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Genealogists benefit from the availability of digitized historical documents but struggle with the spread of misinformation
on genealogy websites. Two causes of misinformation include the large number of users lacking knowledge about effective
genealogy research processes, and algorithmic suggestions sharing unreliable research products with these inexperienced
users. We conducted an semi-structured interview study with expert and novice genealogists investigating the challenges they
face when conducting genealogy research online, including dealing with misinformation. We propose design recommendations
for how the genealogist community can leverage human expertise to improve the overall quality of genealogical research
supported by artificial intelligence.

CCS Concepts: •Human-centered computing→ Empirical studies in collaborative and social computing; Empirical
studies in HCI.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Genealogists who study family history and lineage frequently search through numerous historical documents to
find information about ancestors. Traditionally, the search of documents required genealogists to physically visit
archives, churches, courthouses, etc. to acquire records. This laborious workflow has changed significantly with
the emergence of online genealogy websites like Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org, which help genealogists to
access millions of digitized and transcribed copies of original documents through the Internet. Furthermore, these
sites accelerate the genealogical research process with powerful search engines, algorithmic recommendations of
relevant information, and collaboration features enabling users to view and connect to others’ public family trees.
These websites have attracted millions of members [1, 9], and the global genealogy products and services market
value is estimated at $5.4 billion in 2023 [4].

While access to genealogical information sources has greatly improved, the propagation of misinformation on
these websites poses a major challenge to the genealogist community. One issue is that as these sites become
more accessible, they attract novices who lack research training and may acquire and rapidly distribute unvetted
information through collaboration tools, such as public, user-generated family trees. As early as the 1990s, the
president of American Society of Genealogists asserted that “web-grown genealogist are largely unschooled in
research principles,” but “empowered” to broadcast their genealogy research product on the Internet, regardless
of the research quality [7].
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A second issue arose when artificial intelligence (AI)–based research hints features was introduced by major
genealogy websites. Research hints are designed to identify relevant information about an ancestor from the site’s
databases and recommend it to users for their research. These suggestions may provide irrelevant information
(e.g., non-ancestors with similar names) or inaccurate information (e.g., user-generated family trees) that novices
tend to accept unquestioningly.
Prior CSCW research by Willever-Farr and Forte [10] reported genealogists’ concerns and frustration with

misinformation resulting from careless genealogy research and unverified algorithmic suggestions. Their inter-
viewees referred to the genealogy website users who know little about proper research process as "clickologists"
and the unreliable research hints as “poison leaves,” concerned that such phenomena could damage the overall
quality of genealogical research and hinder collaborations within the community [10].

2 INITIAL FINDINGS
We sought to investigate the current state of the misinformation problem in the genealogist community and
obtain better understandings of genealogical research online. We conducted a semi-structured interview study
with 20 genealogists: 10 experts who are professionals working for individual and institutional clients, developing
educational content, and taking leading positions in local and national genealogical organizations; and 10 amateur
genealogists who research their own family, did not receive formal training on genealogy research, and have less
research experience.

We found that nearly a decade after Willever-Farr and Forte’s research [10], misinformation still persists as a
major challenge in genealogy. There is a large number of active genealogy hobbyists who are less competent in
genealogical research. The AI-generated research hints, despite being helpful to some users and scenarios, may
provide misleading information to them. One of our participants described the situation: “Here’s a big problem in
genealogy community, it’s . . .more so in the beginner’s stage, where I’ll just copy information over and over.”

We compared genealogists’ research practices across different level of expertise. Expert genealogists appeared
to be more knowledgeable about historical documents and context; their evaluation of information is more
thorough and critical; and they follow explicit research standards — such as the Genealogical Proof Standard
(GPS) [8] — which are unfamiliar to amateurs. Moreover, our participants asserted that the genealogy websites
are not well equipped with guidance on how to conduct genealogical research for newcomers. As one of our
participants suggested, “I wish Ancestry did a better job of explaining kind of basic methods as you’re starting a
tree . . . cause that right now, they kinda just have people rely on their hints that could be completely way wrong.”
As a result, amateur genealogists feel that they need to actively search for educational content outside these
websites that is appropriate to their knowledge level.

3 NEXT STEPS
We argue that AI algorithms used by popular genealogy websites, as currently designed, exacerbate genealogy
misinformation by encouraging the spread of unverified information rather than leveraging community expertise
and standards. This is especially a problem for platforms with large user bases of novices who are not trained
to research rigorously and independently. Therefore, inspired by successful efforts in other research-oriented
online environments such as Wikipedia [11], we propose a community-driven approach that incorporates human
expertise to reduce misinformation and improve the quality of online genealogy research.
First, AI-based algorithms deployed on genealogy websites should better address the diverse needs of the

community. In particular, the algorithm could adapt to users of various experience levels (e.g., it may recommend
more reliable information, such as primary source materials, to less experienced users). Furthermore, we could
introduce human expertise to the algorithmic suggestions (e.g., being vetted by experienced genealogists before
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being presented to novices), and the AI algorithm may generalize and learn from expert genealogists’ feedback to
improve its verification capabilities [6].
Second, user interface of genealogy systems could be designed to scaffold [3] novices in learning genealogy

research methods by incorporating genealogy standards such as the aforementioned GPS [8], providing historical
context, and proposing evaluationmetrics, so novices can approach AI suggestions more critically before accepting
them. Third, genealogy websites could improve opportunities for social learning [5]. On one hand, genealogy
websites can highlight exemplary research products — e.g., family trees constructed and reviewed by expert
genealogists — to novice users, similar to featured articles on Wikipedia [2]. On the other hand, the sites could
make the research process of experienced genealogists more observable to novices, while providing smaller tasks
for them to build up their skills.
Genealogy reveals important challenges and opportunities in online communities in terms of sensemaking,

collaboration, and misinformation. By researching the practice of genealogists, we hope to generate new insights
about how community-driven AI could be developed and deployed to support high-quality research production
in this and other domains.
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