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Supplemental Study Guides
The following study guides will be added to the LCGS website for 
downloading and sharing.  If you are unable to download, please 
contact me and I will send them to you.

1. Brickwalls, Research Challenges, and Deadends 2024

2. Common Genealogy Research Mistakes 2024

3. Determining the Reliability of Genealogical Records and 
Documents 2024

4. Evaluating Genealogical Evidence 2024

5. Importance of Recording Names Properly on Genealogical Charts. 
Notes, and Software Programs 2023

6. Recognizing Inaccurate and Misleading Genealogical Records, 
Citations, and Sources – 2024 Update.

7. Added Bonus:  Program version of webinar with my notes. 



Research: Facts of Life About Sources
1. Sources may contain errors and omissions.  This even includes the most 

authoritative print and online sources.

2. Look for errors that are accidental (i.e. spelling), and errors that are 
intentional (i.e., dates and ages)

3. Research material without source documentation should not be trusted 
(hearsay vs. genealogy).

4. Look at every source with a critical eye, no matter how reliable you believe 
it to be (be a detective).

5. Even if a source contains some errors, don’t ignore it.  Compare it to more 
sources closer to the event.

6. Trusting only one source, or focusing only on items that fit your 
assumptions/expectations may lead to errors, misinterpretation, and/or 
faulty conclusions.

7. This includes eyewitness accounts found in official records (question 
reliability of informant in testimony).



Three Important Genealogical Definitions 
1. Evidence constitutes facts used to reach conclusions about 

genealogical data, relationships or events found in 
research sources.  

2. Genealogical Proof Standard: Suggested guidelines 
genealogist should follow  for their work to be considered 
credible – 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 is reliable and has been properly correlated 
and interpreted.
d. All contradictory issues have been resolved.
e. The conclusion has been soundly reasoned and 
coherently written.

**Caveat:  Any proof statement is subject to being re-
examined when new evidence arises!



Types of Evidence
1. Direct Evidence:  

a. This refers to the source of the information. Example: If the birth  information 
came from the birth certificate then it is direct evidence. 

2. Indirect Evidence:  
a. This is information that requires corroboration. 
b. It provides enough detail to enable you to form a hypothesis, 
and when combined with other evidence, reach a reliable conclusion. 
c. Example:

(1) You can’t find a birth certificate for your grandfather but you can 
determine an age using a census and a birth announcement.  

(2) The census doesn’t give his exact date of birth; the birth 
announcement gives a birth date. His full name is not provided
but his parents’ names are cited. 

(3) By using both indirect records, you can reach a reasonable 
conclusion as to his probable date of birth. 

3. Negative Evidence: Conclusions about relationships or facts drawn because a 
situation fails to exist when it should.
a. Young child not listed with the family on a census
b. Living individual not named in will of a supposed parent when all other children

are.
c. Surviving spouse not listed in the will or obituary.



Concept of Proof

Process involves four steps:

1. Reliability of sources must always be established.   

2. Statements made by family members, associates, 
neighbors, etc. cannot always be taken at face value for a 
variety of reasons.  

3. Official records often contain a variety of errors (multiple 
spellings of name in same record).  

4. Two keys to successful research: 
a. Knowing the intended purpose of the record.
b. The ability to identify and understand the information 
and determine it s accuracy given the circumstances.
c. Three excellent sources will be shown in an

upcoming slide, in addition to the links 
provided in your handout. (meyerink book)



The Most Common Error Related Circumstances
There are numerous potential scenarios and variations involving errors but here are the
most common:

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

2. Intentional: The informant deliberately provided false information and/or omitted 
important details. Some of the most common examples include: 
a. Intent was to hide information that was perceived to be offensive and/or the desire to 
paint a negative portrait of the person or family.  This tends to 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. Rather than admit ignorance of people or events, informants and/or family members 
will invent or distort information about people/events.  

3. Researchers create errors by misreading or misinterpreting accurate 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
Errors and misinformation can lead to some significant research challenges. Some of the most 
common discrepancies patrons run into include the following:

1. Baptismal/christening/presentations containing the wrong birthdates, names, and sex

2. Birth records with incorrect proper and surnames

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

4. Family Bibles entries with fabricated information.

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

6. Tax rolls listing a dead man as a living taxpayer

7. Military records omitting a soldier

8. Wills and probate packets omitting the names of children and falsely identifying bogus heirs

9. Deeds and land records containing incomplete or bogus land descriptions, and incorrect 
names of the owner



Guidelines for Evidence Analysis

1. Direct evidence is easier to understand, but 
indirect evidence can carry equal weight. 

2. Reliable genealogical conclusions are based on the 
weight-not quantity-of the evidence found. 

3. Evidence should be drawn from a variety of 
independently created sources. 

4. Original source material generally is more reliable 
than derivative material. 

5. Reliability of derivative work can be influenced by 
how often it has been reproduced in various 
formats. 

6. Most reliable informants have firsthand 
knowledge of the events to which they testify. 



Guidelines for Evidence Analysis

7. Handwriting analysis can establish identify, date, 
and authenticity. 

8. Microfilm, scans, and photocopies are usually more 
accurate than handwritten or typed transcriptions 
and abstracts. 

9.  Readable photograph of tombstone inscriptions 
are more accurate than handwritten notes. 

10. Transcriptions made closer to the time of the
event are more accurate than those made 
years/decades afterwards. 

11. The case is never closed on a genealogical 
conclusion. 



Strategies for Uncovering Errors on Genealogical 
Records, Sources, and Citations

Most genealogical errors are uncovered by taking the time to compare and contrast independent
sources that provide evidence answering the same research questions. The following steps are
considered critical in the evidence analysis process:
1. View any uncorroborated records or testimony with skepticism.
2. Search broadly for independent sources that might provide corroboration.
3. Verify independence of corroboration sources, accounts, and testimonies.
4. Reject information that cannot be corroborated.
5. Thoroughly examine research subject’s records from birth to death, looking for repetition,

patterns, and sequences.
6. Use a variety of formats to compare and contrast seemingly relevant information. The most

popular used by experts n the field include the following
a. Language and writing used by the subject in daily activities
b. Timelines of events relevant to the event or subject
c. Maps and plats
d. Tables and spreadsheets



Evidence Analysis Questions



Do the facts refer to the correct individual or family of 
interest?

1. No hard and fast rules for determining accuracy.
2. Finding multiple people with the same name and from the

same locality is common.
3. Use known facts and information to eliminate contenders.   

a. Place of Birth     e. Race 
b. Education           f.  Religious affiliation
c. Occupation        g. Land/property holdings
d. Income

4. Timelines listing the major events in the lifetime of an 
individual or family often uncovers inconsistencies.

5. Educated guesses are a legitimate option in genealogical and 
historical research with one caveat.

6. Over time new facts may be uncovered that provide more 
information.



Do the facts accurately reflect the circumstances or 
issues?

1. Challenging because secondhand accounts are often 
the norm.

2. Simple or straight forward  "yes" or "no" answers 
seldom exist. 

3. Dependent on informant’s knowledge and motivations

4. Has the scenario or information changed over time? 

5. Have you taken the time to read a history or newspaper 
account of the area during the time period in question?

6. Be careful about judgements based on modern 
standards/circumstances.  (historical context) – leads into 
the next slide 



Do the facts accurately apply to the historical 
circumstances and context that existed 

during the time period?   

Best Sources for Locating Historical Clues:
1. Ethnic histories
2. County/town histories
3. Timelines
4. Newspapers
5. Family Bibles
6. Family Correspondence, Diaries, Journals, and 

Photograph Albums
7. Military and Regimental Histories
8. Historical Maps and Gazetteers
9. Family Interviews



Was the informant’s knowledge 
reliable? 

1. Reputation and relationship to the person.
2. Applicable to any type of information.
3. Criteria for evaluation:

a.  Was the informant in a position to have
reliable information?

b.  Would they benefit by giving false or 
misleading information?

c.  Has the informant provided reliable 
information in the past?



Evidence Analysis Sources



Analyzing the Accuracy of Information
Taking the time to analyze the accuracy of information is not an absolute guarantee of being 
able to detect errors but it forces researchers to focus on the situation and historical context.  
1. The most important question in evidence analysis is “Do the Facts Fit the Circumstances”. 
2. While there are exceptions to every situation, information gleaned from eyewitnesses 

taken at the time of the incident or event is more likely to be correct. (original source 
document or record).

3. Second hand accounts as in 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.  

4. When examining the information you are analyzing in terms of genealogical records, 
citations, and sources, the following steps shown below and important for determining 
accuracy:
a. Were you able to backtrack and examine the sources that were cited?  Were the 
locations given for locating the sources accurate?
b. Did the relevant birth dates for family members come from a published family history, 
birth certificate, tombstones, etc. and where was the source found?
c. Did the historical context provided match the evidence, circumstances, information, and 
conclusions?  Is there any evidence of potential bias that may have influenced the 
conclusions?  Do you concur with the findings?



Sources To Check When Finding Potential Inaccuracies
1. AGE:  Census, Cemetery Records, Family Bibles, Military Records, Obituaries,  Pension Applications, Tax Records, and Vital Records
2. BIRTH DATES/PLACE: Cemetery Records, Census, Church Records, Family Bibles, Military Records, Newspaper  Birth Announcements,

Obituaries, and Vital Records.

3. CITY OR PARISH (FOREIGN BIRTH): Census, Church Records, Family Bibles,  Family Histories, Immigration Records, Naturalization/ Citizenship 

Papers, Obituaries, and Vital Records

4. COUNTY ORIGINS, BOUNDARIES, & PLACE-FINDING AIDS: Atlases, City Directories, Criss-Cross Directories, County or Family Histories, 

Gazetteers, Land/Property Records, Taxation Maps and Records

5. DEATH: Cemeteries, Church Records, Court Records, Family Bibles, Land/Property Records, Military Records, Newspapers, Obituaries, 

Probate Records, and Vital Records

6. DIVORCE: Court Records, Divorce Records, Newspapers, and Vital Records

7. ETHNICITY: Census, Church Records, Family Bibles, Immigration Records, Membership in Minority Associations or Societies, Naturalization 

and Citizenship Papers

8. IMMIGRATION OR EMIGRATION DATE : Census, Church History or Records, Family Bibles, Published Family History Books  or Family History 

Articles in Periodical, Immigration Record, Naturalization and Citizenship Papers, Newspapers, and Obituaries

9. 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 Directory or Criss-Cross, 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  



Final Evidence Reminders – Legacy Family Tree 
Genealogists

https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-
genealogical-evidence

https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-genealogical-evidence


Final Evidence Reminders – Legacy Family Tree 
Genealogists

https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-
genealogical-evidence

https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-genealogical-evidence


Relevant Websites for Follow Up Consultations



Ancestral Findings.com – Using Negative Evidence to Prove 
Family Relationships – Includes both a YouTube Link and Article
https://ancestralfindings.com/using-negative-evidence-prove-

relationships/

https://ancestralfindings.com/using-negative-evidence-prove-relationships/


Cyndislist – Evidence and Analysis
https://www.cyndislist.com/evidence

https://www.cyndislist.com/evidence


Cyndi’s List – Evidence and Analysis – Articles
https://cyndislist.com/evidence/articles/

https://cyndislist.com/evidence/articles/


Cyndi’s List – Evidence and Analysis – Articles
https://cyndislist.com/evidence/articles/

https://cyndislist.com/evidence/articles/


Cyndi’s List – Evidence and Analysis – Articles
https://cyndislist.com/evidence/articles/

https://cyndislist.com/evidence/articles/


FamilySearch Blog – Tyler S. Stahle - Understanding the 
Genealogical Proof Standard

https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/understanding-the-
genealogical-proof-standard

https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/understanding-the-genealogical-proof-standard


FamilySearch Wiki - Genealogy Proof Standard
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/The_Genealogical_Pro

of_Standard_-_International_Institute

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/The_Genealogical_Proof_Standard_-_International_Institute


FamilySearch Wiki - Using the Genealogy Proof Standard
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Using_the_Genealogical_Proof_

Standard_in_Your_Research_-_International_Institute

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Using_the_Genealogical_Proof_Standard_in_Your_Research_-_International_Institute


Legacy Family Tree Genealogists
https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-genealogical-

evidence

https://www.legacytree.com/blog/evaluating-genealogical-evidence


Final Thoughts/Review

When gathering information from sources, family 
members, etc., remember these realities:

1. Historical interpretations change over time.

2. Twenty-first century norms are irrelevant to 
historical circumstances.

3. Stretching the truth may happen, as in liberties
taken in family stories/traditions.

4. Be careful about perceptions regarding family 
black sheep.  

5. Stonewallers/deliberate deceptions happen.



Final Thoughts/Review

6. Anticipate contradictions found in records.

7. Investigate unexplained family heirlooms, 
pictures, diaries, etc.

8. Stories, accounts, dates, places or narratives 
often change and/or become hazy over time.

9. Keep an open mind and remember historical 
context.

10.The case is never closed on any genealogical 
conclusion.



Questions

Bryan L. Mulcahy
Reference Librarian

Fort Myers Regional Library
Email: bmulcahy@leegov.com
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