
Americ�n
Citizens?

For � subset of metro �re�s, it’s possible to ex�mine not only the difficulty of
obt�inin� U.S. citizenship (which is l�r�ely � m�tter feder�l �overnment �ctivities),
but �lso the likelihood. M�ny st�te �nd city �overnment le�ders, �lon� with loc�l
nonprofit or��niz�tions, �re h�rd �t work to incre�se both the number of eli�ible
immi�r�nts �pplyin� for citizenship �nd their �bility to cle�r the v�rious hurdles
(�pplic�tion fee, �pplic�tion qu�lity, citizenship test re�diness, etc.).

Some metro �re�s h�d f�r more success in n�tur�lizin� their eli�ible immi�r�nt
popul�tions th�n others in 2017, �s the followin� t�ble shows:

Le�din� the p�ck �re Columbus �nd Cincinn�ti, where the loc�l sh�re of
immi�r�nts �pproved for U.S. citizenship w�s unusu�lly hi�h (21% �nd 17%,
respectively). The Boston �nd W�shin�ton metro �re�s �lso performed rel�tively
well (13% �nd 14%, respectively), su��estin� th�t l�r�e cities c�n m�ke such ��ins
�s well �s sm�ller ones. (The correl�tion between immi�r�nt popul�tion size �nd
n�tur�liz�tion r�te is rel�tively we�k: r = -0.26)

At the bottom of the r�nkin� �re Fresno, C�liforni� �nd Houston, D�ll�s, �nd
McAllen, Tex�s, where less th�n 5% of the eli�ible immi�r�nt popul�tion n�tur�lized
in 2017. It is p�rticul�rly rem�rk�ble to see Fresno in this position, since its USCIS
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▲

RANKING
METRO
AREA

ELIGIBLE
POPULATION

% OF
ELIGIBLE
POPULATION
APPROVED MEXICO

CENTRAL
AMERICA

SOUTH
AMERICA ASIA AFRICA EURO

1 Columbus,
OH 23,456 20.6% 12.4% 3.6% 8.7% 38.2% 19.2% 13.4%

2 Cincinnati,
OH-KY-IN 15,011 16.8% 11.7% 5.3% 8.9% 34.3% 9.9% 23.2%

3 Pittsburgh,
PA 15,028 14.5% 4.0% 1.1% 10.1% 39.3% 6.4% 32.7%

4 Worcester,
MA-CT 20,034 14.4% 2.6% 5.1% 27.1% 25.2% 12.2% 16.7%

5

Boston-
Cambridge-
Newton, MA-
NH

158,516 13.9% 1.1% 9.3% 30.5% 26.1% 4.3% 20.5%

6
Indianapolis-
Carmel-
Anderson, IN

24,485 13.8% 32.4% 8.5% 8.3% 27.7% 6.8% 12.5%

7 Richmond,
VA 15,977 13.8% 8.8% 15.4% 14.0% 32.5% 5.4% 20.1%

8
Detroit-
Warren-
Dearborn, MI

68,439 13.4% 12.2% 1.7% 4.1% 41.0% 3.3% 26.7%

9

Washington-
Arlington-
Alexandria,
DC-VA-MD-
WV

222,279 13.4% 4.1% 25.5% 17.5% 28.7% 11.9% 10.1%

10 Cleveland-
Elyria, OH 18,908 13.3% 9.0% 2.3% 8.4% 32.5% 5.3% 36.4%

+ Show 39 more

Where Is Citizenship Surging?
Cities ranked by the share of their citizenship-eligible immigrant population that was
approved for naturalization in 2017.

Regions of origin re�ect total citizenship-eligible population.
Chart: Boundless • Source: USCIS, DHS, and University of Southern California • Get the data
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data:application/octet-stream;charset=utf-8,Ranking%2CMetro%20area%2CEligible%20population%2C%25%20of%20eligible%20population%20approved%2CMexico%2CCentral%20America%2CSouth%20America%2CAsia%2CAfrica%2CEurope%2CCanada%20and%20Oceania%0A1%2C%22Columbus%2C%20OH%22%2C23.456%2C20.6%2C12.39%2C3.59%2C8.7%2C38.21%2C19.19%2C13.38%2C4.54%0A2%2C%22Cincinnati%2C%20OH-KY-IN%22%2C15.011%2C16.8%2C11.72%2C5.25%2C8.86%2C34.34%2C9.94%2C23.17%2C6.72%0A3%2C%22Pittsburgh%2C%20PA%22%2C15.028%2C14.5%2C4.01%2C1.13%2C10.06%2C39.26%2C6.35%2C32.74%2C6.45%0A4%2C%22Worcester%2C%20MA-CT%22%2C20.034%2C14.4%2C2.6%2C5.06%2C27.14%2C25.21%2C12.18%2C16.73%2C11.07%0A5%2C%22Boston-Cambridge-Newton%2C%20MA-NH%22%2C158.516%2C13.9%2C1.11%2C9.27%2C30.53%2C26.06%2C4.32%2C20.54%2C8.17%0A6%2C%22Indianapolis-Carmel-Anderson%2C%20IN%22%2C24.485%2C13.8%2C32.41%2C8.51%2C8.31%2C27.73%2C6.79%2C12.54%2C3.7%0A7%2C%22Richmond%2C%20VA%22%2C15.977%2C13.8%2C8.79%2C15.36%2C14.03%2C32.52%2C5.36%2C20.12%2C3.83%0A8%2C%22Detroit-Warren-Dearborn%2C%20MI%22%2C68.439%2C13.4%2C12.15%2C1.72%2C4.09%2C41.03%2C3.3%2C26.67%2C11.04%0A9%2C%22Washington-Arlington-Alexandria%2C%20DC-VA-MD-WV%22%2C222.279%2C13.4%2C4.14%2C25.5%2C17.53%2C28.68%2C11.87%2C10.14%2C2.14%0A10%2C%22Cleveland-Elyria%2C%20OH%22%2C18.908%2C13.3%2C8.95%2C2.25%2C8.4%2C32.5%2C5.31%2C36.38%2C6.21%0A11%2C%22Raleigh%2C%20NC%22%2C27.222%2C13.2%2C25.99%2C10.48%2C9.93%2C27.71%2C5.87%2C14.24%2C5.78%0A12%2C%22Baltimore-Columbia-Towson%2C%20MD%22%2C44.252%2C13%2C4.67%2C13.22%2C16.57%2C37.01%2C10.97%2C14.36%2C3.2%0A13%2C%22Minneapolis-St.%20Paul-Bloomington%2C%20MN-WI%22%2C52263%2C12.3%2C20.08%2C3.52%2C7.42%2C33.13%2C15.87%2C13.1%2C6.88%0A14%2C%22Kansas%20City%2C%20MO-KS%22%2C25.032%2C11.8%2C36.72%2C9.56%2C6.2%2C26.15%2C7.59%2C9.41%2C4.37%0A15%2C%22Jacksonville%2C%20FL%22%2C21.293%2C11.6%2C4.42%2C4.1%2C30.71%2C28.09%2C2.54%2C25.94%2C4.21%0A16%2C%22San%20Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa%20Clara%2C%20CA%22%2C125.704%2C11.1%2C29.04%2C2.88%2C2.36%2C53.32%2C1.03%2C8.76%2C2.61%0A17%2C%22St.%20Louis%2C%20MO-IL%22%2C24.077%2C11.1%2C13.31%2C1.86%2C4.56%2C41.45%2C6.22%2C28.54%2C4.05%0A18%2C%22Providence-Warwick%2C%20RI-MA%22%2C43.758%2C10.6%2C1.71%2C11.29%2C23.28%2C12.88%2C5.53%2C35.98%2C9.31%0A19%2C%22Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia%2C%20NC-SC%22%2C45.364%2C10.2%2C23.44%2C12.07%2C17.32%2C21.16%2C6.58%2C13.76%2C5.67%0A20%2C%22San%20Diego-Carlsbad%2C%20CA%22%2C164.995%2C10.1%2C57.88%2C2.19%2C2.61%2C24.28%2C1.38%2C8.72%2C2.94%0A21%2C%22New%20York-Newark-Jersey%20City%2C%20NY-NJ-PA%22%2C%221%2C127%2C122%22%2C10%2C5.92%2C6.78%2C42.04%2C24.73%2C3.53%2C15.4%2C1.61%0A22%2C%22Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington%2C%20PA-NJ-DE-MD%22%2C105.763%2C9.9%2C9.24%2C3.3%2C20.49%2C34.67%2C8.7%2C20.88%2C2.73%0A23%2C%22Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue%2C%20WA%22%2C113125%2C9.8%2C15.75%2C3.37%2C2.44%2C42.66%2C4.8%2C19.82%2C11.16%0A24%2C%22Atlanta-Sandy%20Springs-Roswell%2C%20GA%22%2C145.558%2C9.6%2C23.81%2C7.86%2C17.49%2C27.36%2C7.96%2C11.87%2C3.64%0A25%2C%22Miami-Fort%20Lauderdale-West%20Palm%20Beach%2C%20FL%22%2C477.608%2C9.3%2C2.64%2C9.64%2C75.32%2C3.58%2C0.56%2C5.91%2C2.36%0A26%2C%22Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro%2C%20OR-WA%22%2C59.298%2C9.3%2C30.32%2C3.78%2C3.99%2C25.46%2C2.26%2C24.5%2C9.68%0A27%2C%22Austin-Round%20Rock%2C%20TX%22%2C57514%2C9%2C53.01%2C6.72%2C6.04%2C19.09%2C1.88%2C9.7%2C3.57%0A28%2C%22Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford%2C%20FL%22%2C74.486%2C8.9%2C7.28%2C5.16%2C57.74%2C11.49%2C3.01%2C12.33%2C2.98%0A29%2C%22Tampa-St.%20Petersburg-Clearwater%2C%20FL%22%2C78.54%2C8.5%2C10.36%2C4.55%2C42.72%2C11.81%2C1.95%2C19.41%2C9.2%0A30%2C%22San%20Francisco-Oakland-Hayward%2C%20CA%22%2C254.518%2C8.4%2C24.99%2C10.32%2C4.29%2C43.31%2C1.42%2C11.18%2C4.49%0A31%2C%22Sacramento--Roseville--Arden-Arcade%2C%20CA%22%2C76.621%2C8.2%2C37.12%2C3.44%2C1.81%2C31.63%2C2.43%2C16.62%2C6.95%0A32%2C%22Tucson%2C%20AZ%22%2C30.705%2C7.9%2C73.27%2C0.99%2C2.3%2C8.24%2C2.22%2C7.78%2C5.2%0A33%2C%22Hartford-West%20Hartford-East%20Hartford%2C%20CT%22%2C31.299%2C7.7%2C3.26%2C3.54%2C32.85%2C22.2%2C3.5%2C29.05%2C5.61%0A34%2C%22San%20Antonio-New%20Braunfels%2C%20TX%22%2C66.998%2C7%2C75.06%2C4.14%2C3.43%2C9.34%2C1.03%2C5.31%2C1.69%0A35%2C%22Riverside-San%20Bernardino-Ontario%2C%20CA%22%2C242.809%2C6.9%2C67.77%2C7.34%2C3.11%2C13.56%2C1.09%2C3.98%2C3.15%0A36%2C%22Urban%20Honolulu%2C%20HI%22%2C41.038%2C6.9%2C0.74%2C0.32%2C1.22%2C70.74%2C0.03%2C3.54%2C23.41%0A37%2C%22Chicago-Naperville-Elgin%2C%20IL-IN-WI%22%2C337.494%2C6.8%2C49.1%2C3.49%2C4.8%2C18.98%2C1.92%2C20.05%2C1.67%0A38%2C%22Las%20Vegas-Henderson-Paradise%2C%20NV%22%2C95.095%2C6.5%2C47.23%2C9.32%2C9.61%2C20.23%2C1.41%2C8.25%2C3.95%0A39%2C%22Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk%2C%20CT%22%2C47.722%2C6.4%2C6.33%2C13.44%2C38.44%2C15.34%2C2.16%2C21.42%2C2.87%0A40%2C%22El%20Paso%2C%20TX%22%2C64.385%2C6.2%2C93.74%2C0.97%2C1.16%2C2.43%2C0.09%2C1.11%2C0.5%0A41%2C%22Los%20Angeles-Long%20Beach-Anaheim%2C%20CA%22%2C961.566%2C6.2%2C49.68%2C14.99%2C3.47%2C23.16%2C0.96%2C5.83%2C1.91%0A42%2C%22Denver-Aurora-Lakewood%2C%20CO%22%2C70.517%2C5.8%2C52.59%2C4.28%2C3.63%2C17.01%2C5.03%2C12.48%2C4.98%0A43%2C%22Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale%2C%20AZ%22%2C141972%2C5.5%2C60.26%2C3.87%2C3.94%2C13.54%2C1.91%2C8.88%2C7.59%0A44%2C%22Bakersfield%2C%20CA%22%2C51.391%2C5.2%2C79.92%2C6.71%2C1.32%2C8.74%2C0.61%2C1.81%2C0.88%0A45%2C%22Oxnard-Thousand%20Oaks-Ventura%2C%20CA%22%2C42.521%2C5.2%2C68.41%2C4.68%2C2.5%2C13.51%2C0.78%2C6.8%2C3.31%0A46%2C%22Houston-The%20Woodlands-Sugar%20Land%2C%20TX%22%2C310154%2C4.9%2C51.17%2C14.99%2C7.48%2C16.18%2C2.81%2C5.47%2C1.89%0A47%2C%22Fresno%2C%20CA%22%2C54.412%2C4.8%2C71.76%2C4.94%2C0.67%2C18.03%2C0.23%2C3.19%2C1.18%0A48%2C%22Dallas-Fort%20Worth-Arlington%2C%20TX%22%2C257657%2C4.5%2C58%2C7.4%2C4.37%2C18.51%2C3.9%2C5.11%2C2.71%0A49%2C%22McAllen-Edinburg-Mission%2C%20TX%22%2C77371%2C3%2C95.53%2C0.96%2C0.75%2C1.73%2C0.06%2C0.2%2C0.77
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field office h�s rel�tively positive metrics for w�it time �nd b�cklo� completion.

Conversely, the Minne�polis-St. P�ul metro �re� s�w � respect�ble 12% of its
eli�ible immi�r�nt popul�tion �pproved for n�tur�liz�tion in 2017, despite h�vin� to
contend with the slowest �nd le�st efficient field office in the country.

The University of Southern C�liforni� Center for the Study of Immi�r�nt Inte�r�tion
h�s � det�iled m�p (https://dornsife.usc.edu/csii/eli�ible-to-n�tur�lize-m�p/) with
more inform�tion �bout the n�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible popul�tions of most metro �re�s
�cross the country. Unfortun�tely, the �overnment does not currently provide
enou�h d�t� to �ssess the n�tur�liz�tion r�te in every metro �re�, only those in the
t�ble �bove.

N�tur�liz�tion
�nd Re�ion of
Ori�in

Th�nks to the University of Southern C�liforni� d�t� set mentioned �bove, it is
possible to ex�mine not only the size of the n�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible immi�r�nt
popul�tion in �ny �iven metro �re�, but �lso where in the world this popul�tion
comes from. This d�t� set provides seven c�te�ories of immi�r�nt ori�in:

Mexico
Centr�l Americ�
South Americ� �nd the C�ribbe�n
Asi�
Afric�
Europe
C�n�d� �nd Oce�ni�

Before presentin� �ny findin�s �bout the rel�tionship between re�ion of ori�in �nd
r�te of n�tur�liz�tion, it’s import�nt to provide sever�l c�ve�ts:

1. None of the correl�tions below represent � test of st�tistic�l si�nific�nce; they
�re merely me�surements of the stren�th of � line�r rel�tionship between two
v�ri�bles.

2. Correl�tion is not c�us�lity; the existence of � line�r rel�tionship between two
v�ri�bles does not est�blish th�t one c�uses the other, in p�rt bec�use there m�y
well be other v�ri�bles �t pl�y.

3. There is no moder�te-to-stron� correl�tion (r > 0.50) between re�ion of ori�in �nd
�ny of the f�ctors contributin� to the metro index (b�cklo� completion,
processin� time, �nd field office dist�nce). In other words, the feder�l
�overnment’s qu�lity of loc�l service delivery does not �ppe�r to be correl�ted
with (much less t�r�eted tow�rd) �n immi�r�nt popul�tion’s p�rticul�r re�ion of
ori�in.

4. The d�t� below represent only one ye�r (2017), �nd c�nnot on their own reve�l �
lon�st�ndin� trend.
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There is � rel�tively stron� ne��tive correl�tion between � n�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible
popul�tion’s percent��e of Mexic�n immi�r�nts �nd its n�tur�liz�tion r�te (r =
-0.66).
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Median wait between 7 and 12 monthsMedian wait between 7 and 12 monthsMedian wait between 7 and 12 months Median wait under 7 monthsMedian wait under 7 monthsMedian wait under 7 months

Median wait over a yearMedian wait over a yearMedian wait over a year

Naturalization Rate and Immigrants from Mexico
Share of the citizenship-eligible population naturalized in 2017 vs. that population's
share of immigrants from Mexico. The size of a dot shows the total eligible population
of a metro area.
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Naturalization Rate and Immigrants from Africa
Share of the citizenship-eligible population naturalized in 2017 vs. that population's
share of immigrants from Africa. The size of a dot shows the total eligible population
of a metro area.
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Naturalization Rate and Immigrants from Asia
Share of the citizenship-eligible population naturalized in 2017 vs. that population's
share of immigrants from Asia. The size of a dot shows the total eligible population of
a metro area.
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Naturalization Rate and Immigrants from Europe
Share of the citizenship-eligible population naturalized in 2017 vs. that population's
share of immigrants from Europe. The size of a dot shows the total eligible population
of a metro area.
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There is � rel�tively stron� positive correl�tion between � n�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible
popul�tion’s percent��e of Afric�n immi�r�nts �nd its n�tur�liz�tion r�te (r = 0.75).

This positive correl�tion with n�tur�liz�tion r�te is not �s stron� for metro �re�s
with � rel�tively hi�h percent��e of Asi�n immi�r�nts (r = 0.50) or Europe�n
immi�r�nts (r = 0.52).
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Naturalization Rate and Immigrants from Central
America
Share of the citizenship-eligible population naturalized in 2017 vs. that population's
share of immigrants from Central America (excluding Mexico). The size of a dot shows
the total eligible population of a metro area.
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Naturalization Rate and Immigrants from South
America and the Caribbean
Share of the citizenship-eligible population naturalized in 2017 vs. that population's
share of immigrants from South America and the Caribbean. The size of a dot shows
the total eligible population of a metro area.
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The correl�tion between n�tur�liz�tion r�te �nd re�ion of ori�in is too we�k to
est�blish � line�r rel�tionship for popul�tions from Centr�l Americ� (r = 0.09), South
Americ� �nd the C�ribbe�n (r = 0.15), �nd C�n�d� �nd Oce�ni� (r = 0.22).

Possible Drivers

The purpose of this report is to spot possible trends b�sed on d�t�, not to expl�in
the c�use or motiv�tion behind those trends.

Th�t s�id, it’s import�nt to note one f�ctor th�t does not expl�in the �bove
p�tterns: The desire to become � U.S. citizen.

“When �sked, the v�st m�jority of immi�r�nt respondents to surveys s�y th�t they
w�nt to n�tur�lize. Two n�tion�l surveys of Hisp�nic immi�r�nts found th�t more
th�n 9 in 10 noncitizen L�tinos would w�nt to n�tur�lize if they could. A survey of
immi�r�nt women born in L�tin Americ�n, Asi�n, Afric�n, �nd Ar�b countries found
th�t 84 percent of respondents w�nted to be � U.S. citizen r�ther th�n rem�inin� �
citizen of their home country.”  
—The Integration of Immigrants into American Society
(https://www.nap.edu/catalog/21746/the-integration-of-immigrants-into-
american-society), N�tion�l Ac�demy of Science (2015)

At the s�me time, there �re well-est�blished b�rriers to U.S. citizens th�t �ffect
some communities more th�n others. For ex�mple, immi�r�nts who c�me to the
United St�tes �s refu�ees �re more likely to n�tur�lize
(https://www.pn�s.or�/content/115/37/9175), �nd f�r more refu�ees �rrived from
Asi�, Afric�, �nd Europe over the p�st few dec�des
(http://www.pewrese�rch.or�/f�ct-t�nk/2017/01/30/key-f�cts-�bout-refu�ees-to-
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Naturalization Rate and Immigrants from Canada and
Oceania
Share of the citizenship-eligible population naturalized in 2017 vs. that population's
share of immigrants from Canada and Oceania. The size of a dot shows the total
eligible population of a metro area.
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the-u-s/) th�n from L�tin Americ�. On the other h�nd, immi�r�nts in “mixed-st�tus”
f�milies, where �t le�st one f�mily member l�cks immi�r�tion st�tus, �re less likely
to n�tur�lize. These �re just two structur�l re�sons why metro �re�s with � more
predomin�nt Mexic�n popul�tion mi�ht see lower n�tur�liz�tion r�tes th�n metro
�re�s with more immi�r�nts from Afric�, Asi�, or Europe.

Conclusion It should be uncontroversi�l th�t in Americ�, every immi�r�nt who seeks U.S.
citizenship �nd is eli�ible under the l�w should experience � f�ir �nd speedy
n�tur�liz�tion process. B�rriers to citizenship should cert�inly not depend on where
in Americ� �n individu�l h�ppens to live.

By illumin�tin� n�tion�l �nd loc�l trends in new Americ�n citizenship, we hope th�t
this report is useful to immi�r�nts, �dvoc�tes, �nd st�te �nd loc�l �overnment
le�ders seekin� to m�ke the n�tur�liz�tion process more n�vi��ble �nd equit�ble.

Goin� forw�rd, Boundless will continue to w�tch for new trends in the d�t� on U.S.
citizenship:

Will n�tur�liz�tion r�tes rise or f�ll, both n�tion�lly �nd loc�lly?
Will b�cklo�s �nd w�it times continue to rise?
Will disp�rities �mon� metro �re�s �nd USCIS field offices persist over time?

In �ddition, there �re sever�l feder�l �overnment policy ch�n�es th�t could h�ve �
m�jor imp�ct on the e�se or difficulty of obt�inin� U.S. citizenship.

USCIS h�s �nnounced pl�ns to elimin�te one of the most common eli�ibility
f�ctors for n�tur�liz�tion fee w�ivers (https://www.upi.com/US-seeks-to-reduce-
w�ivers-for-immi�r�tion-fees/3231538595416/), which could si�nific�ntly reduce
�pplic�tions by lower-income immi�r�nts.
USCIS h�s �lso proposed to ch�n�e the n�tur�liz�tion �pplic�tion form
(https://www.re�ul�tions.�ov/document?D=USCIS-2008-0025-0136) in 2019,
�skin� much more exp�nsive questions �nd requirin� m�ny �pplic�nts to provide
10 ye�rs of det�iled prior intern�tion�l tr�vel records (r�ther th�n the
lon�st�ndin� st�tus quo of 5 ye�rs). This ch�n�e could h�ve �n effect on both
�pplic�tion volume �nd field office efficiency.
Also expected in 2019 is �n overh�ul of USCIS user fees
(https://www.re�info.�ov/public/do/eA�end�ViewRule?pubId=201810&RIN=1615-
AC18) �cross the bo�rd. If the fee for n�tur�liz�tion �oes up si�nific�ntly, will this
h�ve the short-term effect of boostin� citizenship �pplic�tions �s it h�s in ye�rs
p�st? Will it h�ve lon�er-term inequit�ble effects on who c�n �fford to become �
U.S. citizen?
M�ny policy ch�n�es th�t �re not directly t�r�eted �t U.S. citizenship c�n still
slow down the n�tur�liz�tion process. After �ll, the USCIS field officers who
conduct citizenship interviews (/immi�r�tion-resources/us-citizenship-interview/)
h�ve m�ny other duties. Be�innin� in 2017, USCIS st�rted requirin� �n in-person
interview (https://www.uscis.�ov/news/news-rele�ses/uscis-to-exp�nd-in-
person-interview-requirements-for-cert�in-perm�nent-residency-�pplic�nts) for
�nyone �pplyin� for �n employment-b�sed �reen c�rd (�bout 122,000 people
e�ch ye�r) or f�mily members of refu�ees �nd �sylees �pplyin� for � �reen c�rd
from within the United St�tes (�bout 46,000 people e�ch ye�r). At the end of 2018,
USCIS effectively exp�nded the �reen c�rd interview requirement (/blo�/new-
interview-requirement-for-m�ny-spouses-of-u-s-citizens-�reen-c�rd-holders/)
for �nother 166,000 m�rried couples (/immi�r�tion-resources/m�rri��e-b�sed-
�reen-c�rds-expl�ined/) e�ch ye�r. Absent � new hirin� sur�e within USCIS,
these policies seem likely to further ex�cerb�te b�cklo�s �nd w�it times for U.S.
citizenship �pplic�tions.

If you h�ve feedb�ck on this report, or su��estions for wh�t Boundless should
include in future reports, ple�se cont�ct us �t press@boundless.com
(m�ilto:press@boundless.com).

Acknowled�ments This report w�s rese�rched �nd written by Dou� R�nd, co-founder �nd president of
Boundless Immi�r�tion (https://www.boundless.com).
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Speci�l th�nks to Xi�o W�n�, Richie Bern�rdo, Chris Montes, �nd the rest of the
Boundless te�m (/�bout/) for their work on this report �s well.

We �ppreci�te the work of Nicol�s K�yser-Bril, who be�utifully visu�lized the d�t�
in this report.

Meliss� Rod�ers, S�r�h Letson, �nd Rebec� R�n�el from the Immi�r�nt Le��l
Resource Center (https://www.ilrc.or�/) �nd the New Americ�ns C�mp�i�n
(http://new�meric�nsc�mp�i�n.or�/) provided essenti�l e�rly feedb�ck, �s did
Scott Andes from the N�tion�l Le��ue of Cities (https://www.nlc.or�/).

We �re �lso �r�teful for the work of M�nuel P�stor’s te�m �t the Center for the
Study of Immi�r�nt Inte�r�tion (https://dornsife.usc.edu/csii/) �t the University of
Southern C�liforni�; their d�t� set on n�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible immi�r�nt popul�tions
is extr�ordin�rily helpful.

We �lso wish to th�nk the �nonymous �nd h�rd-workin� public serv�nts �t the
Dep�rtment of Homel�nd Security (DHS) who, ye�r �fter ye�r �nd qu�rter �fter
qu�rter, produce the essenti�l DHS Ye�rbook of Immi�r�tion St�tistics
(https://www.dhs.�ov/immi�r�tion-st�tistics/ye�rbook) �nd USCIS Immi�r�tion �nd
Citizenship D�t� (https://www.uscis.�ov/tools/reports-studies/immi�r�tion-forms-
d�t�).

Methodolo�y D�t� Sources

The followin� d�t� sources were used in this report �s the sources for e�ch bulleted
d�t� type. Unless otherwise noted, e�ch of these d�t� sources w�s �ccessed on or
�round December 15, 2018.

Yearbook of Immigration Statistics 2017. U.S. Dep�rtment of Homel�nd Security,
Office of Immi�r�tion St�tistics. “T�ble 20. Petitions for N�tur�liz�tion Filed, Persons
N�tur�lized, �nd Petitions for N�tur�liz�tion Denied: Fisc�l Ye�rs 1907 to 2017.” 
https://www.dhs.�ov/immi�r�tion-st�tistics/ye�rbook/2017/t�ble20
(https://www.dhs.�ov/immi�r�tion-st�tistics/ye�rbook/2017/t�ble20)

Number of citizenship �pplic�tions filed �nd processed, FY1990-FY2009
Deni�l r�te, FY1990-FY2009

Yearbook of Immigration Statistics 2017. U.S. Dep�rtment of Homel�nd Security,
Office of Immi�r�tion St�tistics. “T�ble 23. Persons N�tur�lized by Core B�sed
St�tistic�l Are� (CBSA) of Residence: Fisc�l Ye�rs 2015 to 2017.” 
https://www.dhs.�ov/immi�r�tion-st�tistics/ye�rbook/2017/t�ble23
(https://www.dhs.�ov/immi�r�tion-st�tistics/ye�rbook/2017/t�ble23)

Number of immi�r�nts n�tur�lized in FY2017, by metro �re�

Immigration and Citizenship Data. U.S. Citizenship �nd Immi�r�tion Services. “Form
N-400, Applic�tion for N�tur�liz�tion, by C�te�ory of N�tur�liz�tion, C�se St�tus,
�nd USCIS Field Office Loc�tion” [sever�l qu�rters]. 
https://www.uscis.�ov/tools/reports-studies/immi�r�tion-forms-d�t�
(https://www.uscis.�ov/tools/reports-studies/immi�r�tion-forms-d�t�)

Number of citizenship �pplic�tions filed, denied, �pproved, �nd pendin� �t ye�r-
end, for e�ch USCIS field office, FY2010-FY2018 (missin� Q4 FY 2018)

Historical National Average Processing Time for All USCIS Offices. U.S. Citizenship
�nd Immi�r�tion Services. 
https://e�ov.uscis.�ov/processin�-times/historic-pt
(https://e�ov.uscis.�ov/processin�-times/historic-pt)

N�tion�l �ver��e processin� times for N-400 �nd other forms, FY2014-FY2018

A hi D S F N 400 N li i A C l Ti U S Ci i hi
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Archive Data Set: Form N-400 Naturalization Average Cycle Time. U.S. Citizenship
�nd Immi�r�tion Services. 
https://www.uscis.�ov/�rchive/�rchive-reports/�rchive-d�t�-set-form-n-400-
n�tur�liz�tion-�ver��e-cycle-time (https://www.uscis.�ov/�rchive/�rchive-
reports/�rchive-d�t�-set-form-n-400-n�tur�liz�tion-�ver��e-cycle-time)

N�tion�l monthly processin� times (�lso c�lled “cycle times”), FY2012-FY2013
(p�rti�l)

Check Case Processing Times. U.S. Citizenship �nd Immi�r�tion Services.  
https://e�ov.uscis.�ov/processin�-times/ (https://e�ov.uscis.�ov/processin�-
times/)

Medi�n �nd m�ximum processin� times for e�ch field office, recorded e�ch
month between July �nd December 2018

Field Offices. U.S. Citizenship �nd Immi�r�tion Services. 
https://www.uscis.�ov/�bout-us/find-uscis-office/field-offices
(https://www.uscis.�ov/�bout-us/find-uscis-office/field-offices)

Required USCIS field office loc�tion b�sed on �pplic�nt ZIP code

Interactive Map: Eligible-To-Naturalize Populations in the U.S. (2016). University of
Southern C�liforni�, Dornsife Colle�e of Letters, Arts �nd Sciences, Center for the
Study of Immi�r�nt Inte�r�tion. 
https://dornsife.usc.edu/csii/eli�ible-to-n�tur�lize-m�p/
(https://dornsife.usc.edu/csii/eli�ible-to-n�tur�lize-m�p/)

N�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible popul�tion size by metropolit�n st�tistic�l �re� (MSA)
Percent��e of n�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible popul�tion by re�ion of ori�in

Definition of Terms

B�cklo� completion: The number of citizenship �pplic�tions processed within �
fisc�l ye�r, divided by the sum of (�) the number of citizenship �pplic�tions filed
within the s�me fisc�l ye�r �nd (b) the ye�r-end b�cklo� �s of the prior fisc�l ye�r
(expressed �s � percent��e)

Citizenship �pplic�tion: Form N-400 (/immi�r�tion-resources/form-n-400-
expl�ined/), the �pplic�tion for n�tur�liz�tion �dministered by U.S. Citizenship �nd
Immi�r�tion Services (USCIS)

Deni�l r�te: Within � �iven time period, the number of citizenship �pplic�tions
denied, divided by the number of citizenship �pplic�tions processed

DHS: U.S. Dep�rtment of Homel�nd Security

Dist�nce to field office: Number of miles between the l�r�est city within � �iven
metro �re� �nd the loc�tion of the field office required by USCIS for residents of
th�t metro �re�, �s estim�ted usin� Goo�le M�ps (if the required field office is
within the metro �re�, the “dist�nce to field office” is listed �s zero)

Field office: The loc�l office of U.S. Citizenship �nd Immi�r�tion Services (USCIS)
where immi�r�tion offici�ls conduct the citizenship interview; �pplic�nts for
citizenship �re �ssi�ned to � field office b�sed on the ZIP code of their residence.

Filed: The number of citizenship �pplic�tions received by USCIS within � �iven time
period

N�tur�liz�tion r�te: The number of immi�r�nts who n�tur�lized in � �iven metro
�re� (b�sed on DHS d�t� for FY2017) divided by the tot�l estim�ted number of
immi�r�nts eli�ible for n�tur�liz�tion within th�t metro �re� (b�sed on �
methodolo�y developed �t the University of Southern C�liforni�, published in 2016,
�nd b�sed on prior Census d�t�)
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Processed: The number of citizenship �pplic�tions �pproved plus the number of
citizenship �pplic�tions denied by USCIS within � �iven time period

USCIS: U.S. Citizenship �nd Immi�r�tion Services, � component ��ency of the U.S.
Dep�rtment of Homel�nd Security

W�it time / processin� time (�ver��e): The n�tion�l �ver��e processin� time for �
�iven form b�sed on �ll field offices within � period of time, �s estim�ted by USCIS

W�it time / processin� time (m�x): The time it t�kes to complete 93% of c�ses for
� �iven form within � �iven field office, �s estim�ted by USCIS; for purposes of this
report, this number is the 6-month �ver��e between July �nd December 2018.

W�it time / processin� time (medi�n): The time it t�kes to complete 50% of c�ses
for � �iven form within � �iven field office, �s estim�ted by USCIS; for purposes of
this report, this number is the 6-month �ver��e between July �nd December 2018.

Ye�r-end b�cklo�: The number of citizenship �pplic�tions listed “pendin�” (i.e. not
processed) by USCIS �t the end of � �iven fisc�l ye�r

C�lcul�tion of R�nkin�s

Best Cities for Becomin� � New Americ�n

The over�ll index is derived from three objective criteri� for e�ch metro �re�:

1. B�cklo� completion (�s of FY2017) 
2. Medi�n w�it time (6-month �ver��e between July �nd December 2018, when
d�t� w�s collected for this report) 
3. Dist�nce to field office

For � metro �re� with more th�n one field office (New York, Mi�mi, Los An�eles,
Boston, �nd Phil�delphi�), b�cklo� completion is c�lcul�ted b�sed on the tot�l
number of �pplic�tions filed, processed, �nd b�cklo��ed �cross �ll field offices
within th�t metro �re�. Medi�n w�it time is �ver��ed �cross �ll field offices within
the metro �re�, wei�hted by the percent��e of �pplic�tions filed with e�ch
individu�l field office. Dist�nce to field office is zero.

For � metro �re� with only one field office, b�cklo� completion �nd medi�n w�it
time reflect the v�lues from th�t field office. Dist�nce to field office is zero.

For � metro �re� with no field office, b�cklo� completion �nd medi�n w�it time
reflect the v�lues from the field office required by USCIS for �pplic�nts from th�t
metro �re�. Dist�nce to field office is the number of miles between the l�r�est city
within the metro �re� �nd the loc�tion of the required field office, �s estim�ted
usin� Goo�le M�ps.

E�ch criterion w�s norm�lized �s � percent��e between the m�ximum/best (100%)
�nd the minimum/worst (0%) v�lue th�t �ppe�red �cross �ll metro �re�s. For
ex�mple, the norm�lized numbers for J�cksonville, Florid� were 35% for b�cklo�
completion (rel�tively poor), 88% for w�it time (rel�tively �ood), �nd 100% for field
office dist�nce (since there is � field office in J�cksonville).

The over�ll index v�lue is the wei�hted �ver��e of these norm�lized numbers:

B�cklo� completion: Wei�hted �s 12.5%
Medi�n w�it time: Wei�hted �s 75.0%
Dist�nce to field office: Wei�hted �s 12.5%

W�it time is deliber�tely upwei�hted, since this criterion is likely to be most s�lient
for � citizenship �pplic�nt. B�cklo� completion, by comp�rison, is more of �
w�rnin� si�n�l of future w�it times, �nd field office dist�nce represents � potenti�l
one-time h�ssle to tr�vel to the citizenship interview. In the event of � missin�
criterion, the over�ll index w�s rewei�hted �ccordin�ly.

The over�ll index v�lue represents how close � �iven metro �re� is to the best
observed v�lues �cross �ll criteri�. For ex�mple, Clevel�nd h�s �n over�ll index of
95 points bec�use this is the wei�hted �ver��e of its norm�lized b�cklo�
completion (62.8% �s �ood �s the best metro �re�, which h�ppens to be Portl�nd,
M�ine), w�it time (100%, the best of �ll the metro �re�s), �nd dist�nce to field office
(100%, �s is true for �ll metro �re�s th�t h�ve their own field office).
N h i l d d if h h i d li i
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Note th�t metro �re�s �re not included if they h�ve �n estim�ted n�tur�liz�tion-
eli�ible immi�r�nt popul�tion of less th�n 10,000, �nd they h�ve no USCIS field
office.

Where b�cklo� completion is noted “n/�,” USCIS provides d�t� only for FY2017.

Best Field Offices for Becomin� � New Americ�n

The over�ll index is derived from three objective criteri� for e�ch field office:

1. B�cklo� completion (�s of FY2017) 
2. Medi�n w�it time (6-month �ver��e between July �nd December 2018, when
d�t� w�s collected for this report) 
3. M�ximum w�it time (6-month �ver��e between July �nd December 2018, when
d�t� w�s collected for this report)

E�ch criterion w�s norm�lized �s � percent��e between the m�ximum/best (100%)
�nd the minimum/worst (0%) v�lue th�t �ppe�red �cross �ll field offices. For
ex�mple, the norm�lized numbers for S�cr�mento, C�liforni� were 29% for b�cklo�
completion (rel�tively poor), 64% for medi�n w�it time (better th�n �ver��e), �nd
83% for m�ximum w�it time (rel�tively �ood).

The over�ll index v�lue is the wei�hted �ver��e of these norm�lized numbers:

B�cklo� completion: Wei�hted �s 25.0%
Medi�n w�it time: Wei�hted �s 37.5%
M�ximum w�it time: Wei�hted �s 37.5%

W�it times �re deliber�tely upwei�hted, since they �re likely to be most s�lient for
� citizenship �pplic�nt. B�cklo� completion, by comp�rison, is more of � w�rnin�
si�n�l of future w�it times. In the event of � missin� criterion, the over�ll index w�s
rewei�hted �ccordin�ly.

The over�ll index v�lue represents how close � field office is to the best observed
v�lues �cross �ll criteri�. For ex�mple, the Clevel�nd field office h�s �n over�ll
index of 91% bec�use this is the wei�hted �ver��e of its norm�lized b�cklo�
completion (63% �s �ood �s the best field office, which h�ppens to be in Portl�nd,
M�ine), medi�n w�it time (100%, the best of �ll the field offices), �nd m�ximum w�it
time (100%, the best of �ll the field offices).

Note th�t cert�in field offices were not included if USCIS provides no d�t� on their
oper�tions for �ll or most ye�rs prior to FY2018. Where b�cklo� completion is noted
“n/�,” USCIS provides d�t� only for FY2017.

Cities Producin� the Most New Americ�n Citizens

This r�nkin� is not b�sed on � derived index, but r�ther on one objective criterion:

Naturalization rate: The number of immi�r�nts who n�tur�lized in � �iven metro
�re� (b�sed on DHS d�t� for FY2017) divided by the tot�l estim�ted number of
immi�r�nts eli�ible for n�tur�liz�tion within th�t metro �re� (b�sed on �
methodolo�y developed �t the University of Southern C�liforni�, published in 2016,
�nd b�sed on prior Census d�t�).

Althou�h the denomin�tor m�y not represent the size of the n�tur�liz�tion-eli�ible
popul�tion for e�ch metro �re� in FY2017 precisely, it is � re�son�ble proxy.

The numer�tor is only �v�il�ble for the 50 metro �re�s where DHS provides
n�tur�liz�tion d�t� in its Ye�rbook of Immi�r�tion St�tistics. It would not be
�ccur�te to derive this number from the USCIS field office d�t�, since m�ny field
offices process �pplic�nts from more th�n one metro �re�. For ex�mple, in the
Se�ttle metro �re�, DHS records 11,042 �ctu�l �pproved n�tur�liz�tions for FY2017,
while the number derived from USCIS d�t� would h�ve been 12,038. This is bec�use
the Se�ttle field office processes citizenship �pplic�tions from immi�r�nts in the
surroundin� metro �re�s �s well.

Puerto Rico is listed in the DHS d�t� but not the University of Southern C�liforni�
d�t�, so this metro �re� could not be included in this index.
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Notes on Ch�rts

Time Series

D�t� points line up with the end of e�ch fisc�l ye�r on the x-�xis, bec�use e�ch
ye�r-end b�cklo� represents � sn�pshot in time �s of th�t moment.
D�t� points for FY2018 �re projections b�sed on the only �v�il�ble d�t� from
USCIS �s of this writin� (Q1, Q2, �nd Q3 of FY2018).
The ye�r-end b�cklo� for FY2018 w�s not estim�ted, bec�use the �ctu�l number
m�y turn out to be si�nific�ntly different from � projection.
The ye�r-end b�cklo�s for FY1990-2009 �re estim�ted from DHS d�t� on filin�
�nd processin� volume. This me�ns th�t the b�cklo� completion v�lues for
FY1991-2010 �re b�sed in p�rt on th�t estim�ted b�cklo� v�lue for e�ch prior
ye�r.
There �re �pp�rently no �overnment processin� time d�t� publicly �v�il�ble for
ye�rs prior to FY2012.

Sc�tterplots

The correl�tion coefficient (r) only me�sures the stren�th of � line�r rel�tionship
between two v�ri�bles, where:

-1 me�ns � perfect ne��tive line�r rel�tionship
0 me�ns no line�r rel�tionship
1 me�ns � perfect positive line�r rel�tionship

The correl�tion coefficient does not expl�in the fr�ction of v�ri�tion in � line�r
re�ression (represented by r-squ�red), nor does it provide � me�sure of st�tistic�l
si�nific�nce.
The slope line is included only where there is �t le�st moder�te correl�tion (r >
0.50) between the two v�ri�bles on the x-�xis �nd the y-�xis. For purposes of this
report, � correl�tion of r > 0.60 is described �s “rel�tively stron�.”

Immi�r�tion Resources

Immi�r�tion Blo�
(https://www.boundless.com/blo�/)

The Vis� Bulletin
(https://www.boundless.com/blo�/vis�-
bulletin/)

Immi�r�tion Attorneys
(https://www.boundless.com/�ttorneys/)

Immi�r�tion FAQ
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/f�q/)

Immi�r�tion Gloss�ry
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/immi�r�tion-�loss�ry/)

M�rri��e Green C�rds

M�rri��e Green C�rd Guides
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/�uides/)

M�rri��e Vis� Costs
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/m�rri��e-�reen-c�rd-
cost/)

M�rri��e Vis� Requirements
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/wh�t-documents-for-
m�rri��e-�reen-c�rd/)

U.S. Citizenship

How to Become � U.S. Citizen
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/n�tur�liz�tion-
expl�ined/)

About N�tur�liz�tion Form N-400
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/form-n-400-expl�ined/)

Citizenship Fees
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
resources/how-much-does-it-cost-
to-�pply-for-us-citizenship/)

Apply

Apply for � M�rri��e Green C�rd
(https://�pply.boundless.com/setup)

Apply for Citizenship
(https://�pply.boundless.com/st�rt/n�tur�liz�tion)

Lo� In
(https://�pply.boundless.com/users/si�n_in)

About Boundless

Wh�t Boundless Does
(https://www.boundless.com/wh�t-
you-�et-with-boundless/)

Press Cover��e
(https://www.boundless.com/press/)

Success Stories

(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
stories/)

Priv�cy & Security
(https://www.boundless.com/security/)

Testimoni�ls & Reviews
(https://www.boundless.com/boundless-
immi�r�tion-reviews/)

Fe�tured

Immi�r�tion News
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
news/)

Immi�r�tion St�tistics
(https://www.boundless.com/immi�r�tion-
st�tistics/)

Immi�r�nt Schol�rship
(https://www.boundless.com/boundless-
�meric�n-dre�m-schol�rship/)

CONTACT US

114 Al�sk�n W�y S.,
#200 
Se�ttle, WA 98104
(https://�oo.�l/m�ps/iPhK1A3ci4s)

1-855-BOUNDLESS
(tel:1-855-268-6353)

be@boundless.com
(m�ilto:be@boundless.com)

(https://twitter.com/chooseboundless)(https://www.linkedin.com/company/boundles(https://www.facebook.com/ChooseBo
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© 2017–2019 Boundless Immi�r�tion Inc.

(https://www.bbb.org/northwest/business-
reviews/immigration-
consultant/boundless-immigration-inc-
in-seattle-wa-1000047147/#sealclick)

Boundless is not � l�w firm �nd is not � substitute for the �dvice of �n �ttorney. Boundless is not
�ffili�ted with or endorsed by United St�tes Citizenship �nd Immi�r�tion Services (USCIS) or �ny other
�overnment ��ency. Bl�nk immi�r�tion forms with written instructions, includin� for spous�l vis�s, �re
�v�il�ble for free �t the USCIS website (https://www.uscis.�ov). Use of the Boundless website �nd its
services �re subject to our Priv�cy Policy (https://www.boundless.com/priv�cy/) �nd Terms of Use
(https://www.boundless.com/terms/). Attorney services �re provided by independent �ttorneys �nd �re
subject to � sep�r�te Attorney A�reement (https://www.boundless.com/�ttorney-��reement/).
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