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WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU GET STUCK WITH YOUR RESEARCH 
 
If you are looking for a CIVIL REGISTRATION event that isn’t there: -  
 
 It is after about 1930 – possibly hasn’t been transcribed yet.  Check the 
  coverage of the site you are using  
 It has been transcribed or recorded incorrectly – try different spellings or a 
  different site that might have used a different transcription or been 
  corrected. 
 Indexes are subject to human error – names may be missing,   
  mistranscribed etc 
 Christian names were often transposed from one event to another thus a  
  birth certificate may read Henry George but a marriage certificate 
  may have him as George Henry and the death certificate may only 
  be either one of the names. 
 Names that appear on census returns may be pet names such as Polly or 
  Fanny and so will not be the same if you are looking for their civil 
  registration events. 
 Many names were readily interchanged such as Edmund and Edward, 
  Harry and Henry, Susan and Susannah, Ann, Annie and Hannah. 
 Very young babies shown on census returns may actually end up being 
  registered with a totally different name as parents have changed 
  their minds.  Look on the next census for the ten year old child to 
  check what name they were actually given before ordering a  
  certificate. 
 It is 1837 to 1874 – it may not have been recorded, some people  
  were suspicious of registering and it was not compulsory 
 If you need the mother’s maiden name but can’t find a marriage because 
  it was prior to civil registration, see if they had a child born after  
  1837 and order that birth certificate to get her maiden name. 
 Registration districts often crossed county boundaries, check that you 
  are looking in the right district for the right time as the districts  
  changed over time as well. 
 Divorce was expensive and rare.  Most common people would simply split 
  up, move elsewhere and remarry claiming they were single or  
  widowed! 
 Check for the eldest child/children’s’ births under the mother’s maiden 
  name.  Not everyone managed to get married before the family  
  came along!  Similarly, if you can’t find a marriage before the  
  children started to come along, look after.  You’d be surprised! 
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If you are looking for a CENSUS entry that isn’t there: - 
 
 It has been transcribed or recorded incorrectly – try different spellings or a 
  different website.   

Try names that might look the same in old handwriting.  I have seen  
  Castle transcribed as Cooke!  If you are looking at a small village, it 
  may be worth looking through all the pages of that village yourself 
  rather than relying on indexing.  Similarly, you could try looking up 
  the street where they were living in the previous census to see if 
  they are still there.   

If you have a certificate of an event around census time, look up the  
  address on the certificate e.g. a birth certificate in 1892 will give an 
  address so see if they were there the year before for the 1891  
  census etc 
 Remember the notes above about names being transposed or pet names 
  being used.  One census might say Fanny and the next will be  
  Frances!  Similarly try using initials for middle names – or no middle 
  name or initial at all in your search criteria. 
 The individual you have searched for wasn’t with the family on that night - 
  try the search again using a different family member 
 Widen your search criteria such as age range and more generalised place 
  of birth 
 Try an earlier or later census if possible to get the information you need 
  and to confirm other details such as age, place of birth, occupation 
  etc 
 The 1841 census rounded ages to the nearest 5 years  
 Enumerators often confused relationships, especially ‘steps’ and ‘in-laws’ 
  so a bit of common sense and further checking is needed to confirm 
  exact relationships.  Similarly visiting family members may be  
  recorded as “visitor” rather than their actual relationship. 
 Many people did not know their exact age or even place of birth if they 
  grew up in a place they may assume they were born there or may 
  be suspicious of the census process and put what they think they 
  should say 
 Many people were illiterate and the enumerator filled in the family details 
  from what he was told.  He may have never heard of a particular 
  name or place and have to guess it because nobody would be able 
  to spell it for him.  The family member giving him information may 
  have had a strong accent, cold or speech impediment making it 
  even  harder for him, especially if he had any hearing difficulties as 
  well! 
 The 1911 census was the first year when census returns were filled out by 
  the householder rather than an enumerator.   

The search boxes can be very pedantic so give as little information as 
  possible. Use initials for middle names and search for more than 
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  one family member if necessary. The more specific you are, the 
  more you limit the results found. 
 
If you are looking for a PARISH REGISTER entry - where could it be? - 
 
 Check the Where to Find Parish Records handout to make sure you have 
  looked at all possibilities. 
 Where possible always look at an image of the original entry.    
  Transcribers can only fill in the boxes they are given, they cannot 
  include other information that may be on the original such as a  
  cause of death in a burial register or where someone was from. 
 Check for spelling variations.  Spelling was not standardised and was 
  generally phonetic.  The same clerk would often spell the same  
  name differently from one event to another, even on the same page 
  which was perfectly acceptable at the time. 
 The odd child would sometimes get missed out on getting christened for 
  whatever reason.  Look for siblings, especially if you are in the  
  1800s when you can cross reference with census returns 
 Always check the burials to make sure a child christening you have found 
  didn’t subsequently die, meaning you have the wrong person. 
 It was very common for a younger sibling to be given the same name as 
  older sibling who had died.  It was also common for children to be 
  named after the siblings of the parents which can help to establish 
  links in the research especially if it was a more unusual name. 
 Look for christenings several years after you expect them to be.  It may be 
  that the family were non-conformist or just hadn’t bothered getting 
  the children christened then suddenly needed parish relief – which 
  they wouldn’t get if the children weren’t christened.  This is one  
  reason why you sometimes come across a batch of children all  
  christened at the same time. 
 If your ancestors were non-conformist they were prepared to travel  
  considerable distances to attend the chapel of their choice and hear 
  a favourite preacher.  If looking for non-conformist records check 
  chapels or meeting houses that could be up to 25 miles or so from 
  home – which might even take them into a different county. 
 When they aren’t in the parish you expect, check surrounding parishes in 
  concentric circles working outwards.  People travelled around for 
  work far more, and much further afield, than we expect. 
 Check other entries in the parish registers and see whether there is a  
  pattern of entries from other parishes.  It may be that a neighbouring 
  parish church was out of use for a time or there was just a  
  common migration from one place to another. 
 Marriages usually took place in the bride’s parish but then they often  
  moved back to the groom’s parish for him to carry on working there.  
  If this is the case, you will find a marriage in a parish with no  
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  subsequent christenings of children and in the other parish there will 
  be no marriage but children being christened. 
 Check the coverage of the site you are using; the parish you are looking 
  for may not have been transcribed or the transcription doesn’t cover 
  the years you want.   
 If you know the husband/father’s trade that might give a clue as to where 
  the family might have moved around – canal/railway workers/  
  drovers etc would have moved along set routes where their work 
  took them.  Research the trade for clues as to where your ancestor 
  might have moved to/from 
 If you really are at a dead end, contact the local county record office to 
  see whether there are any settlement papers or other relevant  
  records available for that parish and time frame.  When the standard 
  resources dry up then you need to look up the less standard  
  sources on the Other Sources handout. 
 
If there are other family members researching with you then why not share 
subscriptions and other costs? 
 
Look for other researchers on your family line on sites such as Familysearch 
(Family Tree), Ancestry, Genes Reunited, etc etc.  Try ‘Googling’ a surname in 
your tree and see if anything comes up – someone might have published their 
information on a personal website.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prepared by Katrina Friess  


