
Search Strategies

There are lots of different ways to search 
on Ancestry.com. Which way is the most effective and 

efficient to help achieve your goal? Let’s take a look.
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Global Search

• Using the Search Form
Start simple with the basic search form on the home page. If you’re seeing too many results, click on the 
Advanced search button and use the additional fields to help narrow your search. (Remember that you’re 
searching all of the records on Ancestry.com and trying to match as many of the details you enter as possible. 
With that in mind, try to include information that is most commonly found in records).

• Searching from Trees
Searching from your Ancestry.com tree or from Family Tree Maker puts all of the details about a person from your
tree into the search form, so you may see different results than you would from a basic search. Try one search with
all of the information and see what rises to the top. Then edit your search by deleting or adding details to target
records for that person as a child when they may be living with parents, as an adult with their spouse, or, in the
case of women, living under their married name.

What it does: 
A global search searches everything on Ancestry.com that is indexed. It is an efficient search for rich 
collections that have lots of detail, like census records. 

When to use it: 
Use a global search when you’re just getting started researching a person or if you want to revisit and 
see if there are new results for someone you’ve researched in the past. 

TWO WAYS TO DO A GLOBAL SEARCH:

Have a Goal
If you have a target in mind—someone or something specific you’re looking for—you’ll be better able 
to choose the type of search you need and formulate that search to achieve your goal. 
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What it does:  
A category search focuses on a particular group of records (e.g., immigration, military, vital records, etc.).

When to use it: 
Use a category search when your goal applies to a particular record. For example, you have learned from a census 
record that your ancestor came over in 1897, and you’d like to find his arrival record. In this instance, you might 
search the immigration category and maybe even narrow it to passenger lists only. (Note: If you’re searching only 
passenger lists but not finding your ancestor, don’t overlook the possibility that he or she didn’t come in via Canada or 
Mexico. If you’re not sure, you’ll want to search the higher level to include border crossings.)

Some categories can be accessed via the Search drop-down menu in the navigation bar, and all categories and 
some subcategories can be accessed via the Search page.

Category Search
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What it does:  
Ancestry sometimes groups collections that have a common theme and makes them searchable from 
collection pages. Examples are the Jewish Family History collections, African American Family History 
collections, Quaker Family History collections, New York’s 400th Anniversary, Military Conflicts, Death 
Records, Passenger Lists, and more. 

When to use it:  
When your search doesn’t necessarily fit a record group, or when you’re looking for more information on 
a particular record type. These pages typically also include links to guidance materials that will help you 
with your research in that particular area.

SPECIAL COLLECTIONS ON ANCESTRY.COM

• African American Collection
• Death Collection
• Drouin Church and Vital Records
• Immigration Collection
• Irish Collection
• Jewish Family History Collection
• Military Collection
• New England Collection
• New York 400th Anniversary
• The Quaker Collection

Direct Search

What it does: 
A direct search allows you to focus your search on one collection, without having to wade through other records. 

When to use it: 
When you’ve identified a type of record you need and it is available on Ancestry.com for the place and time when 
your ancestor would be included. 

LOCATING COLLECTIONS TO SEARCH DIRECTLY:

There are two ways to explore Ancestry.com collections and identify records of interest.

Collection Search

http://www.ancestry.com/africanamerican
http://www.ancestry.com/cs/us/death
http://www.ancestry.com/drouin
http://www.ancestry.com/cs/us/immigration
http://www.ancestry.com/cs/us/irish
http://www.ancestry.com/jewishgen-all
http://www.ancestry.com/cs/us/militaryrecords
http://www.ancestry.com/cs/us/newengland
http://www.ancestry.com/cs/us/newyork
http://www.ancestry.com/cs/us/quakers
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The Card Catalog can help you locate collections for the times and places where your ancestor lived. The catalog 
lets you search for specific collections or use filters to help you get at the content you need.

Searches
• Title search field searches only the titles of collections.
• Keyword search field searches the titles of collections and descriptive materials associated

with the collection as well.

Filters
You can filter by:
• Record category (e.g., immigration records; census records; birth, marriage, and death records; etc.)
• Location (country, state, county for U.S.)
• Time period (century or decade)
• Languages

CARD CATALOG

Tip: You can sort results to rank recently updated collections at the top. This is a good 

The Card Catalog can unearth collections you might not think to search. For example, the Directory of the city of 
Chicago, Illinois for 1843, actually includes an obituary page with "Names, places, dates, and ages at death of 
some of Chicago's Old Settlers, prior to 1843..."
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PLACE PAGES

State resource pages (and equivalents for some foreign countries) are also available and can be 
accessed from the Search tab. Click the Search tab and then scroll down to the map in the lower-left 
corner of the page. You’ll find links to collections unique to that state, listed by category.



1-800-ANCESTRY (1-800-262-3787)
9am-11pm ET daily

Contact us at




