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Genealogists often encounter records that contain 
conflicting information about their ancestors. The 
challenge lies in determining which information is 
correct. This presentation will feature case studies 
containing conflicting information, including 
instances of parental misidentification. These 
scenarios will demonstrate 1) the record that 
contain conflicting information, 2) the additional 
records examined, 3) analysis of the reliability of 
each record, 4) the correlation of information 
between sources, and 5) the resolution of the conflict. 
 
The Genealogical Proof Standard1 emphasizes the importance of resolving conflicts in evidence. 
While some conflicts are minor and easily explained, others are significant and must be resolved 
before forming any conclusions. 
 
In Mastering Genealogical Proof, Thomas W. Jones stated: 
 

“Resolving the conflict requires us to separate the evidence into likely-correct  

and likely-incorrect answers, discard the incorrect answers, and justify or explain 

that separation and discarding.”2 

 

The key is to “justify or explain the separation and discarding." One must gather sufficient evidence 

to determine which answer is likely correct and supports a conclusion. 

 

This session will outline various strategies for resolving conflicting evidence. They are organized into 

five categories based on principles from the Genealogical Proof Standard: conduct reasonably 

exhaustive research, analyze each record, correlate information from various records, and write a 

conclusion. These strategies are useful in resolving cases with conflicting information and will 

enhance problem-solving skills. 

 
1 Board for Certification of Genealogists, “Ethics and Standards: Genealogical Proof Standard,” 
(https://bcgcertification.org/ethics-standards/ : accessed 4 October 2024).  
2 Thomas W. Jones, Mastering Genealogical Proof (Arlington, VA: National Genealogical Society, 2013): 74. 
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Strategies for Resolving Conflicting Evidence 
 

Conduct thorough research 

1. Research must be thorough enough to locate the records containing the answer to the 

research question.  

2. Continue searching for records that corroborate the evidence, as it is often challenging 

to determine the accuracy of a single record.  

3. When you find conflicting information, seek additional records to help identify the most 

likely correct information.  

 

Analyze each record  

1.  Evaluate each record individually to identify relevant information and assess its  

 reliability.  

2. Check to see that the sources selected have been independently created. 

3. Original records are generally more reliable than derivative ones, but each record 

requires careful evaluation.  

4. Assess the reliability of the informant.  

5. Seek records containing primary information from an eyewitness to the event. 

6. Reliable evidence can be direct, indirect, or negative.  

Correlate information from various records 

1.  After evaluating each source, correlate the information from different records.  

2.  Compare and contrast evidence when dealing with conflicting information.  

3.  Organize the evidence to identify which pieces are consistent and which are not. 

Weigh the evidence for reliability  

1. After correlating and sorting the evidence into consistent and inconsistent items, weigh 

the reliability of each piece to determine the most likely correct answer.  

2. Evaluate and explain any information that does not align with the most reliable 

evidence.  

3. This process depends on the quality of the evidence, not the quantity of records that 

support a particular conclusion.  

 

Write a summary of the evidence and conclusion 

1. After completing the analysis and correlation strategies, summarize the conflict, 

presenting evidence from both sides, and detail the resolution.  

2. Explain why some evidence may be less reliable.  

3. Writing a summary helps assess the research's thoroughness and the conclusion's 

soundness.   
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Relevant Genealogy Standards3 

Standard #48. Resolving evidence inconsistencies 

Genealogists attempt to resolve conflicts or incompatibilities among two or 
more evidence items. Resolution involves (a) identifying evidence items that 
support each side of a conflict and (b) articulating a defensible rationale for 
setting aside evidence items that support all but one side of the conflict.  

 
Standard #48 continues to provide four methods of conflict resolution: 
 

(a) only one uncorroborated evidence item or only one combination of 
related evidence items supports one side,  
 

(b) showing that significantly more error-prone sources and information 
items support one side,  

 
(c) explaining why evidence for one side is substantially less credible than evidence for the other 

side, or  
 
(d) any combination of rationales a–c. 

 
 
Standard #50. Assembling conclusions from evidence.  
 
Once a genealogist resolves conflicting evidence, all remaining relevant evidence items are compatible 
with a single answer to the research question. This answer becomes a conclusion.  
 

 
Figure 

1: 

Example of weighing evidence for reliability in the case study on Emma Dalton 

 
3 Board for Certification of Genealogists, Genealogy Standards, second edition revised (Nashville, Tennessee: 

Ancestry, 2021): 28-29. 
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