
Instructions to Begin Your Research 

 

Before you start…how will you record your information? 

There are many kinds of ways to record the genealogical information you will gather. You 
might consider one or a combination of the following suggestions: 

1. Paper 

• For many people, recording your genealogical information on paper is still 
preferred. Check out our printable genealogical forms page. 

• Pros – Paper has the benefit of being tangible and can be visually pleasing. 
Some also consider it more permanent than digital files, and they worry about 
potential negative consequences should they save their family information in a 
digital format. With paper you have the potential of maintaining much more 
control over the information you gather. 

• Cons – Most genealogists want to share and collaborate with other family 
members, and paper is not as sharable as digital. Working with paper can also 
become cumbersome and space consuming. Additionally, there are genealogical 
“horror stories” involving years of research getting lost or destroyed following a 
death or natural disaster.  

2. Computer 

• It’s no secret that computers make genealogical research MUCH easier. You 
might want to consider a genealogical software to help manage your data. There 
are several to choose from, and a quick Google search will show you some of the 
most commonly used and what features they offer. 

• Pros – Computers can help you stay organized, collaborate more easily with 
family members, and even simplify your research process.  

• Cons – Unless you carefully back your data up, you run the risk of losing all your 
research and files. 

3. Online  

• Increasingly genealogical research is conducted online, and many researchers 
contribute to it.  

• Pros – Placing your research online is the ultimate way to collaborate with other 
researchers and quickly add data and documents from the internet to your tree. 
It’s also virtually impossible to lose data. 

• Cons – You lose control and ultimately ownership of your data and research 
when it’s placed online. Privacy concerns is also a potential concern for some. 

 

 

 



Start with what you know. Yourself! 

Begin building your family tree, beginning with you. Record your information and then start 
moving back in time. Add in information on your parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, 
and so on until you get to where you don’t know any more.   

Then turn to Home and Family Sources: 

Use resources you have at home or have available through your family. As you begin a family 
inventory of what’s available, keep track of where the resources are.  

In addition, consider the preservation (and/or digitization) of original resources to make sure 
that they continue to be available for family use in the future.  

Resources to consider: 

• Letters 
• Newspaper clippings 
• Certificates 
• Diaries, journals or personal histories 
• Family Bibles 
• Photographs or videos 
• Interviews with relatives (Preserve the answers by recording them, using video when 

possible.) 
• Research already carried out by relatives 

What next? Research. 

When you get to this point, turn to scholarly books and articles. These secondary 
sources interpret and analyze primary or original sources and may contain pictures, quotes or 
graphics of primary sources. 

Hint: the best secondary sources are cited, showing sources for the data. 

• Print genealogies  
• Print histories 
• Online pedigrees 

Check these locations: 

• Libraries  
• Archives and historical societies 
• Search Google (digitized books, online archives and family web pages) 
• Free family tree sites (FamilySearch.org, MyHeritage.com, WikiTree.com, etc.) 
• Paid family tree sites (Ancestry.com, Fold3.com, etc.) 



Then turn to Primary Sources: 

Now it’s time to carefully search through the information that you’ve acquired and ask 
questions such as: 

• Where are the holes?  

• What would you like to know next? 

Primary or original sources are those created close to the time of an event by those who 
witness or participated in it. Today these records could be on microfilm, digitized or copied in 
some other way. 

Some basic record sources: 

1. Census Records 

• The United States conducts a census every 10 years, 1790 to present. The census 
becomes openly available when 72 years old. Currently 1940 is the latest available 
for researchers. Trace your family decade by decade. 

• Explore this record source and become familiar with it. Each census varies in the 
information that was recorded. 

• The originals are kept at the National Archives, but they’ve been microfilmed and 
digitized. These images are available for free on various sites, including 
FamilySearch.org or HeritageQuest Online with your library card. 

2. Vital Records (birth, marriage and death) 

• Various records have been indexed and copied. Some have been digitized.  

• Find a research guide for the location you are interested in. You might consider the 
FamilySearch Wiki or other online sources that will tell you what and where these 
records are located. 

Other Basic Records Include: 

• Military 
• Immigration 
• Church 
• Probate 

  

 

https://www.familysearch.org/en/
https://onlinelibrary.utah.gov/heritagequest-online/
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Main_Page

