Determiningthe Reliability of Genealogical Records and Documents

The purpose of this study guide is to provide researchers with an overview of the reliability of
some of the mostimportant genealogical records. While there are always exceptionsand
circumstances that can impact to accuracy and detail found in records, the ratings listed below
seem to have a proven track for factual reliability based on reading through multiple sources of
evidence evaluation.

As genealogists progress through the research process, they gather clues. Thisresultsinthe
creation of a pile of evidence or sources about anindividual or family of ancestors. These
sources can provide a lot of details. These details can be provided by someone who witnessed
the event or by someone who compiled informationabout the event later.

Having found one or more records about a person, it is time to evaluate what you found and
determine how helpful and reliableitis. The evaluation process involves several phases. The
process begins as soon as you locate a document that must be evaluated to seeif it is relevant
to the family you are researching. It continues as you transfer the information from the source
to your genealogical records and compose a source footnote. Inthat phaseyou are evaluating
in two ways: (1) a preliminary evaluation of the reliability of the source, and (2) a comparison
and contrast of data on the source with otherinformationabout the family to seeif it
corroborates or contradicts other sources.

Many professionals | have worked with or taken seminars that they conducted identify three
qguestions that aresearcher should askthemselves as they begin the evaluation process.

1. Whatkind of source am | examining?
2. Whattype of informationis containedin the source content?

3. How reliableisthe information? Part of the answer to this question involves knowing
somethingabout the informant.

My companion study guide on Evaluating Evidence will provide additionalinformation on this
topic.



Record Type

Bible Records
Biographies
Birth Records — Church

Birth Records — Government

Cemetery Markers

Census Records 1790-1840

Census Records 1850-1870
Census Records 1880-Forward

Church Records

City/County Histories

City Directories

Court Records

Death Records— Church
Death Records— Government
Divorce Records

Emigration Records

Family Tradition

Genealogies, Documented
Genealogy, Undocumented

Immigration Records

Trustworthiness

Fair to Good —Key is Publication Date
Fair to Good — Author Reputation/Motive
Good to Excellent

Good to Excellent— Church Records
Usually More Reliable

Fair to Good — Accuracy Varies
Look on Both Sides of Stone

Fair to Good — Only Lists the
Head of Household — Usually
Males

Good to Excellent
Good to Excellent

Fair to Good — Usually More
Accurate Than Civil Records

Poor to Good — Use Caution With
Biographical Facts

Fair-Good
Good-Excellent
Good-Excellent
Good-Excellent
Good-Excellent
Fair-Good

Poor-Marginal
Many Variables

Good
Poor-Marginal

Good

Parents

Usually
Usually
Usually

Usually

Sometimes

Rarely

Possibly
Often

Sometimes

Sometimes

Rarely
Sometimes
Rarely
Often
Rarely
Rarely
Often

Always
Usually

Rarely



Indexes, Printed Fair-Good Rarely
Land Grants Good-Excellent Rarely
Manuscripts Fair-Good Sometimes
Marriage Records— Church Good-Excellent Usually
Marriage Records— Government  Good-Excellent Sometimes
Military Records Good Rarely
Mortuary Records Fair-Good Sometimes
Naturalization Records Good-Excellent Rarely
Newspaper Articles Fair-Good Sometimes
Probate Records Good to Excellent Often Name
Children
Sometimes
Parents
Record Abstracts Poor-Good Sometimes
Record Compilations Poor-Good Sometimes
Tax Records Good-Excellent Rarely
Will Records Good-Excellent Often Name
Children
Sometimes
Parents

Suggested Websites and You Tube Sources for Additional Information and Techniques

10 Minute Methodology: What is “Reasonably Exhaustive Research” — Judy Keller Fox
https://bcgcertification.org/ten-minute-methodology-reasonably-exhaustive-how-do-we-
know-were-there/

About.com — How to Apply the Genealogical Proof Standard to Your Family Tree
https://www.thoughtco.com/genealogical-evidence-or-proof-1420515

Ancestral Findings.com — Using Negative Evidence to Prove Family Relationships
https://ancestralfindings.com/using-negative-evidence-prove-
relationships/#:~:text=What%20is%20negative%20evidence%3F,examining%20what%20is%2

Onot%20there.
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Ancestry.com — Genealogy Proof Standard — You Tube Videos — Christa Cowan
Introduction to Genealogical Proof Standard 23 minutes

Exhaustive Search — Genealogical Proof Standard 28 minutes

Resolution of Conflicting Evidence — Genealogy Proof Standard 38 minutes

Cyndislist: Evidence and Analysis http://www.cyndislist.com/evidence/gps/

Family Search Blog — Genealogy Proof Standard - Tyler S. Stahle
https://familysearch.org/blog/en/genealogicalproofstandardpart1/
https://www.familysearch.org/blog/en/genealogicalproofstandardpart2/?icid=bl-rt-4530
https://www.familysearch.org/blog/en/genealogicalproofstandardpart3/

Family Search.org — Using the Genealogical Proof Standard in Your Research
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Using the Genealogical Proof Standard in Your Researc

h (National Institute)

Family Search Wiki — Genealogy Proof Standard
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Genealogical Proof Standard

Genealogy Bank.com — Genealogy 101 — Genealogy Proof Standard
https://blog.genealogybank.com/genealogy-101-the-genealogical-proof-standard.html

Genealogy Assistant.com — What are Primary and Secondary Sources
https://www.thegenealogyassistant.com/index.php/store/three-brushes-with-death/43-
news/blog-posts/314-what-are-primary-a-secondary-sources

National Genealogical Society — Mastering Genealogical Proof
https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/going-to-the-next-level/understanding-genealogical-proof/

http://www.ngsgenealogy.org/cs/mastering genealogical proof
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Recognizing Inaccurate and Misleading Genealogical Records, Citations, and Sources
September 12, 2024 Update

False and error filled information can be found in all genealogy sources, including many of the
highest rated quality sources. The Internet has proliferated this tendency. In the name of
convenience and time, genealogists are increasingly failingto compare original records with the
information gleaned from print and online resources. Taking thisinformation at face value leads
to mistakes spreadingthroughout sources.

As genealogists progress through the research process, they gather clues. Thisresultsinthe
creation of a pile of evidence or sources about anindividual or family of ancestors. These
sources can provide a lot of details. These details can be provided by someone who witnessed
the event or by someone who compiled informationabout the event later.

Having found one or more records about a person, it is time to evaluate what you found and
determine how helpful and reliableitis. With regardsto thisissue, there are two important
genealogical defintions that have a sigificant impact on this topic.
1. Evidence constitutesfacts used to reach conclusions aboutgenealogical data,
relationshipsor events found in research sources.
2. Genealogical Proof Standard: Suggested guidelines genealogist should follow for their
work to be considered credible are composed of five elements:
a. Reasonably exhaustive research has been conducted.
b. Each statement of fact has a complete and accurate source citation.
c. All evidence s reliable and has been properly correlated and interpreted.
d. All contradictoryissues have been resolved.
e. The conclusion has been soundly reasoned and coherently written.
3. There is one major caveat. Anyproofstatementissubject to beingre-examined when
new evidence arises!



The evaluation process involves several phases. The process begins as soon as you locatea
document that must be evaluated to see if it is relevant to the family you are researching. It
continues as you transfer the information from the source to your genealogical records and
compose a source footnote. In that phase you are evaluatingin two ways: (1) a preliminary
evaluation of the reliability of the source, and (2) a comparison and contrast of data from the
source with other informationaboutthe familyto see if it corroborates or contradicts other
sources.

Many professionals | have worked with or taken seminars that they conducted identify three
guestionsthat aresearcher should askthemselves as they begin the evaluation process.
1. Whatkind of source am | examining?
2. Whattype of informationis containedin the source content?
3. How reliableisthe information? Part of the answer to this question involves knowing
somethingabout the informant.

In an effort to provide some first-hand proof of content in this study guide, with permission
from one of ourlongtime patrons who has an extensive research background and has worked
with both ourlate volunteer Carolyn Ford and |, the following snippetisa common occurrence
he hasencountered. Itis also consistent with feedback | received from countless patrons over
the years.

“All too many genealogists, or so-called genealogists, are not interested in recording facts
based on primary or even secondary evidence. Theirinterestissolelyto fill in blanks. Acase in
pointis my family from West Virginia. Many family members have adopted the fantasy of one
particular researcher who created the marriage of a male to a particular Indian woman, whose
name sheinvented. Thisinformation appearsin dozens, if not hundreds of family trees, in spite
of the absence of any substantiating primary or even secondary evidence, beyond the story of
the woman who created it. In fact an examination of the circumstances surroundingthe male
and the evidence thatis available, including one primary document with an “English” name
ratherthanan Indian name, establishes its improbability. In addition, those who knewthe
woman who created the story knew her to be a prevaricator. Too often the easiest path to
generatinga tree is to copy someone else’s work, and from one to another, bad information
spreads like wildfire. Steps 1 and 4 for thatyou discussed in your various evidence analysisand
brickwall seminars at Fort Myers should be emphasized in every genealogy class.”

Errors are errors whether accidental orintentional. Facts without proper documentation
cannot be trusted. No source should be considered unquestionable or deserving of absolute
trust. Similarly, the perception thatany potential source shouldbeignored is just as false, even
if you feel the source or informant is questionable. Trusting one source or cherry picking items
that “seem” to fit is an open invitationto errors and misinterpretation. There are numerous
potential scenariosand variationsinvolving errors but here are the most common:



1. Accidental: Errors were caused by speaking, hearing, reading, writing, or memory
lapses.

2. Intentional:Theinformant deliberately provided false informationand/or omitted
important details. Some of the most common examplesinclude:

a. Intent was to hideinformation that was perceived to be offensive and/orthe desire
to paint a negative portrait of the person or family. Thistendsto be the #1 scenario.

b. The possibility of personal, financial, or social gain or advancement influences the
informant to provide false or distorted versions of event or situation.

c. Informant deliberately exaggerates or embellishes the story or accounts to make
themselves look better, impress a listener or reader.

d. Ratherthan admitignorance of people or events, informants and/or family members
will invent or distort informationabout people and/or events.

3. Researchers create errors by misreading or misinterpretingaccurate sources or applying
them to the wrong people. Using the Internet versus taking the time to compare the
information with other primary or secondary sources fosters this spreading of errors
and misinformation.

Errors and misinformation can lead to some significant research challenges. Some of the most

common discrepancies patronsrunintoinclude the following:

Baptismal/christening/presentations containingthe wrong birthdates, names, and sex

Birth records with incorrect proper and surnames

Death records with incorrect names for the decedent, parents, and places of residence

Family Bible entries with fabricated information

Marriage license applications with incorrect names of bride’s or groom’s father

Taxrolls listinga dead man as a living taxpayer

Military records omittinga soldier

Wills and probate packets omittingthe names of children and falsely identifying bogus

heirs

9. Deeds andland records containingincomplete or bogus land descriptions, and incorrect
names of the owner

N A WNE

Takingthe time to analyze the accuracy of informationis not an absolute guarantee of being
ableto detect errors, but it forces researchers to focus on the situation and historical context.
The mostimportant question in evidence analysisis “Do the Facts Fit the Circumstances?”

Information compiled, recorded, or gleaned from eyewitnesses at the time of the incident or
event (original source document or record) is more likely to be correct than information
obtained via abstracting, hand copying, translating, or transcribing from a priorrecord.
Information obtained after the fact or based on hearsay, speculation, opinions, or sources that
are unidentified or questionable, must be taken with a grain of salt.

Most genealogical errors are uncovered by takingthe time to compare and contrast
independent sources that provide evidence answeringthe same research questions. The
following steps are considered critical in the evidence analysis process:



View any uncorroborated records or testimony with skepticism.

Search broadly for independent sources that might provide corroboration.

Verify independence of corroborating sources, accounts, and testimonies.

Reject information that cannot be corroborated.

Thoroughly examine the research subject’s records from birth to death, looking for
repetition, patterns, and sequences.

6. Use avariety of formats to compare and contrast seemingly relevantinformation. The
most populartoolsused by expertsinclude:

a. Language and writing used by the subjectin daily activities

b. Timelines of events relevant to the event or subject

c. Maps and plats

d. Tables and spreadsheets
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The Twelve Rules for Proper Documentation

The value of your family history research relies in large part on the thoroughness and clarity of
your documentation. The documentation processincludes how genealogists describe and cite
their sources—including sources for which no model citation exists —with artistry, clarity,
conciseness, completeness, and competence. If complete accuracy is your ultimate research
goal, everythingin your family tree comes down to the documentation that you have to back
up a claim.

Errors are errors whether accidental orintentional. Facts without proper documentation
cannot be trusted. No source should be considered unquestionable or deserving of absolute
trust. “Documentingrelatives” is a kind of genealogical shorthand for the process of finding
evidence for names; birth, marriage and death dates; and relationships.

There once was a television show called the MythBusters. One of their most frequent
comments made duringthe telecasts fits the topicwe are discussing. “The only difference
between science and playingaround, is to write it down!” This concept fits the field of
genealogy perfectly. The only difference between fact and family folklore is writing down the
evidence and the source where the information was obtained from. Havingsaid all of this,
takingthe time to follow the twelve steps listed below are critical for long-term research
success.

1. Documentas you go along.

2. Enternotesin a consistent format.

3. Listall sources found.
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Use confidential information with discretion and sensitivity.
Identify conflicting or missinginformation.

Avoid usingunusual abbreviations.

Indicate where additional research is needed.

Strive to obtain primary sources for each event.

Indicate the location of lengthy documents rather than restating.

10 Welcome input and constructive review of your documentation.
11. Identify all researchers’ contributions, including your own.
12. Recognize that good documenting requires a process of continuous refinement.

What are the proper steps for citing sources? Insimplified terms, gather as much information
aboutthesource as possiblesothatitis easy to locate again if needed to clarify facts or analyze
contradictions. There s different information you’ll need to gather for different types of

sources.

1.

For a book, you’ll want to write down the title, the author or database, the publisher
(and publisher’s location), and the name of the library or archives where you located the
item, the year it was published, the pages where your informationfound, and the book
call number or website URL.

For digital resources found on websites such as Ancestry and Family Search, the good
news is that they provide the citations for each individual record for you. If you are on a
websitethat doesn’t have the citation capability, you'll still want to gather as much
information as possible. There are different ways to cite different types of sources, but
the goalis to find it again even if the URL address were to change. An easy reference
tool for any citation is easybib.com where you can typein the informationyou’ve
gathered (from books, articles, websites, etc.) and the site will generate a citation for
you in whichever style you prefer.

The final step is organizing your citations. Three handy forms that many researchers use
are Research Logs, Research Checklists, or Source Summaries. Which oneis bestis a
matter of personal preference.

While taking the time to properly document all sources may delay some aspects of research, it
will be time well spent because it serves multiple purposes. The mostimportantfroma
research perspective are listed below:

1. Record thelocation of each source. Did the birth date for a specific family member

come from a published family history, birth certificate, tombstone, etc.? Where was the
source found?

Provide the historical context that mightimpact the analysis and interpretationand use
of the information. This processincludes evaluatingboth the documentitself, and the
information and evidence that you draw from it, for quality and potential bias.
Allowyourselfto locate the information again if you must go back to check facts. Asyou
progress through the research process there are three inevitable factors that will



present themselves: contradictory facts, new information, and the possibility that you
may have overlooked something.

4. Assistothersinunderstandingand evaluating yourresearch. Being able to backtrack
and review old sources of information in a timely manner s critical for evidence
analysis. It helpsif you have othersreview your research to get theirinput. In
conjunction with research logs, proper source documentation also makes it much easier
to pick up where you left off with your genealogy research after time spent focusing on
other things.

5. If you pass away, in order for someone else to continue your projects, they must be able

to understandyour methodology.

Possible Sources to Overcome Research Challenges

If your research has hit a continuous snag, here are some time tested examples of possible
sources that may help overcome your research challenge:

1.

AGE: Census, Cemetery Records, Family Bibles, Military Records, Obituaries,
Pension Applications, Tax Records, and Vital Records

BIRTH DATES/PLACE: Cemetery Records, Census, Church Records, Family Bibles,
Military Records, Newspaper Birth Announcements, Obituaries, and Vital Records
CITY OR PARISH (FOREIGN BIRTH): Census, Church Records, Family Bibles, Family
Histories, Immigration Records, Naturalization/ Citizenship Papers, Obituaries, and
Vital Records

COUNTY ORIGINS, BOUNDARIES, & PLACE-FINDING AIDS: Atlases, City Directories,
Criss-Cross Directories, County or Family Histories, Gazetteers, Land/Property
Records, Taxation Maps and Records

DEATH: Cemeteries, Church Records, Court Records, Family Bibles, Land/Property
Records, Military Records, Newspapers, Obituaries, Probate Records, and Vital
Records

DIVORCE: Court Records, Divorce Records, Newspapers, and Vital Records
ETHNICITY: Census, Church Records, Family Bibles, Immigration Records,
Membership in Minority Associations or Societies, Naturalization and Citizenship
Papers

IMMIGRATION OR EMIGRATION DATE : Census, Church History or Records, Family
Bibles, Published Family History Books or Family History Articles in Periodicals,
Immigration Records, Naturalization and Citizenship Papers, Newspapers, and
Obituaries

MARRIAGE/MAIDEN NAMES: Biography, Census, Cemeteries, Church Records,
Family Bibles, Family Histories, Land/Property Records, Military Records,
Newspapers, Nobility Listing, Personal Correspondence, Probate Records, School
Records, and Vital Records



10. OCCUPATIONS: Business Directory Listing Company Officials & Employees, Census,
City Directories or Criss-Cross Directories, Civil Registration, Court Records,
Immigration Records, Military Records, Newspapers, Obituaries, and Probate
Records

11. PARENTS, CHILDREN, & OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS: Biographies, Census, Church
Records, Family Bibles, Family History, Immigration Records, Land/Property
Records, Naturalization & Citizenship Papers, Obituaries, Probate Records, School
Census, and Vital Records

12. PLACE (TOWN) OF RESIDENCE WHEN YOU KNOW ONLY THE STATE” Census, City
Directories or Criss-Cross Directories, Family Bibles, Family History, Land/Property
Records, Military Records, Probate Records, School Census, Tax Records, and Vital
Records

13. PLACES OF RESIDENCE: Census, Church Records, City Directories, Family Bibles, Land
/Property Records, Military Records, Obituaries, and Taxation Records

14. RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION: Biographies, Cemeteries, Church Records, Civil
Registration, Family Bibles, Family Histories, and Obituaries

| will close with a comment by a local professional genealogist who used our collection for many
years until their passing over a decade ago. It isjust as valid today as it was back then. “If you
do genealogical research long enough, mistakes will happen. Yes, they are frustrating but if you
learn from them, they can be a blessingin disguise.” There are several additional study guides
on thistopicand related to evidence analysis and overcoming brickwall issues/scenarios that go
into greater detail in helping confront challenges of this nature. All are available free
electronically upon request. Feel free to contact me with any additional questions.
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2019
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