
Is that one person or two?  
How to identify and separate people of the same name 
 

It is very easy in genealogical research to combine two or more people of the same name. Likewise, one 
person can also be mistakenly separated into multiple people. Paying careful attention to the details will 
help you prevent this from happening or help you correct the mistakes that you find. 

One of the most common places to find merged identities is in online trees at websites such as Ancestry. 

Sorting out merged identities in online trees 

How to identify merged identities: 

• There are multiple locations that don’t seem to fit into a normal life timeline 
• There are potentially too many spouses or too many children 
• Careful look at life event dates don’t make sense 
• Often no sources attached 

Sorting out merged identities in your own research 

Merged identities are often created by us in our own research because of: 

• Finding two people with the same name 
• Father and son with the same name 
• Same named children (in one family) 
• Thinking a name is unusual when “back then” it was more common 

How to prevent merged identities or separate people 

Use differentiators. These include: 

• Name – middle name or initial, 
nickname, prefixes (Dr), suffixes (Jr/Sr) 
or post nominals (Md/Esq) 

• Age, Dates of birth and death 
• Place of birth/death  
• Occupation 
• Location/address 
• Race 
• Family – identity parents, siblings etc 

• Economic status 
• Literacy 
• Land ownership 
• Military service 
• Signature/Handwriting 
• FAN Club 
• Immigration Status 
• Religion 

 

Preventing or separating merged identities 

Step 1 - Use multiple documents/records in your research. 

Step 2 – Look at the original document/image 

Step 3 – Carefully read all your documents  



 
Make use of: 

• Census records 
• Vital records 
• Land records 
• Probate records 
• City directories 
• Gravestones 
• Military records 
• Church records 

• Court records 
• Yearbooks 
• Newspaper articles 
• Passenger lists 
• Immigration records 
• Land ownership maps 
• Passport applications 
• Published County/Family Histories
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