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Tracing Your Scottish Ancestors: 
Research Skills

Tahitia McCabe – Head of the Strathclyde Institute for Genealogical Studies, 
University of Strathclyde.



What will this talk cover?

• Family history ‘workflow’ & research journey
• Creating a research plan
• Different research strategies
• How to analyse records/sources
• An introduction to the Genealogical Proof Standard

Plus, we’ll look at a few records and use them to answer

some questions!



Work flow…

• It’s generally easier to work backwards in time.

• Start with what you know and verify this.

• Use details on the records to help you find other records.

• I tend to first use birth, marriage and death (BMD) and census 

records to build the structure of the household.

• Then I add on extra information about individuals.



Your research journey 

• Focus – create a research plan and develop a strategy

• Track – note down findings, create references

• Corroborate – stay open minded and look for back up 

evidence, consider the value of the data and records.

• Explain – tell your reader how a record/individual links to 

others and thus ‘prove’ your findings…or how they don’t!



Focus: create and define a research 
strategy or plan

• What do you want to find out? 

• A plan helps you answer questions in a systematic way

• Can help keep you focused on a question rather than being side tracked

• Can help prevent you from doing research twice

• Your research should become more efficient



Define your research scope – keep it simple!

• Who/what to focus on? What is the key question?

– Maternal line, paternal line, siblings, background? 

• What time period(s) will you look at/how far back?

• What question(s) do you especially want to answer?

– Birth, marriage, death only?
– Occupations?
– Places?
– Background information?



Marriage record for Charles A. Hepburn and Annie ‘McLee’ Campbell, 1920. 
Image is Crown copyright and courtesy of ScotlandsPeople. 



Research Strategies to Try



Family Reconstruction

Use to eliminate 

families or individuals 

when there are multiple 

possible matches. 



Scottish Naming Patterns
• First son named after father’s father
• Second son named after mother’s father
• Third son named after father
• First daughter named after mother’s mother
• Second daughter named after father’s mother
• Third daughter named after mother

• Middle names might be a maiden surname.
• If a child died, the next child born might use the deceased child’s name. 
• Naming patterns were not always used! 

https://johnbrobb.com/Content/TheScottishOnomasticPattern.pdf



Use FamilySearch and ScotlandsPeople to search for unknown children using 
mother/parent names. These are ScotlandsPeople search results where 
child’s name was not included…



Genealogical Proof Standard

• Created by the Board for Certification of Genealogists.

• Five key elements

– Reasonably exhaustive research
– Provision of references
– Testing of evidence through analysis of records
– Resolving conflicting evidence 
– A conclusion which is soundly reasoned and clear



Consider what sources to look for

Knowing what you are researching will help you decide what 

sources to look for (and databases) to use. 

• Is there a particular country or area to focus on?

• An occupation, military service or educational question to 

answer?

• What types of sources can help answer your question?

You may need to learn more before beginning your search.



Create lists of sources
For example: Scottish birth data pre-1855

• Post-1855 civil records – marriage and death (show ages and parent 

names). 

• Church records – baptisms and burials (in case they show age).

• Census records – age, place of birth, family names.

• Land inheritance records – retours and sazines for relationships and 

places.

• Newspaper announcements, etc.



Analysing records: 
Are they correct? For the right person? 



Consider the information you have…

• Is it reliable?

– Primary sources?
– Transcriptions or indexes?
– Family stories? Or from secondary materials such as books, etc.

• Assess the value of the evidence as you find it

– Does the record give specific data or indirect evidence of an event?
– Who was giving the information? First or second hand?
– Known issues with record type?



Building a picture from records

• Are there gaps or missing information?

• Is there conflicting information?

• What clues are there which might lead you to other records?

• Building a timeline is helpful.



Death record, 1858, Rothes, County of Moray or Elgin. 
• Look for marriage record:
Elizabeth is a ‘widow’, has the surname of ‘Thomson’, potential maiden name of ‘Simpson’.
• Look for baptism record:
Age in 1858 is 83, possible birth year of 1775. Use parent names on FamilySearch.
• Look for census records for 1851 & 1841. For birthplace.
• Look for testamentary record – the informant is her ‘executor’. 

Image provided by ScotlandsPeople.



1901 Census for Annie ‘McN’ Campbell and her family. Schedule #198
Image is Crown copyright and courtesy of ScotlandsPeople. 



Corroborate your findings

• It’s all too easy to get excited by a record and decide ‘this is my 

person’. 

• But you must stay open minded and look for back up evidence 

from other records. 

• Consider probabilities and inconsistencies in the records.

• Sometimes you just can’t be sure and have to live with a level 

of uncertainty…this is genealogy!



Capturing and sharing research



Tracking your plan and results

• Your research plan transitions into recording your results.

• Many different tools for this…pencil & paper, spreadsheets to 

research logs within genealogy software. 

• Keeps track of what you’ve found and haven’t found.

• Will help you explain your conclusions.



Informal notes taken during research

• I often use a word processing document to take notes.

• These are of records which are possibly correct. 

• I tend not to enter data into a tree until I’m fairly certain of it.



Referencing

• References tell your reader what source provided the data. 

• They need to give enough information to allow you or your 

reader to find the source again. 

• Create them as you find data…don’t wait until later! 

• Different styles – just choose one and use it. 

• www.strath.ac.uk/studywithus/centreforlifelonglearning/geneal

ogy/genealogyresources/



Explain your findings in writing

• Explain how the evidence leads to your conclusions.

• Set out your arguments in a logical fashion.

• Exploring questions of proof or identity may create new avenues of 

research.

• Can be short and simple or in-depth. 

• Written narratives and/or within notes sections in family tree software



Explaining 
your 
conclusions



1920 marriage record

1901 census record



Birth record for Annie McNee Campbell. 20 July 1893. 
Image is Crown copyright and courtesy of ScotlandsPeople. 



A research example…John Stewart
• John is the 1st cousin once removed of Charles Hepburn.

• Living in Knockando, Elgin/Moray with his grandmother Eliza Kiel 

in 1861.



ScotlandsPeople search results…none from Knockando. 





I decided to look at Janet Kiel – the 27-
year-old who appeared in the 1861 
census as a possible mother. 

FamilySearch allows a search by parent 
names. This can find unknown children 
or where a child’s name has been 
recorded differently than expected. 



Success! Or at least an intriguing birth to follow up on ScotlandsPeople…



This time I had more luck on ScotlandsPeople!



In an action relating to the paternity of one illegitimate male child, born on or about 11th

February 1856 at the instance of Janet Kiel, residing at Rinnifiach in the parish of 
Knockando against Charles Stuart, farmer Tonsbreach(?) in the said parish, the Sheriff 
Court of the Shire of Elgin on the 21st of July 1859 found that the said child was the 
illegitimate child of the parties aforesaid. (Aug. 19th 1859)





• Focus, track, corroborate and explain. 
• Cite your sources with references as you go.
• Keep learning about sources – history/use/where to 

find.
• Think laterally about family links/records to find – be 

flexible and keep an open mind!
• Use the Genealogical Proof Standards 

Wrap up…



Contact Information

: Tahitia.mccabe@strath.ac.uk

: www.strath.ac.uk/genealogy

: www.facebook.com/CentreForLifelongLearning/

Visit our website to sign up for our newsletter which 
gives details of upcoming events and short courses! 


