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Introduction 
 
How can you be sure you’ve selected the right person as the father or mother of your ancestor? If you rely on 
research done by others, you might be planting your family tree on unstable ground. 
 
When You Start with Existing Research  
 
Perhaps you’re beginning with someone else’s research.  
 

• Online tree 
• Tree from the family genealogist 
• Published family history local history book 
 

How do you know that the research is correct? You can’t be sure unless you’ve found a recent article by a 
reputable genealogist. 
 
Tip: Always verify the information for yourself. If there are sources listed, check them yourself. If there aren’t 
any sources, the information is suspect so use it as a hint.  
 
Maybe you’re starting your own research project. You’ve identified a specific question about one ancestor.  
 
1. Start with a specific research question. 

 
2. The genealogical proof standard tells us to do a reasonably exhaustive search.1 Ideally, you want to look 

at a wide variety of sources, using original records where possible.  
a. Become an expert on the place and time you’re researching.  

i. Find out what the relevant sources are. 
ii. Research the history and topography. 

b. Always search for other people nearby with the same or similar names. 
 

What do you do with the people you’ve found who aren’t your ancestors? You will probably run into 
them again so be sure to keep track of them.  

 
If there are multiple people with the same name in the area, research all of them and sort them out. You 
might find out that you conflated two different people, or someone else has, and merged their identities.  

 
A timeline can be a helpful tool. Events that don’t fit often become apparent.  

 
3. Develop a unique identity profile for your ancestor. That will help you tell which person is your 

ancestor.  
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What’s Makes Your Ancestor Unique? 
 

• Name • Economic status 
o Middle name or initial • Physical characteristics 

• Birthdate • Military service 
• Birthplace • Immigrant status 
• Residence • Literacy 
• Occupation • Property ownership 
• FANs • Signature 

o Family members • Cattle marks or brands 
 
4. Analyze and correlate the evidence. Does it match your ancestor’s identity?  
 
Missing Records 
 
5. If the record you need to link your ancestor to the previous generation isn’t available, look for other 

records that will help you prove your case. 
 

• If a birth record doesn’t exist, look for a baptism record. 
• If the death wasn’t recorded, look for a cemetery record, an obituary, or a probate record.  
• Look in adjacent and nearby places – towns, counties, states, countries. Find out where the 

boundaries were at the time they lived there. Maybe it was easier to record vital events further 
away.  
 

Conflicting Evidence 
 
6. Analyze conflicting evidence to determine whether there’s a reasonable explanation or if you have the 

wrong person.2 
 

• Did it come from an original or derivative (non-original) source? An original source is more reliable. 
Every time a record is copied, there’s a chance for error. 

• Is the information contained in the source primary or secondary information? Primary information is 
usually given at the time of the event by an eyewitness and is more reliable. 

• Does the evidence directly, indirectly, or negatively answer your research question?  
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Tips 
 

• Before you begin a new project, do a literature survey to find any published articles about your 
ancestors. Perhaps the research has already been done. 

• Build a timeline to analyze and correlate information. 
• Use common sense. Ask yourself, “does this make sense?” 
• Always try to find multiples source for each piece of information. 
• Use original records when possible.  
• An index is not a record. Find the record that the index is referencing. 
• Research the FANs (family, associates, neighbors).  
• Use the genealogical proof standard (GPS).3 
• Evaluate each source. 

o Original vs. derivative 
• Evaluate the information.  

o Primary, secondhand, or undetermined 
• Evaluate the evidence. 

o Direct, indirect, or negative (missing where you’d expect it) as applied to your research 
question 

• Analyze and correlate the evidence thoroughly. 
• Write as you go. 
• Cite as you go. 
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