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Why is Citation Important? 
• To demonstrate that the reference actually exists and you have seen it 

• To provide proper credit where due. 
• To find the document again, if the need arises. 
• To allow others to find the document, to verify for themselves. 

 
How to Cite a Source? 

• It depends on your purpose 
• CONSISTENCY is key! 

 
What to Source 

• Facts not common knowledge 

• Note: Other items of fact (not copyrightable) still need to be sourced 

Primary Information 

• A record created by a witness of the event at the time of the event for a purpose 
related to the event  

• Note: A birth date or place indicated on a death certificate is NOT primary 
evidence; it was recorded after the event for a purpose different than the event 
itself. Exception:  a stillborn child – often one document is used for birth AND 
death information. 

Secondary Information 

• Where was the information obtained?  

• Check that source  

• verify that it was recorded correctly 

• get all the other "good stuff"  

• Look for validating sources for that information using the secondary source for 
clues.  

• Never undervalue a clue - without it, how would you ever know WHERE to look? 

Information without Documentation is no better than a Fairy Tale ! 
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First Steps 

• Record the full citation of the source 
• Write down EXACTLY what you find 
• Check for context and explanations preceding or following the section, in footnotes, 

or in the appendix, and include those. 
o Copy dates and places as they are shown – not as you interpret them! 
o BUT, record how you came to your interpretation of a date or place. 

• Indicate the page number(s) for all of the above.  
 
Types of Information 
• Reliable - suitable or fit to be relied on  
• Valid - well-grounded or justifiable, at once relevant and meaningful 
• How well does it answer the research question? 

o Direct 
o Indirect 
o Negative 
o Unknown 

Negative Searches 
• Document ALL searches – positive and negative 
• Don’t search there again for the SAME information 
• Don’t forget to search there for NEW information 
 
What to Include in a Citation 
• What type of source is it? 
• Who created the record? 
• What is in the record? 

• When was the event? 
• Where did it occur? 
• Why should I believe it? 
 
Elements of a Citation 

• Full name(s) of author(s) or compiler(s) 
• Title of the work  
• Publication place 
• Publication date 
• Page number /image number 

• Repository name and location, and/or Website/URL 
• Title of the article 
• Volume number  
• Document or file name 
• Collection name  

• Creation date 

• Date of record creation and filing 
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Sources 

1. Chicago Manual of Style. 17th Edition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017.  
http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/home.html 

2. Citing Records in the National Archives of the United States.  General Information Leaflet 
17.  Washington, DC: National Archives and Records Administration, 2010. 
https://www.archives.gov/publications/general-info-leaflets/17-citing-records.html 

3. Cyndi’s List. Links to resources for genealogical citation. 
https://www.cyndislist.com/citing/ 

4. Jones, Thomas W. Mastering Genealogical Documentation. Arlington, VA: National 
Genealogical Society, 2013. 

5. Lackey, Richard S. Cite Your Sources: a manual for documenting family histories and 
genealogical records. Jackson, Miss.: University Press of Mississippi, 1985. 

6. Leclerc, Michael J., and Henry B. Hoff, Editors. Genealogical Writing in the 21st Century: 
A Guide to Register Style and More, 2nd Edition.  Boston: New England Historic 
Genealogical Society, 2006. 

7. Meyerink, Kory. “Why Bother? The Value of Documentation in Family History Research,” 
Genealogy.com, 2011, www.genealogy.com/19_kory.html 

8. Mills, Elizabeth Shown. Evidence! Citation & Analysis for the Family Historian. Baltimore: 
Genealogical Publishing Co., 1997.  Also available through  
https://www.historicpathways.com/books.html 

9. Mills, Elizabeth Shown. Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources from Artifacts to 
Cyberspace, 3d ed., rev. Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2017.  
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Quicksheet: Citing Ancestry Databases & Images Evidence! Style 
Quicksheet: Citing Genetic Sources for History Research: Evidence! Style 
Quicksheet: Your Stripped-Bare Guide to Citing Sources 
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11. National Archives, Archives Library Information Center (ALIC). 
http://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/citations.html.  [Includes various 
publications, including free booklets, many downloadable in PDF format, on citing 
government sources.] 

12. Turabian, Kate L. A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations. 
8th ed. Revised by Wayne C. Booth, Gregory G. Colomb, Joseph M. Williams, and the 
University of Chicago Press Staff. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013. 

13. Wiley, John.  “How to Cite Sources,” Genealogy.com, 2011, 
www.genealogy.com/19_wylie.html 


