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What is a Research Tree
(“Quick and Dirty Tree”)

• A speculative family tree that may or may 
not be correct

• Used to test hypotheses

• Particularly useful in Ancestry as a tree can 
be used to pick up source hints

• Because it is speculative and may or may 
not be correct it is important to *ALWAYS* 
set a research tree as Private and 
unsearchable



Why Build Research Trees?

• Building a tree for a DNA match
• Maybe they already have an existing tree

• By building it you have control over what records to be sourced in the tree

• May highlight possible issues with the DNA match’s tree

• No tree but use public records to start tree
• Need to have full name

• Use public records to get birth date

• Use people finding sites (e.g., BeenVerified) to get relatives, especially parents names

• Testing a possible ancestor for a possible connection to your tree

• Guilty pleasure – building trees for famous people



Remember---These are Speculative Trees

• You are building them to test hypotheses and to build sources to 
support your hypotheses

• Very Important – these need to be kept Private and Unsearchable in 
Ancestry
• WHY?

• To prevent adding potentially incorrect details and incorrect trees that 
others might search for and assume are valid



Starting with a DNA Match

• Do you have a name?
• Yes

• Search for the person in people finding sites like BeenVerified
• If found, get the birthdate

• Look for parents (also siblings which could yield parents)

• Search for the person in Ancestry
• Some public records may have birthdates

• Search for the person on Facebook
• Some people have “open” profiles that assist in identifying parents/children/siblings

• Once you have full name, date of birth, and possible birth location:  BUILD THE TREE



Tip: Check Account for Details

• Click on the match name to get account details
• Sometimes you can get location and age range

Use this information to narrow 
down individual in people finding 
sites (e.g., BeenVerified) to get 
birth date and possible parents



Starting with a DNA Match

• Do you have a name?
• No

• Is the kit name an alias?  If so, then search for it on 
Google

• If the kit name is simply initials then it may be very 
difficult
• Often a kit with initials is “admin’ed” by someone

else --- this might help yield a last name

• Before giving up---look at shared matches as you 
might get lucky to find a sibling or parent/child that 
does have full name

• If all this fails then you might not be able to identify
the mystery match



Process Note

• I will focus on a historical example rather than a living 
person for privacy purposes



Working a Historical Case

• You may want to focus on a historical person, either someone 
generations back in your tree or possibly a famous person (curiosity 
or looking for a connection to your tree)

• Let’s try an example:  George H. W. Bush, 41st President of the U.S.



Start a new tree

• Under Trees, select Create & Manage Trees



Home Person

• Enter details for the home person
• Important: include as much as possible with full name, birth/death details



George Bush

• Look for facts that you can use to 
build the tree
• Full name

• Date, location of birth

• Date, location of death

Source: Wikipedia



Start the Tree



Next Person
• Ancestry wants you to add one more 

person before saving and naming a 
tree

• Just click “Add father” and click Save
• We can worry about the details later

• Of course we could always look up 
the father’s details but we’ll just let 
Ancestry find those for this example



Name & Save

• Enter name

• Uncheck to make 
tree “Private”

• Click “Save tree”



Making Tree Unsearchable
• Setting to Private is not enough ---

you want the tree to also be 
unsearchable



Work the Hints
• Look for the green leafs

indicating tree hints

• Click on the cell with the leaf 
hint and then on the link for 
ancestry hints



Review Hints

• For famous people it’s typical 
to have a lot of hints

• I recommend just to look for 
standard good sources rather 
than things like Member 
Photos
• U.S. Census

• Public Records

• Social Security Death Index



Add Good Sources

• US Census
• Very useful to finding parents names and approximate birth dates

• As always, make sure this record correctly matches the person in your tree

• I like to add at least one source to every person, if possible

• Click “Review”



Adding Sources

• Click “Yes” to add to 
the tree

• Note the new 
addition of George’s 
apparent parents, 
Prescott Bush and 
Dorothy Bush

• Pay CAREFUL 
attention to Step 2
• You may see new 

information (check 
the box on the left 
side if you want to 
add it to the tree)



Adding Sources

• Be sure to click the check boxes 
for each of the persons who 
you want this source to show 
for

• In this case we’ll just click on 
the parents and skip the 
siblings (Prescott Jr. and Nancy)
• Depending on your goals with 

the tree you may want to include 
siblings 



Good Sources

• Public Records are also very useful and often yield birth dates



Sources

• I like Find-A-Grave also….BUT
• I always want to have supporting

evidence before using information from it
since it is “crowd-sourced” --- errors can 
be found

• If the record is good it can yield very
useful information birth/death, parents, 
etc.



Continue to build back tree

• Enter dates for each person 
to enable more hints



Enter details

• Note that Samuel Bush has no dates shown



Enter details

• Use the Ancestry hints to get dates



Add details

• Now, for Flora Sheldon 



In Summary

• Research trees can be extremely useful

• Keep the trees Private and Unsearchable

• Strive to use full names (maiden for women) with birth/death 
dates/locations to get more hint matches

• Use to help identify DNA matches
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