Common Beginner Mistakes
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Copying Trees Without Sources

Online family trees can be wonderful clues, but they are not proof by themselves. One common
beginner mistake is copying names, dates, places, parents, spouses, and children from someone else’s
tree without checking where that information came from. It is easy to assume that a tree with lots of
details must be correct, but unsourced trees often contain guesses, misunderstandings, or
information copied from still other trees.

This becomes a problem because one wrong person can lead your research far off track. A child may
be attached to the wrong parents, two people with the same name may be mixed together, or a date
may be repeated so often that it starts to look reliable even though no record supports it. Once copied,
these errors can spread quickly from tree to tree.

Instead, treat online trees as hints, not conclusions. Look for the records or sources that support each
fact, such as census records, vital records, wills, deeds, church records, obituaries, or family Bible
entries. When another researcher’s tree gives you a promising lead, use it as a starting point, then
verify the information yourself before adding it to your own tree.



Skipping Generations

Skipping generations means trying to jump from a known ancestor to an earlier family without proving
each parent-child relationship along the way. For example, a beginning researcher may find a possible
grandfather or great-grandfather with the right surname and location, then attach that person to the
family tree before confirming that the connection is correct.

The risk is that genealogy depends on building one generation at a time. People with the same name
often lived in the same county, and families sometimes reused the same given names across cousins,
uncles, and grandparents. Without proving each step, it is easy to connect your family to the wrong
line and carry that mistake into every earlier generation.

Instead, work carefully from what you know to what you can prove. Start with the most recent known
generation and document the link to the next one using reliable evidence, such as birth, marriage,
death, probate, land, church, census, or family records. Then repeat the process, one generation at a
time. A slower, step-by-step approach usually saves time in the end because it keeps your tree on the
right path.



Working From the Past to the Present

Working from the past to the present means choosing an early ancestor or famous family line and
trying to connect yourself to it, rather than starting with yourself and moving backward one generation
at a time. It is tempting to begin with an interesting surname, a family story, or a possible immigrant
ancestor, but that approach often starts with a conclusion before the evidence has been gathered.

The danger is that this approach encourages you to look for records that “fit” the desired connection
instead of asking what the records actually prove. You may overlook conflicting evidence, attach the
wrong family, or miss a more accurate line because you are focused on reaching a particular ancestor.

Instead, begin with yourself, your parents, and your grandparents, then work backward step by step.
Let the evidence lead you from one generation to the next. Family stories and distant connections can
still be valuable clues, but they should be tested against records rather than used as the starting point.



Ignoring Maiden Names

Ignoring maiden names means recording women only by their married names or failing to search for
records under the names they used before marriage. For example, a woman listed in later records as
“Mary Johnson” may have been born Mary Brown, married first to a Smith, and later married a
Johnson. Using only her last married name can hide much of her identity.

The problem is that maiden names often lead to parents, siblings, inheritance records, land
transactions, church records, and other family connections. They also help distinguish between
women with the same given name and married surname. Without a woman'’s birth or prior married
name, an entire branch of the family may be overlooked.

Instead, record women by their birth names when you know them, and note when a maiden name is
unknown. Search marriage records, death certificates, children’s records, obituaries, probate files,
deeds, church registers, and cemetery records for clues. A woman’s name may appear in many forms,
so keep track of each version and the source where you found it.



Not Citing Sources

Not citing sources means adding names, dates, places, and relationships to your family tree without
recording where the information came from. At first, it may seem easy to remember that a birth date
came from a census record, a family Bible, or a courthouse file, but over time those details become
hard to trace.

The difficulty is that genealogy is built on evidence, and evidence loses much of its value when you
cannot tell where it came from. Without source citations, you cannot easily check your work, compare
conflicting information, or explain how you reached a conclusion. Other researchers also cannot tell
whether your information came from a reliable record, a family story, an online tree, or a guess.

Instead, make a habit of recording the source as soon as you enter the information. A useful citation
should identify what the source is, where you found it, and enough detail to find it again. It does not
have to be perfect at first; even a clear note is better than no citation. Good source habits make your
research stronger, easier to review, and more helpful to others.
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