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AARP Smart Guide to Genealogy

29 tips to help you discover your roots and leave a lasting family legacy

By Matt Alderton, AARP | m 3
Published January 06, 2026

ADVERTISEMENT

30-DAY

TAI CHI PLAN

FNR RFRINNFRC

Genealogy isn't just about discovering long-lost family connections. It’s also a hobby that can promote mental and
emotional well-being.
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Genealogy is much more than a fun hobby. In fact, research suggests that
people who take up family history may benefit from reduced anxiety, higher
self-esteem and increased emotional resilience. They can also gain a more
profound sense of meaning and identity, a deeper understanding of their roots,
and stronger family bonds.

A Subscribe to the 'Travel' Newsletter

Whatever your present or future travel plans, receive up-to-date
resources to help you plan with confidence.

Given the positive impacts of learning and curiosity on attention, mood,
memory and well-being, genealogy might even stimulate improved cognition
and brain health. That's especially relevant to older adults. For them, genealogy
can be a powerful way to not only explore their own ancestry but also leave a
legacy that will enrich their children, grandchildren and future generations.

If you've never researched your family history, it might seem intimidating.
Fortunately, there’s a treasure trove of tools and resources that can make it
easier and more fruitful. This AARP Smart Guide will help you find and use
them.

GENEALOGY BASICS

Family trees are the building blocks of genealogy, while a comprehensive family history is the sturdy house
that future generations will revisit time and again.
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1. What is genealogy?

“The commonly held definition of genealogy is research in order to understand
the particulars of a family tree: for example, who was married to whom, and
their children’s names, with birth and death dates and places for each entry,”
explains linguistic anthropologist Elizabeth Keating, professor emeritus at the
University of Texas at Austin and author of The Essential Questions: Interview
Your Family to Uncover Stories and Bridge Generations.

To devotees, however, it goes deeper than that. “Genealogy is the process of
uncovering and preserving who your ancestors were and how their lives
shaped your own story,” says Crista Cowan, corporate genealogist at Ancestry.
“Genealogy helps restore some of what has been lost. It gives us an emotional
and biological connection to history, and to each other, in a way that very few
things can.”

AARP Smart Guides

Packed with practical tips and expert advice, these comprehensive,
deeply researched guides are designed to make everyday life easier and
more rewarding.

Start living smarter today >

2. Genealogy vs. family history

If your goal is to draw a family tree, basic genealogy sketches the branches. The
next step — filling in those branches with colorful leaves and flowers — is the
deeper discipline of family history. The former is about who, what, when and
where; the latter is about how and why.

“I have thousands of names in my family tree, but most of them are just that —
names. | have no idea who these people were or what they did,” says genealogy
enthusiast Walter G. Meyer, his own family’s “unofficial historian” and author of
If You Weren't Here, This Would Not Be Happening: Plogs From My Life. “I like family

history better.”

Amateur genealogist Debbie Kirsch agrees. “Family history ... is when you dig
into your ancestors’ lives. It is best described as discovering the dash between
the dates,” she says. “As a family historian, you seek out the documents and the
rich stories of their lives that go beyond mere existence.”

3. Set realistic expectations

Often, the spark that ignites a person’s interest in genealogy is daydreaming
about the important ancestors they might have descended from. While it rarely
aligns with reality, it’s a perfectly good place to start, says Lee Arnold, librarian
emeritus at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.

“If you never thought you could win the Powerball lottery, you would never buy
aticket,” he says. “But it is that unrealistic hope that you'll hit the jackpot that
makes you do it.”

Similarly, if you're dead set on unearthing famous relatives, you might want to
temper your outlook. Instead, open your mind to the ordinary, yet no less
interesting, stories that await.

“Most of us are descended from common people. The idea that | will discover
that | am actually in line to be king of England is a fun fantasy, but | think my
family would have kept better records if we were royalty,” Meyer says.
“Although there may not be a castle with my name on it, | take pride that my
ancestors served in their countries’ wars, and as steelworkers and other
laborers. They literally helped build this country.”

START WITH YOUR IMMEDIATE FAMILY

The first step in building your family history is to have conversations with your closest family members.
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4, Start with yourself

Because genealogy is about self-discovery, your own life is a logical starting
point. “You are the star of your family tree,” says Kirsch. “Reflect on your own
life and gather the documentation: birth certificate, school records, marriage
records, newspaper clippings and so on.”

Kirsch likes to put the documents in acid-free sheet protectors and store them
sequentially in a binder. “Add your baby pictures, graduation photos and those
ticket stubs from your first concert,” she says. “Look through old photos or
download images of the house where you grew up, along with a photo of your
elementary school. You are immediately creating a legacy for your family, and
it's also a great exercise in organizing information.”

5. Build a basic family tree

Afamily tree is the bedrock of every genealogy project. To begin yours, “start
with what you have,” advises professional genealogist, librarian and archivist
Scott Andrew Bartley. “Go from the known to the unknown.” Begin from
memory. “Start with yourself — enter your name, birthdate and birthplace —
and then branch out to your parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles,”
Cowan says. “Input all the details you know, step-by-step, as this creates the
foundation of your tree”

When you reach the limits of your own memory, enlist help. “There always
seems to be one record keeper or one person in each generation who is really
interested in the family tree,’ says Bartley. “They're the person to go to”

6. Conduct interviews

Interviews with living family members can fill in the branches of your family
tree and capture the context that goes with them. “While the extant records in
research are hugely important, there’s just no substitute for the way that
people express their own experience,” says Dominique Jean-Louis, chief
historian of the Center for Brooklyn History at the Brooklyn Public Library in
New York City.

“While the historical record can often give us the empirical data like names,
dates and locations, the personal stories that give this data meaning is really
where you ... give them color and a narrative”” Because “they may be
approaching the end of their lives or have cognitive issues associated with
aging,’ start with your oldest living relatives, Keating suggests. “These older
relatives have tremendous stores of knowledge and can give advice, too, on
what directions to take in research,’ she says.

Cowan recommends asking open-ended questions — for example, “What do
you remember about your grandparents?” — while Keating suggests an
“anthropological” approach. Ask relatives to describe how they lived as a child,
for example. That “prompts stories to emerge as a person tells about life as it
was when they grew up,” she says.

7.Document everything

For every person on your family tree, try to track down vital records like official

birth, death and marriage certificates, says investigative genetic genealogist MOSt POPUIar
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Written records are a vital part of genealogy, stresses Liz Sonnenberg, staff

genealogist at memoir and family history publishing company Modern HEALTH
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Standard requires exhaustive research, source citations, analysis and
correlation, resolution of conflicting evidence and soundly written
conclusions,” she says. “It is a rigorous approach, but it is doable. And the
reward is a credible account of our ancestors’ lives”

8. Compare analog, digital approaches

The quality of your family tree — not to mention its accuracy — depends on the
quality of the tools you use to create it. Both analog and digital tools have their
advantages.

“I recommend archiving both digital and paper records,” Sonnenberg says.
“Digital records provide a safe backup of paper, are easy to share with other
people and enable inclusion in a published format. Paper records, on the other
hand, have the benefit of inviting a more careful read of the document’s
content. You can place printouts in chronological order to more easily
formulate a timeline of events and determine gaps in our research.”

However, Cowan notes, paper tools can deteriorate, fade or get lost. “Digital
tools ... allow you to collaborate with other family members, making discoveries
together and preserving them for generations,” she says. For more about digital
tools, check out AARP Genealogy Online: Tech to Connect. Published in 2012, the
book offers valuable guidance on researching your family’s history using
popular online resources.
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GET ORGANIZED

It's critically important to have a system for organizing the information you uncover in your genealogical
research.
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9.Have asystem

An organizational system can help you keep track of the vast number of
records involved in genealogical research.

“I recommend assigning numbers to individuals and organizing them into family
groups consisting of two parents and a child — recognizing that each individual
belongs to two family groups, one in which they are a child, and one in which
they are a spouse and parent,’ Sonnenberg says. “This system eliminates
duplication of filed records and repetition of reported facts across phases.”

A common numbering method that works in conjunction with Sonnenberg’s
system is the Ahnentafel method, named after a German word meaning
“ancestor table.” It's a parent-child system wherein fathers are double the
child’s number (2x) and mothers are double the child’s number plus one (2x +
1). In this system, the subject — that’s you — is 1. Your father and mother are 2
and 3; your paternal grandparents 4 and 5, your maternal grandparents 6 and
7,and so on.

10. Choose the right tools

encounter some pretty painful stories of opportunity that wasn’t available, or
ancestors forced to make impossible choices because discrimination gave them
no good options. Finding out a painful truth is a little easier to process when
someone else who does genealogy can say, ‘Yeah, that happened to me, too. It's
so hard. Here’s how | dealt with it.”

19. Plan a heritage trip

To take your genealogical research to new places — not just figuratively, but
literally — consider heritage travel. “Traveling to the places your ancestors
called home can profoundly enrich the process of genealogical research,
bringing stories to life and fostering deeper connections with family history,”
Cowan says. Kirsch has taken several such trips. “Going back to a town from
which your family came lets you walk in your ancestor’s footsteps,’ she says. “In
a trip to Kinderhook, New York, | was fortunate enough to meet up with
previously unknown distant relatives who welcomed me into their home. I've
also traveled to Scotland and Ireland to see the places where my ancestors had
lived. In some cases, | was able to see the home they had lived in a century ago.”

Keep in mind that research abroad may require visiting archives, parishes and
municipal offices in different towns where locals may be skeptical of strangers
who don’t speak their language or dialect. “For this reason, having a local
professional who knows the community, understands its nuances and speaks
the dialect makes a tremendous difference,’ says professional genealogist
Marino Cardelli, founder of Experience BellaVita, a bespoke tour operator in
Abruzzo, Italy. To make heritage travel as fruitful as possible, he recommends
connecting with a local genealogist who can do research on your behalf ahead
of time and act as your guide once you arrive.

20. Take a DNA test

DNA testing that traces your ancestry to specific geographic regions can fill the
gaps in your family tree, Hoffman says. “You can’t just use DNA results. You
have to correlate them with the paper trail and use old-fashioned genealogy,’
she explains. “It offers a new way to break down ‘brick walls! My brick wall was
my second great-grandfather. | knew the family lore of his voyage to America
with three other brothers and a sister. | knew information but couldn’t find the
missing links. In the end, it was DNA that solved it, because he had changed his
surname on his own.”

Before you take a DNA test, however, make sure you're prepared for the
results. “Anyone testing should be made aware of the possibility that they
might uncover secrets they may not want to know,” says Hoffman. “Testers can
discover half-siblings they didn’t know about, or that the father who raised
them isn't their biological father” Whatever you learn, take the results with a
grain of salt, Arnold advises. “I'm addicted to taking genealogical DNA tests.
I've done it seven or eight times — I've literally lost count — and got back just as
many varied results,” he says. “Am | really a Viking? Who knows.”

Privacy and security are also big concerns with commercial DNA testing. For
example, in October 2023, a hacker leaked stolen data from 6.9 million users of
23andMe, a genetic-testing company, onto an online forum.

While family research is often a solitary pursuit, some people find it useful to hire a professional
genealogist to help out.
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TIPS FOR FINDING WHAT YOU NEED
21. Remember, names can change over time

If your surname is Clark or Smith, your ancestors might have been “Clarke” or
“Smithe.” “A century ago, not as many people were literate, and this led to
different orthographic variations,’ notes Keating, who says names can create
all sorts of roadblocks. “Women’s name changes at marriage are a challenge.
Another challenge is researching family names in cultures where many people
share the same first and last names.”

Cowan says that as you explore your family history, you may find your
ancestors’ names listed in a variety of ways. “They may have gone by a
nickname, [or] the name may be misspelled, mistranslated, mistranscribed or
changed entirely,’ she says. “Consider relationships, ages, locations and
occupations, among other things, to determine if any two records are about the
same person. Additionally, DNA testing can help overcome these hurdles by
confirming biological relationships when paper trails get confusing.”

22. Consider hiring a professional genealogist

For many people, genealogy is a fun treasure hunt. For others, it’s a wild goose
chase. No matter which camp you belong to, a professional genealogist could
be useful.

“Some people want the information, but they don’t want to actually learn the
process or spend the time doing it. Or they don’t have the time to spend doing
it. That's when a professional can help,” Johnson says. “In genealogy, we say
that you've hit a brick wall when you need a piece of information but have used
all the resources at your disposal. In that case, a professional genealogist might
have more knowledge of the resources that are out there.” Professionals can
also be helpful to those whose search would benefit from heritage travel but
who don’t have the budget for it. “There are times when you need feet on the
ground to access information,” Kirsch says. “Hiring a professional genealogist is
often a lot less expensive than traveling to a site. | contracted with a Polish
genealogist for a set number of hours. He was able to locate my family’s
records from 1820 and provide me with copies and a translation. That was
money well spent. Even if | had traveled to Poland, it is unlikely | would have
been able to access the system and read the documents.”

23. Leverage social media

If your research hits a dead end, consider crowdsourcing your conundrum via
social media. “There are many online communities that can be especially
helpful for genealogy tips and support,” Cowan says. “On Facebook, groups like
The Genealogy Squad and Genetic Genealogy Tips & Techniques provide a

platform where you can ask questions, share research strategies and connect
with fellow genealogists.” Reddit can also be useful; check out the subreddit
r/genealogy.
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There are many ways to preserve your family history for future generations that don't involve a box full of
old photos. Think books, websites and recipe collections, for example.
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PRESERVING YOUR FAMILY HISTORY FOR THE
FUTURE

24, Write it down

In genealogy, research is only the beginning. Once you've mined your family
history, decide how to extract the gems you've uncovered and share them with
other living relatives, not to mention future generations. While pedigree charts
can be interesting, a narrative of your family history is infinitely more engaging,
according to Meyer.

“The facts and figures are just that,” he says. “For future generations to care —
to really get to know these people — having stories about who those ancestors
were ... will make a big difference.” If you hate writing or it isn’t your strong suit,
consider hiring a freelance writer to help you. You can even use artificial
intelligence tools like ChatGPT, Claude and Gemini.

“Al-powered storytelling tools ... can help organize facts, suggest narrative
structures or even draft stories from prompts. These tools make it easier for
anyone to preserve and share their family’s legacy,” notes Cowan, who says
audio recordings and transcriptions are another option. “If you aren’t a strong
writer, try telling the story to a family member and recording it.”

25. Create a website

Your relatives need a way to consume the stories that you're writing. Social
media is one option, according to Cowan. “Many families start private
Facebook groups where they can share photos, stories and memories with one
another,’ she says. “It’s also a great way to generate interest in the next
generation, coordinate family reunions and share discoveries being made
through other family history research.” You could also start a blog or publish a
website. If your goal is to preserve family history for future generations,
however, make sure you have a succession plan so that your site, blog or social
media group can continue when you're no longer around to manage it, Bartley
advises.

26.Putitin abook

A website will vanish if the creator doesn’t maintain it. However, you can pass
down a self-published book to kids, grandkids and beyond. “The major benefits
of creating a printed book are access and durability, since all people do not use
the same software and digital storage systems, and those tools can become
outdated. A printed book stands the test of time, preserving a family’s unique
story for generations to come,” says Sonnenberg, whose company researches
and writes family histories, then assembles them with images into bespoke
hard- or softcover books that can be printed in any quantity and delivered
directly to your home. Ancestry offers a similar book-publishing service
through AncestryProGenealogists, its professional genealogy service. Legacy
Books is another company offering similar services.

27. A delicious idea

Family heritage books, websites and blogs can include any type of content you
want. Narrative histories are one option, but you could also incorporate family
traditions — for example, favorite family games, holiday rituals, vacation
destinations or activities from generations past — or even beloved family
recipes.

“Recipes and traditions are an important part of family history,” notes Keating,
adding that interviews with family members are best for gathering this
information because they “allow for a personal, memorable description,’ which
can be especially helpful when it comes to recipes. “Most recipes are quite
minimalist, and many cooks don’t quite follow their own written recipes.”

= LA >
Teach your children to enjoy genealogy. Perhaps they'll pass the hobby along to their kids, too.
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STAYING ENGAGED
28. Keep learning

Like any skill, genealogy requires time, dedication and practice. You'll never
know everything there is to know, but you can always keep learning and
growing. Johnson says amateurs and professionals alike can continue building
their genealogy skills by attending conferences, enrolling in virtual and in-
person classes, and visiting historical societies in their communities.

“Staying active and engaged in genealogy is so easy thanks to a range of
workshops, online communities and local events,” adds Cowan. “These groups
often share event notices, host discussions and collaborate on research
challenges. For larger-scale engagement, conferences like RootsTech offer both
in-person and online sessions with leading experts, and an expo showcasing the
latest genealogy tools.”

29.Passiton

Genealogy can be an enriching solo sport, but it's most rewarding as a family
affair. Sonnenberg says family historians can bequeath not only the fruits of
their research but also the tools and skills that younger generations will need
to carry the torch forward. “The best way to interest younger generations in
your genealogy work is to include them in the discovery process,” she says.
“After all, it is finding clues and solving puzzles that compels you, too”’

Remember the aforementioned family history book? Pass yours down with
actionable items inside. “Consider including a list of questions in your book that

you were not able to answer, and invite younger generations to pick up the Go I?igital Wi.ﬂf AARP
trail,” Sonnenberg suggests. “Also consider leaving blank pages at the end of Getinstant digital-only access to
’ . your membership card, AARP
your family history book for future generations to record names, birth dates the Magazine, and The Bulletin,
and locations, marriage dates and locations, and death dates and locations. In plus access all your member
that way, you will make your genealogy a living history book.” benefits online or in the mobile
app.

Matt Alderton is a contributing writer who specializes in health and weliness, travel and technology. His
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| retired to my wife's hometown, where | knew very few people. Volunteering at the local
genealogical society has given me a sense of community as well as a channel to help others out.
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40+ years of doing Genealogy. It is not only a hobby, it is a job. You cannot just take a leaf hintona
certain site and believe to to be a fact. You have to have verified documentation. Family memories
have to have the same documents to verify. Otherwise it is folklore.

| love it even though the frustrations are enormous sometimes as you will hit a lot of "brick walls"
with ancestors....
Read more

REPLY |. 0

LisaG764125 JANUARY 8,2026

| would just say to be very careful when using other people's family trees online. Some are very
sloppy and have a lot of erroneous information, so one should be careful when downloading that
info to your tree. Don't assume that just because they've posted it, it is accurate. | have several
relatives who have created family trees with misinformation which | have tried to correct to no
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