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How to 
Approach 
problems like 
a Professional 
Genealogist

Stick to a Research 
Process

Form Hypotheses

Use DNA Evidence



Stick to a 
Research Process

Strategy #1



Research 
Project 

Document

• Guides you through 
each step

• Keep track

• Link in handout



The 
Genealogy 
Research 
Process



Objective

Step 1 of the research process



Objective or
Research Question

• What question are you trying to solve?

• Different types of genealogy objectives

• Identify a person (which Charles is which)

• Prove a relationship (who are Charles’ parents?)

• Actions (what did Charles do during the Civil 
War?)

• Manageable project size

• 10-20 hours

• Repeat

• No more never-ending and overwhelming 
projects



Choosing a 
Manageable 
Project Size

Narrow objective Iterative process

How much time 
can you devote to 

this?

Begin a new project 
when done.



Add unique identifiers to 
objective

• Full name
• Date of birth 
• Place of birth
• Spouse
• Parents
• Residence (if missing above)
• The rest goes in the background info



Sample 
Objective

Who were the parents of 
Lucinda Cynthia Keaton, who 
was born about 1805 in South 
Carolina, married George 
Welch, and resided in Milam, 
Texas from 1870-1880?



Analyze Sources

Step 2 of the genealogy research process



Analyze Existing 
Documents
• Review all the sources 

you’ve found

• Look at each piece of 
information

• Analyze for  the following:

• Source 

• Information 

• Evidence



Source

• Original: first record created 
of event - i.e. birth 
certificate, census

• Derivative: index, 
transcription, etc. 

• Authored: Book, Ancestry 
public member tree



Source Example
What kind of source is the following? Derivative



Sourc Example
What kind of source is the following? Original



Roadblock 
Tip

If you are relying on 
derivative records, get the 
original it’s derived from!

Example: Lucinda’s maiden 
name











Information

• Primary: the informant was an 
eyewitness to the event

• Secondary: the informant was not at 
the event personally, but heard about it

• Undetermined: the informant is not 
known



Unknown Informant?
•Informant undetermined? Consider 
who the informant could have been.

•i.e. The informant for this 1880 
census could be a parent because 
the full middle names are given for 
each child. This makes the 
information more likely to be 
reliable.



Information Example

•In Susan’s death certificate 
let’s analyze the following 
information:

• Susan’s death date 
• Susan’s Mother’s name

•Primary, secondary or 
undetermined?





Susan’s 
Death 
Date

Informant: 
Physician who 

attended her death

Information: 
Primary 

(eyewitness)



Susan’s 
Mother’s 
Name

Informant: 

Physician asked 
someone who knew 

Susan; child?

Information: 

Secondary -
Undetermined



Roadblock 
Tip

If a piece of conflicting 
information seems wrong to 
you, consider the informant

How reliable was that 
informant

Accept that it may be 
inaccurate



Evidence

• Direct: answers the research 
objective/question

• Indirect: provides a clue that 
could be combined with 
other clues to form a 
conclusion



Example: 
Evidence
• Objective: parents 

of Lucinda?

• Information: 
George and Lucinda 
lived near Archibald 
Keaton

• Direct or Indirect 
Evidence?



Timeline 
Analysis

• Helps you visualize your 
research

• Spot holes

• Include your analysis of 
source, information, and 
evidence in the timeline

• Write questions/ideas in 
project document

• Another option: Source 
Chronology



Close up of Timeline / Analysis



Source Chronology and Analysis



Locality Research

Step 3 of the genealogy research process



Locality Research 

• Choose a location from your timeline 
most likely to have the answer to your 
objective

• Study the location using the 
FamilySearch wiki, Ancestry Red Book, 
Cyndi’s list, etc.
• Create a Locality Guide to 

reference
• Or Write a paragraph in your 

research document about the 
location



Locality

•Abstracts from the Pendleton (S.C.) Messenger

•Where is Pendleton Factory?



Pendleton Factory

Google Search for: "pendleton factory" pendleton district 

Found Internet archive digitized book called “History of old Pendleton 
District” which described it as above “three and twenty mile creek.”

Google search for a map of Pendleton District in the 1820s-1850s 









FamilySearc
h Wiki: 
Record 

Availability



FamilySearc
h Wiki: 

Boundary 
Changes



FamilySearc
h Wiki: 
Records



FamilySearc
h Catalog: 
Records 



Archive 
Grid: 

Records



Research Plan and Hypothesis

Step 4 of the genealogy research process



Research Plan

1. Summary of Known Facts

2. Hypothesis 

3. List of record collections to 
search

4. Prioritized research 
strategy



Summary of 
Known Facts

• Create a new 
summary based 
on the most 
reliable sources

• Use your 
timeline



Hypothesis

William Keaton was born 
about 1756-1765 in South 
Carolina. He married 
Catherine/Katy Gresham 
in Pendleton, South 
Carolina. Estate and 
probate records, when 
searched, will likely show 
a division of property 
between his widow and 
children, maybe including 
Lucinda.



Identified 
Sources

List of any record 
collections you 
found during 
locality research 
that might answer 
the research 
question



Prioritized 
Research 
Strategy

Choose the top 5-
6 sources to 
search that are 
most likely to 
answer the 
research question



Source Citations

Step 5 of the genealogy research process



Make 
Citations 
as You 
Research

FOLLOW 
RESEARCH PLAN 

IN ORDER

KEEP TRACK IN 
RESEARCH LOG

CREATE 
CITATION FIRST 
TIME YOU LOOK 

AT A RECORD

PUT NEW IDEAS 
IN FUTURE 
RESEARCH





Example Citation

Anderson County, South 
Carolina, Estates, box 10, No 
362, William Keaton, Notice to 
heirs, 8 September 1830; FHL 
Microfilm 1572233, image 22, 
Salt Lake City, Utah.



Answer 
the Five 
Questions

Who

What

When

Where within

Where is

Anderson, South Carolina 

Estates, William Keaton, 
Notice to heirs

Anderson County, South Carolina, 
Estates, box 10, No 362, William Keaton, 
Notice to heirs, 8 September 1830; FHL 
Microfilm 1572233, image 22, Salt Lake 
City, Utah.

8 September 1830

Box 10, No 362;
FHL Microfilm 
1572233, image 22

Family History Library, 
Salt Lake City, Utah

Citations



Research Log

Step 6 of the genealogy research process



Research Log

• Keep track of your searches

• Where you look

• Log negative searches





Use Results Column to 
Analyze Findings

• Transcribe census 
information

• Longer documents 

• Abstract in the results 
column

• Transcribe in a 
separate doc and 
include link to it in log

• Analyze for source, 
information, and evidence

• Write a summary of the 
record in your report so 
you don’t have to come 
back to it later



Report

Step 7 of the genealogy research process



Write a 
Report

• Create a report outline from your 
log

• Use the outline to write the report

• Discuss findings

• Use reference notes 
(footnotes/endnotes)

• Draw conclusions from indirect 
evidence

• Analyze conflicting evidence

• Suggest future research



Writing 
Helps you 
Make 
Progress

Be kind to your future self 
by finishing your project

Write down what you found 
and what you didn’t, and 
what you need to do next. 



Writing 
Helps you 
Make 
Connections YOUR BRAIN MAKES 

CONNECTIONS DURING 
SYNTHESIS OF RESEARCH

AS YOU WRITE, YOU WILL 
HAVE MANY AHA! 

MOMENTS



Suggestions for Future Research

• Locate the entire biography of Reuben Keaton in The Heritage of 
Walker County, Alabama, Vol. 64

• Identify each of the heirs of William Keaton in the 1830 Federal 
Census

• Locate the original land grant that William Keaton obtained in 
Pendleton County at the South Carolina Archives

• Locate the bounty land warrant dated 1787 for 350 acres of land in 
Chester County, South Carolina for William Keaton.

• Search Revolutionary War service records for William Keaton and 
Col. Richard Taliferro in 1777 and 1778. 

• Find DNA Matches who also descend from William Keaton



Didn’t 
Solve it? 
Next 
Iteration…

Expand Expand the geographic area that you are 
searching: surrounding counties

Find Find records for these people – deeds, 
marriages, wills

List
List neighbors, witnesses on deeds and 
wills, and other associates of your 
research subject



Form Hypotheses
Strategy #2



Diving Deeper 
into 

Hypotheses

• Part of research planning

• Key way to find the information 
that solves your brick wall

• When one iteration in a project is 
complete, make more hypotheses 
that lead to the next phase of 
research



How do you make a hypothesis?

You don’t have 
to know what 

happened

Look at the clues 
and then write 

what they show



Hypothesis about Lucinda’s 
Birthplace

Lucinda Keaton Welch’s birthplace is 
listed as South Carolina on the 1850 
census when she lived in Alabama. 
Her daughter was married in 
Pendleton District, South Carolina. 
This is a possible location for 
Lucinda’s birthplace and/or her 
parents’ residence before moving to 
Alabama



Hypothesis about Lucinda’s 
Father

Lucinda would have been 5 years old 
on the 1810 census, probably living in 
her father’s household in Pendleton 
District, South Carolina. Only 3 men 
with the surname Keaton resided in 
Pendleton. Only William Keaton had a 
tic mark for a  daughter of the correct 
age to be Lucinda. William was 
probably the father of Lucinda.



Hypothesis about Lucinda’s 
parents’ marriage

Lucinda Keaton’s birthplace 
was South Carolina - I 
hypothesize that her parents 
were married there: search 
for marriages with the 
surname “Keaton” in South 
Carolina.



Hypothesis about William 
Keaton’s Death

William was in Pendleton County 
Census records from 1790-1820, but 
not 1830. William’s heirs sold his Land 
in 1832. William Keaton died before 
1830 and there was probably a 
division of land recorded in his 
probate proceedings.



Use DNA Evidence
Strategy #3



DNA 
Evidence

DNA evidence is indirect

It must be combined with 
other clues

Use DNA match lists to find 
common ancestors

Create a targeted testing 
plan



DNA Test Type Research Questions

Autosomal DNA
(men and women can be tested)

Questions of kinship up to about 5-6 generations 
from the test taker (3rd/4th great-grandparents)

Y-DNA
(only men can be tested)

Questions of kinship along the patrilineal line

Mitochondrial DNA
(men and women can be tested)

Questions of kinship along the matrilineal line

DNA evidence is not available for every type of research objective. 

Choose a DNA Test To Answer Your Research 
Question



Lucinda Welch 
parents

Hypothesis: William Keaton and 
Katy Gresham are the parents of 
Lucinda Keaton. 

Other descendants of William 
Keaton and Katy Gresham may be 
in my mother’s DNA match list. 
Between 15-32% of 5th cousins 
are expected to share DNA. The 
range of shared DNA for 5th

cousins is about 0-75 cM



DNA Research Methodology
•Use pedigree triangulation to 
determine how matches 
connect

•Chart the relationships in a 
diagram

•Using shared matches at 
Ancestry.com, cluster matches 
that all share DNA on the 
Welch/Keaton side



Ancestry DNA Match List

John

Evan

Joseph

A.M.

Lisa Lisa



Relationship 
Probabilities

• AncestryDNA match 
list

• Click the “i”

• Centimorgans - cM

• See the probability 
of various 
relationships



Chart DNA match relationships - LucidChart

Gary Lisa



Gary Lisa





Pedigree 
Triangulation

Levi
Levi

L





Levi

L



Sarah











AncestryDNA® ThruLines™

• Shows common ancestors who likely connect you to your DNA 
matches

• Clearer view of how you all may be related through shared ancestors

• Uses the family tree linked to your test to find people who are both 
in your tree and in the linked trees of matches

• Your tree must be either public or “private but searchable”







Hypothesis 
for Lucinda’s 

parents

How can DNA help test this 
hypothesis?





DNA 
Evidence & 
Next Steps

The matches seem to confirm the 
hypothesis

Beware of small segments (smaller 
than about 10 cM)

Review documentation for each 
match’s line to William Keaton

Transfer results to a company with a 
chromosome browser

Map shared segments in DNA painter





DNA Evidence 
that Lucinda is 
the daughter 
of William 
Keaton

• Lucinda’s descendant, Diana, is 
a DNA match to Mark, a 
descendant of William 
Keaton’s son Archibald Keaton. 
They share 23 cM of DNA, 
consistent with the amount of 
shared DNA for a 5th cousin.

• Lucinda’s descendant, Diana, is 
a DNA match to Rhoda, a 
descendant of William 
Keaton’s son William Keaton Jr. 
They share 7 cM of DNA, 
consistent with the amount of 
shared DNA for a 5th cousin.



Summary

Use a Research Process

Create Hypotheses

Use DNA Evidence



Learn More

Elder, Diana and Dyer, 
Nicole. Research Like a Pro: 
a Genealogist’s Guide. 
Highland: Family Locket 
Books, 2018.

Research Like a Pro with 
DNA virtual Study Group –
Fall 2020.

FamilyLocket.com/Shop
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