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Why Can’t We All Just Get Along? 

You think it would be simple especially since the genealogy community is generally 
known as a dedicated and intelligent group of researchers all focused on a similar goal: 
finding our ancestors. Yet researchers are people and as such little things like the ego 
and even misinformation or lack of knowledge can be like sand in the gears of the 
genealogy machine. Here are some of the most common problems and situations and 
how to solve them with advice from genealogy professionals who have been in the 
trenches for years. 

Getting What You Need From Family Members 

Family members are an important part of the genealogy research process especially 
since they are often our starting point on the genealogy journey. As you mature as a 
genealogist and become better at research, you may find the need to not just get more 
information, but more precise information from relatives. 

 Use the best contact method. Understand that some family members don’t 
respond well to technology so a phone call or in-person interview might be best. 
For others, especially those that are busy, email is best. 

 Don’t frame the discussion. Very often if we get too specific in terms of what 
we need we miss out on other information the person is sitting on ( example: 
“I need the death location for Aunt Hildegard”). Prompts are good for an 
interview, but keep them general and open ended. 

 Communicate clearly and concisely. “Get in and get out,” is one way to look at 
it. You can do this efficiently and effectively, yet still be personable. 

 Bring technology to your interview. Many relatives don’t want to part with 
photos, documents and other items that are relevant to their family history. With 
today’s technology including mobile scanners and mobile apps, you should be 
able to record interviews and digitize documents. 

 Honor and respect. No matter if they are your elders, younger or a very distant 
relative whom you’ve never met . . . they deserve respect. Make sure you ask if 
they have time to talk on the phone. Remember that they may be talking about a 
difficult time in their own lives or those of their parents or siblings. 

 Say “thank you.” Especially if you’ve conducted a long interview or if the 
relative has provided you with a large amount of information, send a thank you 
note (handwritten, of course) and perhaps copies of some old photographs or a 
printed version of your research. 
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How to Deal with Librarians, Archivists, and Others 

Have you had difficult encounters with the folks I call “The Gatekeepers” of records? 
These are the librarians, the court clerks, the archivists and others. I believe there are 
many more good interactions than bad ones, but guess which ones we remember? 
Here is some advice from genealogists on the best ways to work with those who can 
sometimes hinder your research more than help: 

 Employees or volunteers, they are still people. Whether you are dealing with 
a government civil servant, a staff member of a library or even a volunteer, 
remember that they are just like you. Good days, bad days, etc. You shouldn’t 
tolerate rudeness, but try to keep everything in perspective. 

 Find common ground. Likely the archivist or librarian is a researcher just like 
you. And just like you, they are asked to assist others with their research goals. 
Respect their education, their intelligence and their role in the organization. And 
they’ll respect you as well. “If people deal with the general public, they've 
probably seen it all. If they eventually know you, you're not the public.” 

 Call ahead. Make sure you know the exact location and hours of operation for 
the specific day you will be at the repository. Also, ask for the name of the best 
person to talk to once you arrive. Briefly tell them what you are looking for (avoid 
“The Story”) and they might surprise you by having resources ready and waiting. 

 Understand the rules and the setup. This means reading the regulations on 
the website, but also ask for a printed copy when you arrive; keep in mind that 
they may have changed. Get to know the layout of the repository and watch what 
other researchers do, especially the “regulars” (see below). 

 Remember the 5 Cs: Clear, Concise, Complete, Congenial, and 
Compensation. Avoid telling “The Story” when requesting records. You know 
what I mean: the story of your ancestor, where they lived, who they married, etc. 
Curt Witcher, Senior Manager for Special Collections at the Allen County Public 
Library in Ft. Wayne, Indiana, advocates following the 5 Cs to get what you need 
as a researcher. “Your question or inquiry should be no longer than you can hold 
a lit match before you must blow it out.” Another genealogist offers: “We need to 
have librarians, archivists, record custodians, and information managers working 
for us. Know when to tell how much! State your request up front. Don't start with 
a long story. They don't care about your family. Have a research plan before 
arriving. Then articulate it. Brevity and clarity are golden. Talk in a court house 
like a lawyer, not a genealogist. In other words, say ‘I am looking for a deed.’ No 
need to tell your entire story.” 

 Why a donation matters. One of my favorite genealogists once said that 
whenever she researches at a church or synagogue or other religious institution, 
she always has a small donation ready in an envelope. Even if you are not a 
member of that institution, realize that their staff is taking time out of their duties 
to provide assistance. When asking for records in writing, send a check with your 
request and let them know that you appreciated their assistance. Also, not all 
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donations are monetary: have you considered transcribing a document you are 
using and then send them the transcription? 

 Who’s the boss? One approach is to recognize the skill of the gatekeeper and 
respect their knowledge and position. If you get “stuck” and can’t get what you 
want because the person is not properly trained or is not aware of the access 
regulations, talk with the supervisor. But don’t do it to embarrass the one who is 
short on knowledge . . . instead, focus on improving the process for you, the 
repository and for other researchers. 

 Befriend a “regular.” This means after a few visits note the other researchers 
that are always there. Establish a relationship and let them show you the ropes. 
Pretty soon you’ll be a “regular” too. 

 The gift conundrum. The classic “bring cupcakes” ploy is not as straightforward 
a solution as it seems. Be careful with any gift-giving. In some places, employees 
cannot accept gifts of any kind, or gifts over a certain value. Instead consider a 
donation especially if it is a non-profit organization. Also, get to know the 
gatekeepers at a repository first. Then you may want to bring a gift as a thank 
you or even ask one of them out to coffee or lunch so they get to know you and 
your research goals. 

 Know your rights. As a genealogist, a researcher and a member of the public, 
you should have the same access rights to records as the next person, especially 
in a government office that has open records regulations. Again, do your 
homework, print out the regulations, but don’t go in ready to rumble. If you 
encounter a situation where you are barred from access, take notes including the 
date, time, the person to whom you spoke and what was said. Ask to see a 
supervisor. If the person is the supervisor, then disengage and when you get 
home call, email or write someone at the agency who can resolve the complaint. 

Correcting Information in a Collaborative Environment 

We all started somewhere right? And if like me, you believe the genealogy journey is a 
learning process, you then understand that people make mistakes. Even you. 

But with genealogy we also need to understand that very often what seems like facts 
and academic research are also filled with lore, legend, family stories and emotion. 
There is a personal sense of ownership for many genealogists and correcting 
information can sometimes be a difficult process. Some advice on dealing with specific 
situations and platforms or places where information is published: 

 Understand the capabilities of the platform. When dealing with websites that 
display family trees and or indexed and transcribed records, do your homework 
and determine what can and what can’t be done. This may include having to read 
the Terms of Service agreement to understand who owns user data once it is 
uploaded. 

 Ask and ask nicely. When dealing with other researchers online, a “virtual” 
smile goes a long way. Let the other person know that you’ve found other 
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information related to a specific person, place or event and ask them if they’d like 
the data for their own research. Also ask them to update any online postings not 
to prove that your research is “correct” or “better,” but to help all genealogists 
who come upon the research in the future. 

 Avoid “right” and “wrong” statements. The easiest way to alienate a fellow 
genealogist is to tell them that their research is wrong. Even if the research is 
incorrect, your goal should be to improve the current research and to help future 
researchers. 

 If necessary, publish your own research. Sometimes either you can’t contact 
the other genealogist or they refuse to update their information. Remember that 
you have at your disposal a variety of tools to make sure your research is just as 
visible as any other genealogist. 

Giving and Receiving Proper Credit 

Thanks to social media and education initiatives, there is more awareness of the need 
to credit researchers especially when narrative content is involved. While this section is 
not intended as a lesson on copyright law, it is an area of growing importance in the 
genealogy community which needs to be addressed. 

First, realize that facts cannot be copyrighted (meaning birth dates, death dates, names, 
etc.) But narrative text, say in a genealogy report that you put together, is protected by 
copyright. Even so, if you get a great lead on your own research from what someone 
else has posted, here’s some advice: 

 Contact the researcher, if possible. State how you want to use the research 
(especially if you intend to publish the information in print or online in a blog or 
website), show how you will credit the researcher and then thank them for their 
hard work. 

 Build a relationship. Briefly mention how you are related to the research, or if 
representing a client, how your client is related. 

So what do you do if a researcher is overly possessive of the information and doesn’t 
want to share?  

 Stick to the facts and cite your sources. Again, if it is facts, then technically 
you can use the information. However, if it is sourced, I would do the research 
myself and then use the facts as I wanted. Make sure your source citations 
states when you found the record! 

 Write your own narrative. If the person refuses to give permission to use their 
narrative, realize that they have that right. You’ll need to do your own narrative; 
sorry, there is no shortcut here!  

 Reference, but don’t plagiarize. For research, you can reference that person’s 
research with a footnote as long as you don’t reproduce the entire text. 
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And what about getting credit for your own work? Well, if you do find that someone has 
used your research and published it without giving you credit (and, again, we’re talking 
narrative content), then you have several options: 

 Advocate and educate. Often, these situations occur with new genealogists 
who don’t understand copyright or the need to give credit. Be courteous and let 
them know that you need attribution and why. 

 Be steadfast. Occasionally you will find a person who knew what they were 
doing and didn’t care. Hold your ground. Research your options and also 
remember to pick your battles. Is a confrontation – either online or in person – 
really worth it? 

The Do’s and Don’ts of Collaborating and Sharing 

Here are some ways you can not only benefit from collaborating and sharing with other 
genealogists, but also repay those researchers who provided valuable information. 

 Be nice. The world is a small town. The genealogy community is really a small 
place and you realize that more and more with the advent of social media. Rude 
genealogists are duly noted and their reputation will precede them. Kindness 
offered to others is often returned ten-fold. 

 Ask for attribution and give attribution. If you want your work to be credited, 
make sure you are walking the walk on attribution. Drafting the text, sending it to 
the researcher, and getting their approval is a nice gesture. Also don’t be afraid 
to set some reasonable rules when providing your research and always ask for 
attribution. Again, providing the ready-made text that credits your work not only 
makes it easier, but can also help educate the other researcher. 

 Don’t give to get. It can be difficult to embrace an abundance model, but once 
you start to share with others, you get the hang of how it works. Don’t fall into the 
“tit for tat” game, but don’t be a sucker either.  

 Track your work. Use Google Alerts to track your copyrighted content. Some 
tricks: create a unique phrase for each document or intentionally misspell a word 
in a phrase and use these as your search string. 

Genealogy Conflict Resolution 

Stuff happens. Remember that genealogists are people too. We all have a variety of 
influences in our lives and especially in this era of social media, it is easy to jump to 
conclusions and to read into situations without having all the facts. What to do when 
things go wrong? Here are some tips: 

 Step back and research! That’s right – research! And I don’t mean take a break 
and do some genealogy research. I mean research the chain of events and the 
facts the brought you and the other person to the conflict. Genealogists are smart 
cookies and there’s no reason we can’t apply our analytical skills to these 
situations as well. 



How To Deal with Other Genealogists Without Going Crazy! Page | 6 
© 2017, copyright High-Definition Genealogy. All rights reserved. 

 Make a peace offering; broker a cease fire. Sounds like we’re at war, right? 
Sometimes you just need to lay it out in person, in writing or in an email such as: 
“We disagree about ____________ and I respect your opinion. I feel there are 
way more benefits to working together than against one another. I’d like to 
resolve our conflict as follows . . .” Doing so does not mean you are operating 
from a point of weakness. It means you are a smart operator. 

 Some bridges will just be burned. In some cases, no matter how nice you are 
to another person, you can’t salvage the relationship. Walk away and disengage. 
Remember that you can still disagree and yet still be “right” and true to your 
principles and standards. 

 Capitalize on the energy. A little secret about story writing that actually is 
pertinent to this topic as well as genealogy: conflict brings about change and 
things happen. There is energy in conflict. You just need to learn how to channel 
it effectively. Don’t get wrapped up in drama which can be a total energy suck 
and wear you out. 

 Be professional. This means be courteous if you run into the person at a 
genealogy event or you both serve on a society committee or board. Don’t get 
baited into an argument. Always seek the high road. 

 Seek arbitration. You may belong to a genealogy organization that offers a 
conflict resolution service. Take advantage of it. 

 Guard your reputation. Just because you are not in “right relationship” with 
another genealogist, doesn’t mean they have the right to bad mouth you or 
damage your reputation. Setting up a Google Alert for your name is not paranoia; 
it is smart use of technology.  


