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Getting started with your family history research 
 
 
Here is an outline to help you begin tracing your family history online. There are many 
websites where you can find basic information and links to further research. See our useful 
websites fact sheet for a list of websites. 
 
Remember to take care when sourcing information from the internet as it is possible that some 
data is not valid. Be sure to verify any information found on the internet against at least one 
other source.  
 
 
Gathering information 

 
To properly record your family history you must start with yourself by collecting your own and 
your parents' birth/marriage/death certificates. While this may seem like a mundane step for 
some, it is important to start growing your tree with solid foundations. Collecting certificates 
can sometimes be as simple as searching in your own files or asking other members of your 
family to see if they already have them. If you find that you need to buy certificates, see our 
fact sheet which lists Registrar Generals Department addresses and contact details for 
Australia and the United Kingdom. 
 
 
Branching out 

 
Ask for help in contacting family members who may have information that can assist you, 
perhaps someone else has already begun researching and you can share your work! Elderly 
relatives can sometimes span three to four generations and can be an invaluable source for 
finding family stories, photos, heirlooms and written documents. Seek out your living relatives 
now! 
 
 
Getting organised 

 
Take every opportunity to interview family, friends, neighbours and local identities and 
historians and make careful notes from what they tell you. If you are a ‘paper’ person find a 
filing system that will suit your needs or if you prefer to use a computer, find some practical 
and easy to use software programs. 
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Join up 

 
Find a family history group in your local area, go along to a meeting and then consider 
becoming a member. For a small annual fee, you will find yourself welcomed to meetings and 
excursions where experienced researchers will help and befriend you. Usually the groups 
maintain reference libraries where you will gain access to their extensive collections of books, 
maps, indexes, journals, CD-ROMs and databases. 
 
 
Take a course 

 
Classes and workshops can save you hours of time as they are designed to teach you where 
to look for the best information and then how to use it most effectively. Contact adult education 
centres, family history societies and libraries to find out what classes are on offer.  
 
 
Get online 

 
If you don't have a computer and an internet connection at home, visit an online access centre 
or your local library and become familiar with how they work. Use our useful websites fact 
sheet for a list of websites and begin searching. These websites are by no means a complete 
set, but they are ones we have used and we guarantee they will provide you with plenty of 
leads.  
 
 
Discover sources 

 
There are a multitude of internet resources that can help you find information on your 
ancestors. By learning about what these resources are and how they work, you can take 
advantage of the expanding world of information. E-mail, mailing lists, forums, search engines 
and directories will all help you to advance your family tree. 
 
 
Learn about more sources 

 
Family history researchers can take advantage of the increase in records being made 
available to the public, both on the internet and in libraries and organisations around the world. 
Read about and become familiar with records such as census returns, electoral rolls, parish 
registers, tax and education records, emigration and shipping lists, wills and trials. Many of 
these are now available online, some are pay-per-view sites while others are free. Some are 
indexes only and others provide complete transcriptions. 
 


