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Whether using Siri, Google, a Garmin, or a Rand McNally, we 
wouldn’t embark on a trip to an unfamiliar location without a good 
road map. Likewise, we need a straightforward road map to help us 
safely along the genealogical research path.  

Fortunately, the genealogical research wisdom of the centuries has 
been articulated in published guidelines and standards to assist us. 
There are standards about research – including the use of DNA 
evidence, writing, and documentation. Standards for education, 
professional communication, and ethical conduct. And there is one overarching standard, the GPS, 
which when applied can measure whether our conclusions about ancestors, relationships, and life 
events are credible.   

We will begin there, with the end in mind, to create a simplified road map to accuracy for beginners. 

Presumptions 

This class presumes knowledge of some basic research principles – like working from the known to the 
unknown. And of guidelines for tracking and recording research – like spelling out place names with all 
jurisdictions and tracking negative searches. However, if these sound unfamiliar, fear not; the 
FamilySearch Wiki, other classes, and online tutorials can help fill that gap. Don’t wait until those skills 
are mastered to take this class!  

What are Standards? 

Simplified, a standard is a required action or rule that provides direction toward achievement of a 
specific outcome. It includes a quantifiable way to measure whether the expected outcome has been 
met. A guideline is open to interpretation and usually more broad. Think accounting, nursing, or 
building a house to code. An electrician might provide guidelines for lighting selection based on the type 
of room, but will need to meet very specific standards during installation for the work to be considered 
accurately and safely done, and pass inspection. Standards and guidelines are updated as new 
technologies and information become available. 

Genealogy examples? Entering surnames in all caps is an extinct guideline – failing to update that 
format may leave your tree with an outdated look, but won’t harm anyone. Ensuring that the privacy of 
the living is protected in genealogical presentations is a standard – failing to do so is not only 
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discourteous, but could be very harmful.  

Unlike more advanced industries, genealogists do not yet have a globally-recognized set of standards, 
although a comparison of published materials, even across the pond, will quickly demonstrate 
commonalities. Only makes sense. Solid research is solid research. 

Reference will be made in this class to those published in Genealogy Standards, second edition, and 
focus will be placed on the GPS, or Genealogy Proof Standard, which replaced “preponderance of 
evidence” as an overall measurement of proof in 1997. 

Where are They Published? 

There are a variety of organizations that 
support a genealogist’s need for education, 
information, even certification. One can find 
standards in the websites and publications of 
the National Genealogical Society (NGS), 
Board for Certification of Genealogists (BCG), 
and the International Commission for the 
Accreditation of Professional Genealogists 
(ICAPGen), just to mention a few. 

There are books about standards, books about applying standards, and interpretive blogs galore. 
Finding the information is not the challenge. Simplifying it to a beginning level of application is. 
Fortunately, it is possible to do just that. Therein will this class focus, with resources provided to build 
on these skills when ready. 

Standards for Beginners - the Why: 

Some feel that beginners shouldn’t be bothered with standards. I couldn’t more strongly disagree. What 
better time to start off on the right foot, with the right road map, than at the beginning?   

The application of standards makes it possible to avoid chasing the wrong family for 25 years. And from 
making errors that create brick walls. Standards enhance, not complicate, the research experience. They 
help us achieve more accurate results. And publish more credible work – whether just a simple entry in 
an online tree or a fully bound family narrative. 

In Genealogy Standards, we read: “Accuracy is fundamental to genealogical research. Without it, a 
family’s history would be fiction.” In ecclesiastical circles, we often hear the phrase “a record worthy of 
all acceptation.” Both refer to work that is accurate and credible. 

Genealogy standards, therefore, are “for anyone who seeks to research and portray accurately people’s 
lives, relationships, and histories.”  Anyone. Any researcher. At any level, from professional genealogist 
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to casual researcher to Sunday afternoon hobbyist. If standards are important, they are important at the 
very beginning. 

GPS – The Genealogical Proof Standard 

“GPS” likely brings to mind a Global Positioning System – the type 
used in phones and automobiles to receive step-by-step driving 
directions, or determine the best route to a chosen destination.  

The Genealogical Proof Standard (also referred to as the GPS) is a 
set of five inter-dependent components which measure whether a 
research conclusion about a person, relationship, or event has been 
proven. We use the Genealogical Proof Standard to measure our 

research. We should also use it when considering the work of others before accepting it as valid.  

One system helps us along the path, the other in effect measures whether we arrived with accuracy. 

But what if . . . the latter GPS were likewise able to be used as a tool along the journey? Not as a turn-by-
turn set of directions – that is impossible as every research project is unique – but as a constant 
reminder of what the right path looks like? Beginning with the end in mind will likely yield the 
following results: Better focus. Clearer decision-making. Daily skill-building. Desire to further 
understand genealogical standards. And more accurate results. 

Begin with the End in Mind - A GPS “RoadMap” for Beginners 

1. Reasonably Exhaustive Research  
Those three words might sound a bit scary, but they exude a 
lot of common sense. From a different perspective, they 
become a call for an exciting, more in-depth research 
adventure. 

After all, does a death index provide enough evidence to 
reach an accurate conclusion about an ancestor’s death? 
Consider alone the possibility of indexing errors. Or the 
difficulty differentiating between multiple individuals of the 
same name in the same area. Viewing the original document seems paramount to gleaning all of the 
available information. But we don’t stop there. 

What other documents could be accessed to answer the question? Using multiple sources, from 
independent witnesses, adds further accuracy. Reviewing all relevant types of evidence insures 
against future surprises. And extracting all of the information from a source is implied. But we 
might not want to stop there either!  

What about their FAN club? Perhaps there are relevant pieces of information in the records of their 

Genealogy Standards for Beginners: A Road Map To Accuracy, page !                                   © Peg A Ivanyo, 20193



friends, associates, and neighbors. In more difficult cases, this may be the only place relevant 
information is found! 

This component simply asks us to dig deeper, gather more information, and find all available pieces 
that together will lead to the best and most accurate conclusion. In today’s age, depending on the 
question being answered, this may need to include DNA evidence. To that end, the second edition of 
Genealogy Standards was expanded to address this unique form of information. 

2. Complete and Accurate Source Citations  
This component requires that every piece of information presented has a documented reference, 
ensuring that the item can be found again. This verifies the research, not to mention it prevents us 
from having to do it twice! 

There are books that instruct very thoroughly on this topic when one is ready. As a beginner, I 
suggest we think a bit like a journalist – figure out and write down the who, what, where, when, 
why, and how of the story - or document. Each word may need to be answered multiple times. For 
instance, where did you find the source, and where in the source is the information? When did the 
event occur, when was it recorded, when was the source published, and when did you access it? 
How did you access it, what condition was it in, who was the informant, and why is that important? 
What was in it, or missing from it? And don’t forget to ask exactly what is it, who created it and 
why it was created.  

Using this type of data, online databases and software programs attempt to create citations for us, 
or at least coach us through the process. But we need to at least understand the parts, even feel 
confident changing and clarifying the parts to improve our documentation to have more meaning –
 to us and our “readers”. A little known fact: even FamilySearch FamilyTree allows citations to be 
edited to improve accuracy. 

Along the way, consider recording citations “as” you work; begin when you place the item to be 
viewed on your task list or research log. This skill requires patience, but comes with great reward. 
Doing so not only captures all research, including what was not found, but prevents having to 
repeat the process and results in more accurate citations. 

3. Analyze and Correlate the Information  
While researching, but specifically after information has been gathered, we analyze it – what type of 
source is it, who was the informant, how closely to 
the event was it created, does it directly answer 
the question, and how strong is the evidence? An 
original source, recorded close to the date of the 
event by someone in attendance at the time, is 
likely more reliable than one recorded years later. 

And we correlate or compare – how does it relate 
to other information found? Do all of the sources 
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sources provide same or different information? Do we have independent sources? For instance, an 
obituary, online memorial, and death certificate likely came from the same informant and therefore 
may not represent multiple sources of information. 

As we weigh the evidence, we might find more research is needed. Or that we failed to gather the 
“best” possible evidence. We might discover that the question cannot be adequately answered 
without DNA evidence, and create a testing plan. 

During this phase charts, timelines, and spreadsheets often enable clearer comparison and help 
identify gaps. 

4. Resolve Conflicting Evidence  
Tempting as it might be to selectively attach and cite sources 
that only support a desired conclusion, accurate research 
requires that we examine and include all evidence. And it 
dictates that we review all conflicts in that evidence, and 
resolve them to our satisfaction. Sometimes that is simple, and 
sometimes not. 

For instance, differences in ages on census records are usually 
minor and easily explained. But the difference between a 
birthdate on a baptismal record in the old country and the birthdate on a military draft registration 
form likely needs more careful analysis. Rather than toss something out, turn it inside out, upside 
down, inspect it with a fine-tooth comb. Determine why it doesn’t agree with the expected 
conclusion. Justify its exclusion as a valid answer, or use it as the springboard to bravely 
acknowledge a better one. 

This process secures stronger conclusions, ensures you are pursuing the right ancestor, and that the 
narrative you are developing about them is accurate. I call it my “peace of mind” review. 

5. Write a Soundly Seasoned Conclusion  
This is where we have opportunity to state our thoughts about the matter clearly, in writing, for 
others to review, and us to remember. The length required to accomplish the task is relative to the 
complexity of the research and question being answered. Called a proof, this written work – 
whether a simple sentence or ten pages long – quite simply answers the question “how did we arrive 
at this conclusion?” And includes the citations carefully created above. 

As beginners, let’s start by getting into the habit of making clear, written statements about why we 
believe a document even belongs to our ancestor when we attach it to a tree, and expand from there. 
The “reason for the change” field or a “discussion” entry in FamilyTree are great places to practice 
writing short conclusions. These proof statements may include a one or more data points, but 
don’t require complex analysis to sustain a conclusion - like direct evidence. 
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On the opposite end of the scale, an extremely complex case with dozens of sources, relationships 
built solely on indirect evidence, or resolution of heavily conflicting evidence, requires a more in-
depth, heavily-cited proof argument. Extending multiple pages in length, this document will 
likely include charts, tables, and other illustrations supporting the analysis. It may be a refined 
compilation or result of several statements and summaries along the way. As beginners, we only 
need to understand the possibilities that come with this type of written proof; the skill to write one 
will come with time. 

Somewhere in the middle, a proof summary documents multiple pieces of evidence, usually with 
minimal conflict. It may range in length from a few paragraphs to several pages, and will likely 
include some basic lists outlining the evidence. Beginners can quickly grow into this. We can 
practice sharing these short summaries in FamilySearch memories, Ancestry tree comments, or 
upload a document to the gallery; they are great for blog posts and act as cousin bait when part of 
an ongoing family history series. 

Regardless of complexity, without a written explanation of reasoning, the validity of conclusions are 
open to question. So, tempting as it may for a beginner to skip this component, the road map to 
accuracy leads to nowhere without it.  

Now, that wasn’t really as scary as it looked, was it? I guarantee with practice, the process will become 
more natural. You can do this! 

Final Thoughts 

Practice, Practice, Practice:  Following the examples provided in class, try your hand at using the 
GPS to review the credibility of some of your previous ancestral research. That is, after all, what it was 
designed for. In the review process you will likely find that there is more research that should be done, 
originals that should have been consulted, conflicts to be resolved, and I strongly suspect, a conclusion 
to be written. Voila! You are now off on the right foot. 

Then, keep these five components in mind as you conduct new research; use them to keep focused on 
the path to accuracy. The process will build your confidence, sharpen your skills, and provide a 
foundation on which to expand your efforts in learning and applying standards more broadly in the 
future. 

Build Forward: Once you are comfortable with the GPS both as a beginners roadmap and as a 
measurement tool to evaluate your work and that presented online by others, consider taking the next 
step, get the book(s) and learn more. 

“Proven” Doesn’t Equal “Final”: If this hadn’t been stated by Elizabeth Shown Mills herself, I’m 
not sure I would buy it. But a conclusion is never final. New evidence may become available someday 
that causes us to re-evaluate our position. This is normal. Relax and enjoy the process! 
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