
Research Groups 
 
What is a Research Group? 

- A group of 3 or 4 people who meet on a regular basis to do collaborative, deep research on one 
ancestor per session. The group coordinates their research and direction at each session in 
order to achieve a specific goal using online resources and discussion between group members.  

 
 
How does a Research Group function? 

- Each group contains members with past genealogy research experience and one or two 
beginners. The goal of the group is to find answers using shared research and encourage 
beginners to participate in the process. The purpose of the group is NOT to do research for 
beginners or give beginners answers, but to promote and support beginners as they learn how 
to do genealogical research and work in a collaborative atmosphere. 

 
 
 
Tips, Techniques and Tools for ancestral research: 
 
How can a beginner genealogist start and prepare for participation in a Research Group? 
 

- Start with what you know and what is already documented through public records such as 
Census, birth records, death records. 

o Yourself 
o Your parents 
o Your siblings 
o Your grandparents 

 
- Beginning with you, build a basic family tree using online software or family tree building 

software. Even a handwritten tree can be useful as long as you have the correct facts. (I don’t 
recommend building a tree on FamilySearch.org if you are a beginner as this can lead to 
problems when other trees merge into yours. Other researchers have access to your tree and 
can change the information, leading to confusion.) 

o Ancestry.com 
o Family Tree Maker software 
o RootsMagic software 
o Spread sheet 
o Pencil and paper 

 
- Familiarize yourself with the basic search tools (see below) and how to use them to search for 

ancestors. Try out different ways to search using your own relatives: by surname, location, 
birthplace, etc. – or a combination of different search terms/names. This will give you 
confidence in using tools when a group. 

o Subscribe to Ancestry.com (even for a limited period) 
o Set up a free account on FamilySearch.org 
o Set up a free account on Find-A-Grave 

 



- Decide which ancestor you would like the group to research first and what you want to know 
about that ancestor. The more specific you are with your question, the better chance you have 
of finding an answer. 

o Example of questions for the group to research: 
 Where was my maternal grandfather born? 
 When did my paternal grandmother die and where is she buried? 
 Do I have any half-siblings by my father’s first marriage? 
 What happened to my great-uncle when he disappeared? 
 What are the names of my paternal great-grandparents? 

 
- Create a timeline using dates with everything that you know about the specific ancestor to be 

researched. Save it as a Word document or PDF and share it by email with your group. 
 Stay with documented facts as much as possible 
 If you have public records, share a resource notation about these as part of the 

date line item (marriage certificate, SS death index, newspaper article) 
 
What website tools are essential to use during your research session? 

- Essential websites (these are my go-to resources!): 
o Google Search (Free)  
o Ancestry.com (Paid - Members who do not have an Ancestry membership are really at a 

loss when it comes to research. FYI – virtually all of my major breakthroughs have been 
through the use of data bases and family trees found on Ancestry) – 
https://ancestry.com  

o FamilySearch.org (Free) - https://www.familysearch.org/en/home/ 
o Find-A-Grave (Free) - https://www.findagrave.com/ 

 
- Other websites I recommend: 

o Newspapers.com (Paid) – https://www.newspapers.com 
o Fold3 (Paid) - https://www.fold3.com/ 
o DNA results wherever you have been tested (Paid and Free) 
o MyHeritage (Paid) - https://www.myheritage.com/ 
o National Archives (Free) - https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy 
o Library of Congress (Free) - https://www.loc.gov/   
o Rootsweb (Free) - https://www.rootsweb.com/  
o BillionGraves (Free) - https://billiongraves.com/ 
o Library of Congress – Chronicling America Historic American Newspapers (Free) – 

 https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/search/titles/ 
 

- Remember to also use the Card Catalogs and data bases in Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org. 
They may contain information that is not indexed in search. You can find catalogs and 
directories in the drop down menu under search in the main menu. 
 

- There are virtually hundreds of sites you can use for research, but the tools mentioned above 
are your basic, go-to and most reliable resources. I always have Google, Ancestry, FamilySearch 
and Find-A-Grave open when I am doing personal research and move frequently between them 
as I find documents and confirm facts. 
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Public Records to search for when conducting research: 

- Federal and state census 
- Birth or baptismal records 
- Marriage and divorce records 
- Death records 
- Cemetery or burial records, tombstones 
- Social security index records (the SS records of all died people are easily accessible online) 
- Wills 
- Land deeds 
- Military Records 
- Newspaper articles 
- Other family trees (do not take any information on trees as fact – only use as clues) 
- DNA records if you are familiar with how genetic genealogy works 

o Would need access to these records from the member you are helping to research 
 
 
What is an ancestor timeline and how to share it with your group? 

- Taking all of your known and documented information about an ancestor and compile it using a 
list of line items beginning with the date (year) 

o Note sources wherever possible. Examples: 1920 Federal Census, Washington Marriage 
Registry, WW II draft registry 

- If you have an Ancestry.com tree, you can print out a timeline for a specific ancestor using the 
“LifeStory” function found under the Ancestor’s profile heading 

- Don’t add information to a timeline if it is “hearsay” or can’t be proven 
o Example: Just because your grandmother said she was married in a specific year and at a 

specific church does not mean it is true unless you can find a record of that event 
 
 
Other Suggestions: 

- Keep your ancestral story short, basic and to the point. You want to communicate basic 
knowledge and facts to your group, but not confuse them with too many diversions and 
tangents. 
 

- Don’t over-burden your group by asking for too much!  
Example: I am looking for all of my paternal ancestors. Can you find them for me? 
 

- Create an email file in your email server to save email communication sent by your group 
members. This can be helpful later on to locate document attachments or revisit facts sent 
through email. 
 

- Start your own personal binder for the group where you keep all of your member information, 
timelines, notes, and found documents. In this way you can refer back to it at each session and 
see what has already been documented. 

 
- Create a file on your hard drive for your group and save any digital documents you find for 

members during your research sessions and outside of your session in this file. 
 



- When you find a document for an ancestor, search the entire document for clues. You might 
find hidden clues in the name of witnesses, godparents, locations, etc. 
 

- Don’t discount researching siblings or half-siblings, prior marriages, cousins, aunts, uncles, etc. 
Just because you think they are not pertinent to your ancestral question, doesn’t mean you 
won’t find clues amongst their public documents. 

 
- Use family trees created by others on Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org – but only as a source 

for clues. Most public family trees contain mistakes or have been copied from other trees 
without being verified using public records. 
 

- Don’t try to fit facts to your family stories! Let the facts lead you to the correct narrative. 
 

- Follow the clues left in public documents! This is where detective work comes into play (and it is 
the fun part of genealogy research). It’s OK to follow tangents when searching as it may lead you 
to an important document or fact. 

o Examples: 
 You find a newspaper article that disputes the family story. Follow the clues in 

the newspaper article and see where it leads. 
 A witness on a marriage certificate turns out to be your grandfather’s best 

friend. Can any documents about the best friend offer clues as to your 
grandfather’s past? 

 In a Federal Census you check the neighbors living on the same street as your 
great-grandfather and find that he lives next door to the woman he left his first 
wife for. The woman later becomes his 2nd wife and your great-grandmother.  

 Your DNA results show a close cousin match with someone you don’t recognize. 
Could this person be an unknown half-sibling or 1st cousin that was adopted? 
How does this change your ancestral tree? 

 
 
Examples from the Italian Group: Paula’s research after two sessions 
 
 
Back to Research Groups! 
 
What are the requirements for forming a Research Group? 

- 3 to 4 people 
- No more than 2 beginners per group 
- Group Leader - One person must take on the responsibility of beginning the group leader (if the 

group has no leader of will not get off the ground) The leader is the hub for communication, 
keeps the email list, and sets the date and time for each session - therefore keeping the group 
rolling forward.  

- It's helpful for the members to share a common thread such as ethnicity, but it's not absolutely 
necessary.  

- Each member should have a laptop or iPad they can bring to the session in order to conduct 
research since all research is being carried out online. It is also necessary for members to have 
basic computer skills in order to participate.  



- Members also need to have a commitment to attending sessions and helping others in an 
ongoing basis - not just when their turn comes around.  

 
How to conduct group communications? 

- The group should decide on an order of research 
o Example: The ancestor of Member #1 is the topic for the first meeting. Member #2 takes 

the second meeting, and so on. 
- A rotation is thus set-up where each member has a turn at a full research session then the 

rotation begins again. 
- It is the responsibility of each member to supply info on the ancestor to be researched such as a 

timeline, basic stats (dates, places) and the question you are seeking an answer for or the info 
you are searching for. 

- It is the responsibility of the group leader to communicate to the group by email: 
o Date, time and place for each research session 
o The designated member and their ancestor to be researched along with ancestor details 

- A time and place needs to be agreed upon by members. If a member is unable to attend they 
should email the group leader. Remember – you need to contribute to group research by 
attending sessions and being generous with your research skills in order for others to 
reciprocate when it is your turn. 

 
Requirements for a successful research session: 

- A commitment by all members to conduct group research for each member in the group. 
- A long-term commitment to keep the Research Group going by attending sessions. 
- Specifying a day of the week and time that works for members and a frequency to meet, (I 

suggest one or two times a month). Keep your meeting time as a constant. Example: 2nd and 4th 
Tuesday afternoons, 2 to 5 pm. 

- Allow enough time to conduct deep research. I suggest each session should be 2 to 3 hours in 
length. This gives the group time to fully discuss the ancestor to be researched, what they hope 
to achieve in that session and delegate research tasks, before diving into the actual research. 

- A quiet, undisturbed place to research where the group can also carry on a conversation. I 
suggest meeting in one of the members’ homes as opposed to a public place.  

o You cannot use the library unless you get permission to hold your meeting in the Library 
Meeting Room where conversation is allowed, (you also need permission to use Wi-Fi in 
the meeting room). 

- The meeting place must have Wi-Fi access in order to conduct research. 
- It’s helpful but not necessary to also have a Wi-Fi printer available to print documents. 
- Each person needs to provide their own laptop or iPad to conduct research. 
- Snacks are optional and appreciated! 

 
How to set-up a research session with your group? 

1. Designate a group leader. 
2. Collect email addresses. 
3. As a group, decide on a meeting place. 
4. As a group, determine the best day and time that works for each member. 
5. Decide how many times you will meet per month. 
6. Decide what member will go first to research their ancestor. 
7. Decide on a rotation order of members for future meetings. 



8. The group leader will then send out a group email to all members with information (day, time, 
place, and ancestor info) for the first meeting. 

9. At the end of your first meeting, make sure to book your next meeting date while all members 
are present. 

 
 
What is the format for a research session and how do you conduct collaborative research? 

- The member who will be researched shares his ancestor information by email with the rest of 
the group prior to the meeting. 
 

- Each research session opens with the sharing member telling his ancestor’s story and any 
specifics the group should know about. 

o Family lore, gossip, lingering questions, documents that can’t be found 
 

- The member also shares what they are specifically looking for or trying to achieve during this 
research session. 

o Examples: 
 What is the date and place of marriage for my maternal grandparents? 
 Who were the parents of my maternal grandmother? 
 Where was my paternal grandfather born? 

 
- Each member of the group takes a different aspect of the ancestor’s story and using website 

tools begins to search for details, facts, documents, etc. Allow the facts you find to lead the 
search! Don’t try to fit facts to your family narrative or love. 

o Examples: 
 Search for a specific event 
 Search for a the name of a family member or a broad search for that family 
 Search a specific location where the ancestor lived 

o Finding one new fact can then lead the research group towards their next research 
direction: 
 Finding a marriage license that contains the names of the bride’s parents that 

were previously unknown can then lead the research to find information about 
the parents (place of birth, dates, public documents) 
 

- When a document is found, it is shared with the group so it can be discussed and accepted as 
correct or rejected. 

o Accepted facts (new dates, names, places) are added to the ancestor’s timeline 
o It’s helpful to email a copy of the found document to the designated member and/or 

print out a hard copy so it can be compared with other documents during  the session 
 

- At the end of the research session, the group can decide if they have reached a conclusion or if 
they should continue researching that ancestor when the member’s rotation comes around 
again. 
 

- Set a date for your next research session and state which member will go next. 
 
Let’s create new Research Groups!!! 


