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Your system

Many genealogists use different systems. 

Irrespective of  the perceived advantages and 

disadvantages of  systems, often the one you 

know and use is best!
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Why do we need a filing system?
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Why do we need a filing system?

• Simply to record the documents in your possession (i.e. a catalogue)

• To find and copy documents for family or another researcher

• To find and copy a document to include in a report or family history book

• To verify the information in a document which might conflict with that of  another 

researcher or website – you may have incorrectly transcribed something

• To check what might be missing from your research

Whatever the reason, the information should be easy to find
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Before Computers

When I first started researching my Family History/Genealogy, it was 

suggested that I put documents into 4 folders (manila folders, lever-arch 

folders, file boxes, etc), labelled with family branch names as follows:

• Paternal grandfather

• Paternal grandmother

• Maternal grandfather

• Maternal grandmother
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Before Computers

The 4-folder hard-copy system soon proved insufficient due to:

• One folder growing too large and needing to be subdivided into separate branches.

• Many documents (photo’s certificates, newspaper articles, etc) often referred to 
people from different branches of  the family tree.

• Where do documents for a married woman get filed – birth name or married name?

• Some items could not easily fit into a folder (family bible, war service field book, 
passport, heirloom objects, lots of  photo’s)

• Documents within a folder could become hard to find
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Indexed Folder overcomes some of  the 

Deficiencies with 4-folder system

• One folder growing too large and needing to be subdivided

• Many documents (photo’s certificates, newspaper articles, etc) often referred to 
people from different branches of  the family tree.

• Where do documents for a married woman get filed – birth name or married name?

• Some items could not easily fit into a folder (family bible, war service field book, 
passport, heirloom objects, lots of  photo’s)

• Documents within a folder could become hard to find - Index used

In my computer programme, there is a field where I cross-reference to Doc File no.
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Another filing option

• Instead of  filing based on family names, you could file under:

•  event types e.g. Births; Marriages; Deaths, Other Events? , or 

• document types, e.g. Birth certs, marriage certs, death certs, photos, etc

• Maybe subdivide these files into family names, branches, countries, etc?

• Challenges can be similar to the “4 folder system”
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Loss of  hard-copy documents

If  not digitised, hard-copy (e.g. printed) documents are exposed to loss due to:

• Fire

• Water damage

• Theft

• Quality reduction due to age, incorrect storage, etc

Once digitised, files need to be entered into a computer filing system
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Before Computers

There were no practical means for genealogists to back-up physical 

documentation.

Commercially, a certain number of  records were micro-filmed or micro-fiched.
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Computer Filing System
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Storage in a computer programme or online 

website

Do not rely solely on documentation on online websites/programmes

• Images stored on an online website/programme could become inaccessible 

due to unpaid subscriptions or closing of  the website.

• Similarly, images stored only in an off-site programme could experience 

access difficulties.

• You probably have a lot of  documentation in addition to that entered into 

your  computer programme or website.
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Computer Filing System

Provides a means to easily back up your information onto flash-drives, external 

hard drives, the Cloud, etc.

For example, if  you are using Microsoft OneDrive (or some other similar app), 

all documents under the Windows “Documents” folder are automatically 

stored on the Cloud – and accessible from wherever you are!

Can eliminate the need to retain “hard copies” – unless heirlooms, rare or very 

personal.
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My System

• How often would you search for anything without targeting the name of  the 

person? Do you ever just want to see all certificates, or photos, etc?. Surely, it’s 

information about one person you’re seeking?

• A one folder per person system can hold all certificates, docs, pics, photos, videos, 

newspaper articles, snips from websites, scans etc that relate to the person of  

interest. That way at a glance you see all the info about that person without 

searching other folders. Very handy when writing a Family History book.
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My System

I create genealogy folders using the Microsoft Windows file system, quite 

independent of  any specific website or programme.

Windows typically has folders called:

• Documents

• Pictures

• Music

• Videos
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ALL my genealogy information and associated 

folders are recorded under  the Windows 

“Documents” Folder irrespective of  file type (e.g. 

documents and photos).



Creating folders for each person in your 

database

• Create a main folder (under Windows “Documents”) called “Genealogy” 

and under that  “Documents Library” or “Genealogy Data Folders”, as well 

as other folders for general information

• Create sub-folders under the main folder for each person in your database, or 

each person that currently has documents requiring to be stored

• I also create a sub-folder for “yet to file” (with further sub-sub-folders with 

family branch names)
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My System

Under the “Genealogy” folder:
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Starting the folder name with 

“aaa” ensures that it sorts first 

on the list of  folders



My System

Under 

“aaa Genealogy Data Folders”
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My System

Under 

“aaa Yet to File”
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Folder structure

• Surname (maiden) (space) First Name(s) 
(space) Birth year (or zero) (space) ; Death 
year (or zero) (space) [ID no from your 
genealogy programme] – e.g.

• Shepley James 0 1863 [404]

• Ross Alexander 1912 1972 [18]

• Bate Thomas 0 0 [1986]

• Use of  square brackets helps to search 
exclusively for names in this folder system 
e.g. search field “[404]” by avoiding all other 
references to people with the same name.

• Only need to set up a folder if  you have 
items to store in it.

• Update birth/death dates when and if  you 
remember.

First Friday Genealogy - SeniorNet North Shore 7 June 2024



How to create folders

• It’s easy for anyone with few people to create folders manually. 

• I used various techniques to create 6000 plus folders for Barbara. If  

someone is keen to adopt this filing system, I would be happy to assist.

• Once the folders are created, it’s up to the users to progressively move data 

from existing folders to these new ones.
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What to put in these folders

• All information which references the subject person

• Where several people are referenced in a document or appear in a 

photograph, etc., copy to each data folder for those people. Storage is no 

longer expensive as it once was.
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Folder contents – Ross Alexander 1912 1972 [18] 
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