
How do I prove my genealogy?

How do I write a source citation that makes 
sense?
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 Board for Certification of Genealogists provides standards 
for documentation, research, and writing for professional 
genealogists

 The standards provide a framework to guide our research 
and how we present it

 Purpose of this presentation:  Review the standards to help 
you:
- Create a fact-based genealogy with
- Adequate, valid documentation, and then be able to
- Retrieve the documentation for another look, and/or 

direct other researchers to that documentation
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1. Research that is reasonably exhaustive (thorough)
2. Cite sources, completely and accurately 

(provide a roadmap to those sources)
3 . Analyze and correlate what you found 

(Is it sufficient to prove a point. Is it consistent or
are there conflicts?)

4. Resolve conflicting evidence (explain)
5. Summarize conclusions as needed 

 3.  

1 Board for Certification of Genealogists, “Ethics and Standards”, 
https://bcgcertification.org/ethics-standards/ (accessed 21 Oct 2022)
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https://bcgcertification.org/ethics-standards/


5http://www.jaunay.com/newsletter/images/GenealogyResearchMap.pdf via FamilySearch.org 5 Nov 2022

http://www.jaunay.com/newsletter/images/GenealogyResearchMap.pdf%20via%20FamilySearch.org


 the available body of facts or information indicating whether 
a belief or proposition is true or valid.

Source: Oxford’s English Dictionary, evidence, https://tinyurl.com/yck7haee , accessed 22 Oct 2022

 “A research question’s tentative answer, which may be right or 
wrong, complete or incomplete…”

Source: Thomas W. Jones, Mastering Genealogical Proof , Arlington: National Genealogical Society, 2013), 
134

 “information or assertions that are relevant to the problem”
Source: Elizabeth Shown Mills. Evidence Explained, Citing History Sources from Artifacts to 
Cyberspace, Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Company, 2015, 822
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 Goal - document key life events & relationships

 “Reasonably exhaustive “

➢ What a reasonable researcher would search for

➢ Not  - all available documentation

Include:

 A variety of online resources beyond Ancestry.com

 Items that are available through subscription – free trial 

 Visit or contact local or state repositories

Tip - Develop a timeline of key life events & relationships
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 Goal: provide a roadmap for the reader

 Who? – author, creator
 What? – title of the book, type of certificate, index title, 

When? – the event, date of creation or publication, note if 
not published

 Where in? – volume, page, entry number, image 10 of 50 
on a microfilm, etc.

 Where? – Co. courthouse, Ancestry.com, your file, etc.

Tip: For sites like Ancestry.com, consider adding the original repository 
information

eg.:Who, what, when, pg, Ancestry.com; The National Archives, UK…..
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Goal: provide a reasonable explanation for the variations

 Consider & compare the quality of the evidence  - is one piece of 
evidence more likely to be correct?

 Example – name variations: 

Vernice Minnis (1903)  vs. Mildred Bernice Minnis on 
delayed birth certificate in 1959

 Consider whether a more limited answer is best based on the evidence 
that aligns and is strongest? Eg:

Birthplace - Mercer Co, PA  vs. Greenville, Mercer, PA

Birthdate - born abt. 1784-1786 vs. born 1784

Name - Samuel Minnis vs. Samuel B. Minnis

9



Goal: Describe your process for analyzing the evidence so you can 
revisit it and/or inform others

 Important with conflicting evidence or situations where clear 
evidence is missing
- summarize in a simple sentence & citations to publishing full 

proof summary or argument with citations

 Note: Conclusions may include avenues for further investigation 
and may change as new evidence is uncovered 

 Save the summary:
- in your genealogy software
- attach to the person on Ancestry or MyHeritage
- include in the family genealogy you write
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To summarize:

“Sources give us information, from which we identify 
evidence.

All undergo the evaluation process to produce proof.”

Elizabeth Shown Mills, “QuickLesson 17: the Evidence Analysis Process Model.”
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Goal: Determine… 
 Can you count on the accuracy of the source?
 Do you have corroborating evidence?  

(ideally at least two independent sources that agree)

Consider these questions:
 What is the “container” of the information - Source
 Who provided the Information and how close to the time 

of the event was the info provided?
 If using more than one source, how are they related?
 What Evidence does the information provide? 

12

Source → Information → Evidence



Consider: how likely is it that the record process has introduced 
errors into the source containing the information you are seeking?

Is it:

 Primary –

- original- first “edition” of the item, or unaltered image

- derivative- e.g. transcription, index, or translation, of the 
original

 Secondary –

- authored- someone else took the info and put it into    
another format such as book, webpage, etc. 
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Source→ Information → Evidence
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Source→ Information → Evidence



Consider who provided the information. Could the 
informant process have introduced errors?

 Primary (first-hand) – is someone who was there at the 
time of the event?

 Secondary – is it someone who heard it from someone 
else?   “Hearsay”

 Undetermined – is the source of the information 
unknown?

Was the document created close to time of event? 
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Source → Information→ Evidence



 Direct – source explicitly states the information sought

 Indirect – supports the info sought, but doesn’t clearly 
show it

 Negative – (see next slide)

 Conflicting –various sources do not agree
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Source → Information → Evidence

Tips: 1.find sources that are independent of each other rather than one being 
authored or derived from another
2.Be aware there could be more than one person with same name



 Negative Findings – relevant record doesn’t exist

➢ Example - unable to find the death record in one 
county, but continued searching in surrounding 
counties may eventually be successful

 Negative evidence – desired information is not in the 
relevant record

➢ Example – parish registers with “legitimate” next to 
each entry. Elizabeth Shown Mills’ ancestor’s entry 
lacked that word. 
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Tips: 1. make a note negative findings, eg in research log
2. Create a citation for negative evidence – shows reasonably exhaustive research

Source → Information → Evidence
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Event Sources Independent??

Birth injury Aunt who helped at birth, MD’s medical file

Occupation City directory, Census, marriage record

Residence in 
KS

Obituary, town history

Birth date Birth certificate, death certificate, obituary

Immigration 
date

Ship passenger list, census



Goal: compile enough supporting evidence to create a 
clear and convincing case

 Absolute proof may not be attainable
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 Source:  Original vs derivative vs authored

 Informant: 1st hand vs hearsay

 Evidence
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Direct evidence 
from primary (1st

hand) informant

Original 
source 

(image)

Direct evidence 
from secondary 

(hearsay) 
informant

Informant w/ 
some 1st & 2nd

hand knowledge

Date filed

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Health, Allegheny Co. Death certificate, 1922, Hutchinson, 
Enoch, File #5003

1st hand 
(primary) 
informant
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Indexes of two original 
documents 

Original 
Parish 

Register

Original Image of Transcript of 
Parish Register

Church of England Parish Registers Bolton St Peter, Bolton le Moors, Lancashire, England, Marriages & Banns. Dec 1770, entry 798, 
"Hutchinson-Cranshaw"  FHL Film# 1966742;  and Church of England Marriages and Banns, 1754-1936, Bishops Transcript, Bolton-
le-Moors, Lancashire, England, Dec. 1770, Ralph Hutchinson-Betty Crankshaw



 Census shows six claimed children of Job (don’t know how they relate to the wife on a census)

 So used General Register Office index to check for mother’s maiden surname for each child.

 Birth order, Name, Mother’s Maiden, Informant

➢ 1st Rachel, Aspinall, b.1875, father’s name not given, Elizabeth was informant

➢ 2nd Enoch, 1878, Prescott, Job

➢ 3rd Dinah, Prescott, Elizabeth

➢ 4th John, Aspinall, Elizabeth

➢ 5th William, Aspinall, Elizabeth

➢ 6th Job, Prescott, Job

 Found marriage cert for Joseph Hutchinson to Eliz. Prescott, 1877, they made their marks

 Couldn’t find birth of Elizabeth Prescott

 Found birth record for Elizabeth Aspinall

 Found Elizabeth Aspinall in UK census with parents

Current Conclusion: Based on Rachel’s & Elizabeth’s birth records and the children’s birth records, 
Elizabeth’s maiden name was most likely Aspinall. One source did not provide sufficient evidence.

Evidence: Found birth record for Eliz Aspinall of right age and birth place; she had an illegitimate 1st child 
under name Aspinall; Possible 1st marriage to Prescott indicated by marriage record for Joseph 
Hutchinson m. Eliz Prescott 1877. Maiden name provided by Job was always Prescott. Maiden name 
provided by Eliz to registrars was Aspinall 2 of 3 times. Both Job & Elizabeth were illiterate, which may 
have lead to the incorrect name of Joseph on the marriage register and Prescott on the birth registration. 

Further research: could include using DNA to tie descendants of Job and Elizabeth to other Aspinall
descendants. Search non-conformist parish records for Aspinall-Prescott marriage, etc.
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1. Is this an original, 
derivative or 
authored item?

2. Who was the 
informant? Did 
they provide 1st or 
hearsay info?

3. What direct 
evidence does it 
provide

4. What independent 
corroborating 
evidence is needed?

Calculated



1. Is this an original, derivative or 
authored document?

2. Is the information 1st hand, 2nd 
hand, from unknown source?

3. Were the entries contemporary to 
the event?

4. What direct evidence does the 
document provide?

5. Is this page sufficient evidence for 
the birthdate of Elizabeth Ann 
Hutchinson born 5 May 1879? 
Why?

. 
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Q2: Analyze a source, ie
a Bible page

Source: Page from the Bible of the William Hutchinson, b. 1854, Bible. Image provided by Jeri 
Jenkins Jones, 22 Feb 2009, previously of Shermans Dale, PA.
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Workington, County Cumberland, England

Evaluate the data bracketed in 
orange

1. Is this an original, derivative or 
authored document?

2. Who is the informant? Are they 
providing 1st or 2nd hand info?

3. What direct evidence does this 
give you about David and Ann 
Hutchinson?

4. What indirect evidence does this 
provide about David and Ann 
Hutchinson?

1841 England Census, Workington, Cumberland, England, pg 13, line 19, Esther Huggins household, Ancestry.com; TNA UK, 
Kew, England, Class: HO107; Piece: 159; Book: 8; Enumeration District: 1; Page: 13; Line: 19; GSU roll: 241277
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1. Is this an original, 
derivative or authored 
document?

2. Who is the 
informant? Are they 
providing 1st or 2nd

hand info?

3. What direct evidence 
does this give you 
about Rebecca?

4. What negative 
evidence does it 
provide about 
Rebecca?
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1. Is this an original, derivative or authored 
document?

2. Who is the informant? Are they providing 1st or 
2nd hand info?

3. What direct & indirect evidence does this give 
you about Margaret Roberts?

4. Does this document provide sufficient 
information to prove who Margaret’s parents 
were? Why?
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1. Is this an original, derivative or 
authored document?

2. Who is the informant? Are they 
providing 1st or 2nd hand info?

3. What direct evidence does this 
about Asher Williams and Mary
Beck?

1. Does this document provide      
sufficient information to prove the 
marriage of Asher & Mary?
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1. Is this an original, derivative 
or authored document?

2. Who is the informant? Are 
they providing 1st or 2nd hand 
info?

3. What direct evidence does 
this give you about Harold 
Hunter?

4. What are the weaknesses of 
this document?



 Jones, Thomas W. Mastering Genealogical Proof, Arlington: National 
Genealogical Society, 2013

 Mills, Elizabeth Shown. Evidence Explained, Citing History Sources from 
Artifacts to Cyberspace, Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Company, 2015

 Elizabeth Shown Mills, “QuickLesson 17: The Evidence Analysis Process 
Model,” Evidence Explained: Historical Analysis, Citation & Source 
Usage (https://www.evidenceexplained.com/content/quicklesson-17-evidence-
analysis-process-map : [4 Nov 2022]).

 FamilySearch, Evaluate the Evidence, 
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Evaluate_the_Evidence accessed 6 Nov 2022

31

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Evaluate_the_Evidence

