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The millions of indexed records on FamilySearch and Ancestry allow researchers to search for and 
locate their ancestors. However, finding people in these online databases can be difficult if an 
ancestor’s information has been incorrectly recorded, transcribed, or indexed. In this class, we will learn 
and then practice strategies for finding misspelled, mislabeled, and “missing” ancestors in online 
databases.  

There are two parts of a successful search. First, use creative search strategies to find missing 
ancestors. Second, spend time reviewing and evaluating your search results. 

Creative Searching 
Locating hard-to-find ancestors begins with a creative search. There are many different strategies and 
tools that can help you search creatively.  

Use filters on FamilySearch. FamilySearch lets you filter your search results after a search is 
complete. These filters allow you to quickly remove unwanted results and focus on the best matches. 
Possible filters are defined by the information in the collection and may include birth date, birth place, 
death date, death place, residence, collection, and more. Most filters are located on the bottom left of 
the search results and the Collections filter tab is found above the search results. 
Search one database or collection at a time. Most genealogy websites allow you perform a site-wide 
search, where you search all record collections simultaneously. This type of search returns so many 
matches that the record you are searching for may get buried in the results or may not be listed at all. 
Instead, choose to search one database or record collection at a time. For a list of record collections on 
FamilySearch, click Browse all published collections. On Ancestry, go to Search > Card Catalog.  

Use wildcards in name fields. A wildcard is a character that stands in for other characters in a search. 
A wildcard can be used when searching for names that have many different spellings or that are 
regularly misspelled. Common wildcards include: 

• An asterisk (*) represents zero or more characters 
• A question mark (?) represents a single character 

You can use more than one wildcard in a single search. For example, when searching for the surname 
Schaeffer, you might type S*h*ff?r. 

Check the “Exact” box next to search fields. FamilySearch and Ancestry both give you the option to 
only return results that exactly match your search parameters. Checking “exact” for some search 
parameters will give you a more controlled search and works especially well when Field Searching. 

Explore the advanced search options on Ancestry. When you check the “exact” box next to some 
search fields, Ancestry gives you additional advanced options. For names, you have the option to add 
“Sounds like,” “Similar,” and “Initials” to your exact search. For dates, you can add a year range. For 
locations, you can expand the search to larger jurisdictions. Each of these advanced search options 
allows you to better refine your search. 



  
 

Try field searching. Field searching is the process of repeating your search with a different 
combination of search parameters. Field searching works best when you search one database at a time 
and is effective when combined with wildcard and exact searches. When field searching, try different 
search field combinations. If your ancestor isn’t listed in your search results, change your parameters 
and search again. 

Evaluating Search Results 
Once you have completed a search, carefully review the search results before you repeat your search. 
Your ancestor may be listed in the results but is hidden by incorrect or incomplete information. 

Look for other clues that match known information. Look for results that match given names, ages, 
birthplaces, occupations and more. Review the relationships – are all of the members listed even if the 
surname appears incorrect? Compare the place of residence with other records. You may even want to 
compare the spelling and structure of the names as well as how they are written. 

Review each close match. Closely examine any search result that appears to be similar to the 
ancestor or family you are searching for. Pull up the database entry and then find the individual or 
family on the original record. Look closely at the handwriting. Is the index correct? Could the name 
actually be the one you are searching for? 

Try to prove or disprove the possible search result. If the search result looks similar to the family or 
individual you are searching for, try to locate the same family or individual in other records. If you can’t 
find them, you may have found the right family or individual, despite the errors in the record. 
Other Tips 

• Search for alternate names. For surnames, in addition to wildcards, search using different 
spellings. Search for longer or shorter variations of the same name. Also try translating names 
into English or vice versa. For given names, try searching for common nicknames (Polly for 
Mary, Bill for William), middles names, and nicknames. 

• Don’t fill out every search field, not even the name. When you search, you do not have to 
add information to every field. Most searches produce better results with less beginning 
information. Also, no field is required. This means that you can leave the given name, surname, 
or both out of your search. 

• Search a different index. Many collections (such as censuses) have been indexed by more 
than one website. If you can’t find your ancestor in a collection on one site, try searching a 
different version of the same record collection on a different website. 

• When searching for census records, try other strategies. Some families never moved. Use 
the neighbors from one census to find a family in the next or previous census. You can also use 
the street address from another record (such as a vital or civil record or city directory) to identify 
and search the record images for your ancestor’s enumeration district or community.  

• Verify the collection includes records for the time and place of an event. Many collections 
compile records from multiple jurisdictions (for example, collections of U.S. vital records are 
often compilations of records from all or most counties within a state.). These collections may 
not include records from every jurisdiction and for every time period.  
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