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FamilySearch Secrets: Exposing Hidden Records 
 
Over the years FamilySearch has collected and preserved billions of copies of original 
documents in various formats.  The indexes created by our incredible volunteers for our digital 
images makes these types of records the easiest to find, but it can still be hard to locate a given 
record.  Understanding how to use the search tools on FamilySearch can help to improve your 
ability to expose what appear to be hidden records.   
 
General Search Principles 

• Know what you’re trying to find—Have a goal 
• Learn about the records your searching (you can use the FamilySearch Wiki) 
• Start by searching broadly (with limited information) and then narrow your focus (by 

adding information) 
• Expect there to be variability in the records (expect there to be errors)  
• Search specific collections instead of searching everything (e.g. just the 1940 Census) 
• Can’t find the person you’re looking for, try searching for their family members instead 
• Attach what you find to Family Tree to super charge your search efforts with hints 
• Be Persistent! 

 
On Being Persistent… Try Adjusting Your Searches Again and Again 
Here are some ideas on how you can change the information you’re using to search to get 
different results that might help you expose those hard to find ancestor’s indexed records: 

• Generalize the surname (use wildcards) 
•  Adjust or remove the place 
• Use a more general place and a more focused surname 
• Expand the date range and use a more specific place 
• Generalize the given name and use a more specific surname 
• Generalize the given name and use a more specific place 
• Keep iterating until you get your answer 

 
Where do search results come from? 

• People are born and documents get created about them 
• Digital pictures of those documents get created 
• Digitized document images are indexed by our incredible volunteers 
• Indexed information is stored in the search system 
• Users tell the search system what they’re looking for 
• Results are provided by the search system based upon rules 



 
 
Because of all the errors that may exist in indexed records as a result of how they were created, 
the system tries to return any record that might be what you’re looking for so you at least have 
a chance to look at it and decide if it is in fact, the indexed record you wanted. 
 
UNDERSTANDING SEARCH RESULTS 
 
The Ordering of Search Results 
Records with the most exact information are returned first in the results, then records with 
similar information, and then possibly some records missing some of the information 
 
1. Exact (e.g. John Boy = John Boy) 

• Information that is the same 
2. Similar (e.g. John Boy = Jon Boy) 

• Similar names, dates, and places 
• Results with spelling variations 

3. Missing (e.g. John Boy = Boy John) 
• Not all search for information has to be included in a record for it to be returned in 

the search results 
 

Example: A search for Helmut Becker with a birthplace of Germany will return any Helmut 
Beckers with birthplaces of Germany at the top of the search results, but will return Helmut 
Beckers that have no birthplace information lower on the search results list as well. 

 
4. Exceptions: (e.g. José = Jose = jose = josé or O’Brien = Obrien = O Brien) 

• Letter Case, Diacritics, Punctuation, and some spaces in common names do not 
affect what is returned in search results 

 
Searching Names 

• Given Name Fields Ignore Name Order 
•  A Search for Winifred Ann will return: 

• Winifred Ann, Ann Winifred, Winifred A, Ann W, W Ann, A Winifred, 
Winnifred, Ann, W A, W, & A as well as any other name variants 

• Surname Fields Preserve Name Order  
• Gomez Garcia will return Gomez Garcia, but not Garcia Gomez 
• Gomez by itself will return Gomez, Gomez Garcia, & Garcia Gomez 
• Garcia by itself will return Garcia as well as Garcia Gomez, & Gomez Garcia 
• Garcia Gomez will return Garcia Gomez, but not Gomez Garcia 

 
Note: Searches missing a surname may result in the pink bar with the message “Not enough 
search parameters – try adding more”.  It is eventually possible to search without a surname by 
refreshing the page, but if you really don’t want to see the pink bar then add a surname. 
 
 



 
 
Searching using Life Events 
When searching using Life Events fields, the indexed record must contain the information you 
search for within the field you searched to be returned in the results 

• Example: Searching for a person with a birthplace of “London”, will only return indexed 
records with “London” in the birth field as part of the results 

• Birth, Marriage, Residence, and Death type Life Event queries are used to search for only 
those respective kinds of fields on an indexed record 

o A Birth Life Event search will only search birth-like fields on an indexed record 
(e.g. christening, birth registration, birth notice, blessing, etc.) 

• Special Case: The “Any” field looks through all place fields indexed on all records  
 
Note: Searching for a place tied to a higher-level place will result in the search results 
containing all of the results from the higher-level place.   
 
For example, if you search for “Gretna Green” by itself in the Birth life event, you get 44 results 
that all include “Gretna Green” in the birth field on the indexed record.  However, if you search 
for “Gretna Green, Cumberland” you get 28 Million indexed records returned as results because 
you’re getting back all the indexed records that include “Cumberland” in the birth field. The 
results containing “Gretna Green, Cumberland” will be the first returned at the top of the list.  
 
Search with a Relationship 
When searching with a relationship , the indexed record must contain the name you search for 
within the relationship field you searched to be returned in the results 

• Example: Searching for a Spouse with a name of “Maria”, will only return indexed 
records with “Maria” or variants of the name Maria in the Spouse field 

• Spouse, Father, and Mother Relationship queries are used to search for only those 
respective fields on an indexed record 

• Special Case: The “Other Person” Relationship search looks through all other types of 
person name fields on indexed records  

o (e.g. Child, Boarder, Other, etc.) 
 
Note: Other Person names searches do not honor persons or order of names.  For example, you 
can search for John Jones and get an indexed record returned as a result because it has both a 
Rachel Jones and a John Wilson listed in the “Other Persons” field on the record. 
 
Restrict the Records by 
When using the restrict records tools, you are telling the search engine to only search a subset 
of all the indexed records.  If you restrict your results by “Brazil, Rio de Janeiro”, only indexed 
records from record collections identified as being from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil will be included in 
the search results and no other records from any other location will even be searched. 
 
 



 
 
 
Wildcards – The Secret Weapon to Defeat Spelling Variability 
Special characters used to replace one or more other characters in a search 

• Replace characters in both names and places 
• Question mark (?) is restrictive 

• Replaces one and only one character 
• Asterisk (*) is broad 

• Replaces zero to many characters 
• Wildcards must be used with at least one other letter 
• Multiple wildcards may be used in a single field 

 
Exact Search 
Exact Searching returns only exactly what is typed in the search form when the box is checked 

• Hides records that don’t match exactly so fewer results are returned 
• Still ignores diacritics, capitalization, & punctuation 
• Exact Search can be very effective, but it’s easy to exclude results you didn’t mean to 

exclude so be careful 
 
Common Search Strategies for Specific Situations 

• Searching birth records for a child—search for one or both of the parent’s names only 
• Searching in a census—search for name and an exact place 
• Searching in a census—search for residence with a year 
• Searching for marriage—search for spouse’s given name only 
• Searching for a maiden name—search for the death records of the woman’s children 
• Search for all kids—search for only the parent’s names, location and date without kids 
• Search for all family members—search a restricted set with a single surname and date 
 

Once you find an indexed record 
• Always look at the image 
• Attach image or record to Tree 
• Use hints 
• Use Family Tree as an additional finding aid 

 
Wait… what do I do when I still can’t find the record? 

• Use the FamilySearch Catalog 
• Search for images by browsing collections 
• Learn more about searching in your location from the FamilySearch Wiki 
• Search Books from online libraries  
• Take advantage of Hints from Family Tree 

 
Wait… I don’t know how to search those things!! 

• Watch “Finding Elusive Records” and learn from Robert Kehrer 
• Watch “I Didn’t Know You Could Search Like That!” and learn from Debbie Gurtler 


