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Abstract: Genealogy research helps document our families, determine identities of our 
forgotten or unknown relatives, and reconstruct relationships. But the records we seek do 
not always cooperate. Records may be wrong. Records may lie. 
 
After the excitement of our early research it may become more difficult to locate our 
quarry. Identifying relatives in records may require understanding how, why, and under 
what circumstances particular records were created. How did our relatives interact with 
record-generating entities? We may have to creatively out-smart incorrect information in 
records by corroborating or clarifying with information from other sources. It can get 
complicated. 
 
This talk will address research challenges presented in a case study in U.S. records and 
explain procedures for gathering records, evaluating information, and analyzing evidence 
of our relatives’ lives. 

Genealogical 
research 
When we research, we 
locate sources  
(records) that contain 
information that may 
be brought to bear on 
our research questions. 
The information we 
identify as relevant to 
our research questions 
is considered evidence. 
Frequently, when we 
compare evidence, we find conflicts that do not allow for easy answers to our research questions. 
If we are to reach credible conclusions, we must be able to analyze and evaluate sources and 
information and resolve lack of agreement among our evidence. Analysis and correlation and 
evidence conflict resolution are two critical elements ensuring that our conclusions are credible.1 

                                                   
1 Board for Certification of Genealogists [BCG], Genealogy Standards, Second Edition (Washington, 
DC: Board for Certification of Genealogists, 2019), p. 2. 
Also, see BCG’s website at http://www.bcgcertification.org/  
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The quality of assembled evidence is best understood with regard to the context of the creation of 
the sources we use and the reliability of the information they contain. The evidence, itself, is 
evaluated for its relevance to the research question. 

Definitions 
Board for Certification of Genealogist’s Genealogy Standards provides a glossary of relevant 
terms (pp. 71-90).

Correlation 
“A process of comparing and contrasting genealogical information 
and evidence to reveal conflicts, parallels, and patterns.” 

Compatible evidence 
“Evidence items that agree even if differing in detail…; the 
opposite of conflicting evidence.” [e.g., Hersch Leib Schaffer, 
who’d never left Poland, may have been identified in his 
children’s U.S.A records as Harry or Louis.] 

Conflicting evidence 
“Evidence items that could not all be correct…; the opposite of 
compatible evidence.” [e.g., Hersch Leib Schaffer could not have 
been born in both Vienna and Kiev]. 

Resolution 
Identify “…likely correct and likely incorrect evidence…” and provide rationale for doing so. 

Important Concepts 
Learn to recognize conflicts:  

• Do you have a conflict? 
• Is it significant? 

Citing one’s sources (including identifying record origins) helps evaluate quality of sources and 
information. [BCG Standard 5, pp. 7-8] 

Exhaustive/thorough research includes consulting all potentially relevant sources and collecting 
all information relevant to one’s research question. [BCG Standard 17, pp. 14-15 and Standard 
19, p. 16] 

Seek independently-created sources in analysis and correlation. Identify related information. 
[BCG Standard 46, p. 27] 

Create a timeline of events to make sure you: 

• understand the flow of events  
• haven’t missed any critical resource 



Resolving conflicts/inconsistencies 
Provide rationale for setting aside evidence items supporting one side.2 Any or a combination of 
the following reasons may be adopted. 

• Lack of corroboration. Only one source or evidence item supports one side and multiple 
independent sources or evidence supports the other. 

• Quality of evidence. More error-prone sources provide evidence in support of one side. 
Better quality sources (closer to the original event) support the other side. 

• Explanation. Narrative outlining why information/evidence differs among sources. 
Justification for discounting evidence on one side and supporting evidence on the other. 

Background info on selected sources 
United States census 
“Census Instructions,” United States Census Bureau 

<https://www.census.gov/history/www/through_the_decades/census_instructions/> 

United States passenger manifests  
Sack-Pikus, Sallyann Amdur. “Just How Were Passenger Manifests Created?” Avotaynu 25:1:7-

12. Spring 2009. 

United States World War I Draft Registration Cards 

Newman, John J. Uncle, We Are Ready!: Registering America’s Men, 1917-1918. (North Salt 
Lake, Utah: Heritage Quest, 2001). 

General guides 
[Always read database summaries provided by sponsoring websites (Ancestry, FamilySearch, 

MyHeritage, etc.)] 

Einholz, Alice. Red Book: America State, County, and Town Sources, 3rd Edition, 2004; online, 
Ancestry 
(https://wiki.rootsweb.com/wiki/index.php/Red_Book:_American_State,_County,_and_T
own_Sources  ). 

Loretto Dennis Szucs and Sandra Hargreaves Leubking. The Source: A Guidebook to American 
Genealogy, 3rd Edition (Provo, Utah: Ancestry, 2006). 

Val D. Greenwood. Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy, 4th Edition (Baltimore: 
Genealogical Publishing Co., 2017).  

                                                   
2 BCG Standard 48, p. 28. 
Thomas W. Jones, Mastering Genealogical Proof (Arlington, Virginia: National Genealogical Society, 
2013), pp. 74-75. 



1900 U.S. Census, Hudson, Columbia County, NY, enumeration district 19, sheet 8A, 
dwelling 126, family 177, Cyrus and Annie Wilson family. 

254 Diamond Street, Hudson, Columbia County, NY 

  

 

1910 U.S. Census, Manhattan, New York Co., NY, enumeration district 48, sheet 19A, 
dwelling 40, family 403, Saul and Hoda Wilson family. 

1408 Fifth Avenue, NY, NY 

 


