
Breaking Through Brick Walls: Advanced Strategies for Overcoming Genealogical Challenges 

Genealogical "brick walls" occur when you reach a point in your research where no obvious records 

seem to exist to confirm or extend your findings. Here are detailed strategies and techniques to break 

through these obstacles: 

 

1. Review and Reassess Your Research 

 Revisit Documents: Go back to the original records you've already collected. Look for 

overlooked clues, such as names of witnesses, neighbours, or occupations. 

 Timeline Creation: Create a detailed timeline of the individual’s life events to identify gaps or 

inconsistencies. 

 Research Goals: Clearly define what you are trying to prove (e.g., parentage, marriage, 

migration). 

 

2. Utilize the FAN Club Method 

 Friends, Associates, Neighbours: 

o Research individuals connected to your ancestor. These people often leave traces that 

can lead you to your target ancestor. 

o For example, neighbours might have migrated together or witnessed your ancestor's 

legal documents. 

 Case Study Example: Finding an elusive ancestor by tracking their neighbors’ migration from 

a village in Germany to a settlement in Ohio. 

 

3. Explore Indirect Evidence 

 Triangulate Information: Combine clues from various sources, such as census records, tax 

rolls, and land deeds, to build a case when direct evidence is missing. 

 Negative Evidence: Consider what isn’t present in the records and what that absence implies. 

 

4. Look Beyond Traditional Records 

 Underutilized Sources: 

o Occupational records: Guild memberships, apprentice lists, or trade directories. 

o Local histories and newspapers: Birth announcements, obituaries, or advertisements 

can provide valuable leads. 

o Church records: Baptisms, marriages, and burials often contain rich details. 

 Examples of Hidden Records: Probate records might list heirs or debts tied to an ancestor, 

even if no will exists. 



 

5. Expand Geographical Scope 

 Widen the Search Area: Ancestors often moved between towns, counties, or even countries. 

Consider nearby parishes, counties, or migration hubs. 

 Boundary Changes: Research the historical boundaries of the area. Your ancestor’s records 

might now belong to a different jurisdiction. 

 

6. Use Advanced DNA Analysis 

 Triangulation: Compare your DNA matches with each other to identify shared segments that 

point to a common ancestor. 

 Investigate Matches: Reach out to DNA matches, especially those with family trees, to 

uncover shared connections. 

 Third-Party Tools: Use platforms like GEDmatch or DNAPainter to analyze and map DNA 

segments. 

 

7. Seek Alternative Spellings and Variations 

 Name Changes: Consider phonetic spellings, mistranscriptions, or anglicization of names (e.g., 

“Schmidt” becoming “Smith”). 

 Wildcard Searches: Use wildcard symbols () or (?) in search engines to account for variations. 

For example, "Joh?n" can find John, Johann, or Johannes. 

 

8. Collaborate and Crowdsourcing 

 Online Forums: Engage with genealogy groups on Facebook, Reddit, or specialized forums for 

your region or surname. 

 Genealogical Societies: These organizations often have unique resources and expert 

members willing to assist. 

 

9. Research Historical Context 

 Local and Social History: Understanding the social, economic, and political factors of the time 

can provide insights into migration, marriage, or other life choices. 

 Historical Events: Wars, famines, or land clearances could explain sudden movements or 

record gaps. 

 

10. Keep a Research Log 



 Track Efforts: Document every search, including where you looked and what you didn’t find. 

This prevents duplication and helps you think critically about next steps. 

 Analyze Patterns: A thorough log might reveal trends or suggest unexplored avenues. 

 

Case Study Example: Reconstructing a Family Through Indirect Evidence 

Challenge: Finding the parents of “John Doe,” who left no birth record in the area of interest. 

Solution: 

 Researched neighbours’ wills, finding John listed as an executor. 

 Located a land deed where a neighbour sold property to a man of the same surname in the 

suspected timeframe. 

 Combined findings with census records to confirm familial relationships. 

 

Practical Activity for Your Audience: 

 Interactive Problem-Solving: 

o Present a case study of a brick wall, with sample records and clues, and let the group 

brainstorm solutions. 

o Encourage attendees to share their own brick wall stories and collectively suggest 

next steps. 

 

This approach offers both theoretical insights and practical tools, ensuring your audience leaves 

equipped to tackle their toughest challenges with renewed inspiration.  

 


