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GEDCOM is very
focused on biological
lineage. We will all
appreciate that
family units do not
always involve our
biological parents.
The effective parents
may have been the
result of adoption (a
very informal
process once),
fostering, living with
other relatives or
some other type of
guardianship. Even
a traditional concept
like marriage needs
careful handling to
cope with cultural
and lifestyle differences. Were a couple married
or cohabitating? Did they have a civil or religious
union or both, but at different times and in
different places? Was the union bigamous? We
may think of this as a more modern question, but
was it a same-sex union? The reality of family
life can be difficult to represent in your
genealogical software if it imposes rigid
concepts. There’s no such thing as ‘one size fits
all’, so any new data format must be more
flexible and accommodating. 

A number of researchers distinguish the term
‘family history’ from ‘genealogy’ in order to
encompass a greater scope in their research. As
well as ‘x begat y who begat z’, they also want to
include information on the major events in their ancestors’ lives, the history of the places they lived

in or worked at, oral history, fostering and
adoption events, military records, court and prison
records, travels ... the list is almost endless. They
want to refer to significant people in the lives of
their ancestors, irrespective of whether they’re
related or not. How many current software
products can accommodate that without hindering
the ability to draw a family pedigree chart?
Embracing all of these requirements is a far bigger
goal than that of the original GEDCOM format,
and a surprisingly tough challenge.

Why should this concern everyone? Surely if
you’re not performing any import/export to share
data then it’s irrelevant? Unfortunately, this is far
from the truth. The type of data stored by
GEDCOM has steered the development of
virtually every commercial software product
currently in use. In other words, it is becoming a
limiting factor in the software world, and most of
us have to rely on some type of software product.
If a vendor wanted to embark on some heroic
enhancement that involved facts that cannot be
represented in a GEDCOM file, then it could
prevent that data being exported without some
loss – your work would effectively be locked into a
proprietary database, unable to be read by any
other software package.

Anyone who has
electronically exported a
family tree diagram to
someone else may have

come across the name GEDCOM
(GEnealogical Data
COMmunication). The majority of
genealogy software packages save
family trees as GEDCOM files – a
computer-readable data format
designed for exchanging
genealogical information. The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints (aka The LDS Church
or Mormon Church, which runs
www.familysearch.org)
developed GEDCOM in the mid-
1980s as an aid to its ancestral
research and to help it record
family pedigrees. This file format
has been in constant use ever
since, but gets regular criticism
these days, having not been
updated since the mid-1990s.

There are a number of
initiatives currently underway to
design a replacement that will
better support genealogy as it
progresses into the future. One such initiative is
the Family History Information Standards
Organisation (FHISO), which has recently
emerged from the BetterGEDCOM movement.
This international non-profit organisation is
working to define an open standard for the ‘long-
term storage and exchange of genealogical and
family history data’. This group and others like it
(such as OpenGen and GenTech, which have been
less active in the last 12 months) are the result of a
growing synergy between genealogists, many of
whom have become familiar with computers
through online resources and computer products,

and professional computer people like me who
have developed a strong interest in researching
their own history. It is beyond the scope of this
article to detail all the technical weaknesses of
GEDCOM, but many discussions and analysis
may be found on the group’s website
(http://fhiso.org).

So, why do we need a new format? 
Well firstly, aside from the fact it’s not based on
modern computer standards, it’s fair to say that

BEGINNER’S GUIDE... Better GEDCOM

Building a Better

GEDCOM
Building a Better World
Tony Proctor explains exactly what GEDCOM is, why there are current
proposals to replace it, and how this replacement will affect us all and
benefit genealogy in general GEDCOM Example.

GEDCOM was initially designed to support FamilySearch’s basic Personal
Ancestral File (PAF) software, downloadable at www.familysearch.org/eng/paf. 

ALMOST ALL FAMILY tree software is designed to import and export
family trees as a GEDCOM file, including Family Tree Maker, Legacy,
RootsMagic, Family Historian and The Master Genealogist. Plenty of
online tree builders work in this way too, such as those available at
MyHeritage.com, Ancestry.co.uk, GenesReunited.co.uk and
TreeView at TheGenealogist.co.uk.

AMERICAN PRESIDENT BARACK Obama looks at a genealogy chart in the
Oval Office. This compilation of Obama’s genealogy information was a gift
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Pete Souza 
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Isn’t this what vendors want? No, not really
[smiles wryly]. If there were no way to exchange
data between different software products then it
would severely impact our ability to share with
each other. Each product would become its own
island, and no one wants that. Unfortunately, this
is already starting to happen, as GECDOM is
gradually being pushed beyond its limits. For
instance, some vendors allow users to add full
citation references for sources of genealogical
facts, but they have had to shoehorn the data into
the more limiting GEDCOM specification and the
way they’ve achieved this doesn’t necessarily
translate well when the family tree is exported to
another software product. Implementation of the
standard is effectively becoming fragmented. 

Isn’t this really just an issue for professional
genealogists rather than hobbyists? The answer is
no. Amend ‘professionals’ to ‘experienced users’.
There comes a point in many people’s research
where they turn a corner and realise that they
should have recorded more than just names,
dates and places. I can sense some readers
wincing here. This usually happens when you
have a substantial amount of data collected and
something new just doesn’t fit. There might be a
gradual realisation that a significant chunk of
your family tree is wrong, but where is it?
Questions like ‘Where did this item of
information come from?’ and ‘How did I get
from seeing this to believing this?’ cannot always
be answered from memory. Furthermore, if you
expect to bequeath your research to other family
members, then that extra information is
paramount. You should never consider those
working notes that explain how you reached
conclusions from evidence as in any way
temporary. There is unlikely to be some magic
record appearing in the future that absolutely
proves, beyond doubt, the essence of those
conclusions.

This type of working is described as Evidence
and Conclusion (E&C) and not only requires the
ability to distinguish one type of data from
another but to also link them together. There may

even be different levels of conclusion built upon
each other. This connects with another important
discipline called Sources and Citations. All the
information sources that you derived your
evidence from should be cited, and your software
should be able to generate full citation references
and source lists, just as in a traditional
publication. Professionals have been doing this
for years, but as genealogy grows more popular
our tools need to make this easy enough for it to
become standard practice. However, this is a hot
area at the moment, as the number of sources
that can potentially be cited by a genealogist is
enormous. Standards for how the written or
printed citations should look in each case are still
being proposed (see Elizabeth Shown Mills,
Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources from
Artefacts to Cyberspace [2007]) and any GEDCOM
replacement must be capable of storing the
essence of a citation in a fashion that is
transportable to other cultures.

In summary, the popularity of this pastime
and profession has meant that there is an
increasing number of us who are only as good as
our software products permit. If we’re to become
better genealogists, and those products are going
to offer us a greater scope, then we need a better
storage format. How those products index that
data and what they do with it will differentiate
them, as usual, but having a newer common
currency is a prerequisite step. A new data
exchange standard would also provide us with a
safe backup or archive format, and the associated
data model (i.e. the structure of the data) would
also facilitate enhanced sharing and
interoperability, even over the internet. 

What BetterGEDCOM and the other initiatives
need is recognition and acknowledgement by the
software vendors, the owners of the large online
databases, and the genealogical institutions and
societies. In other words, they require the
participation of the entire community. While
there is some competition between those
initiatives, they are all striving for a goal that
should benefit the whole community and
industry, not for their own profit. It is therefore a
goal that we should all share in. You can have
your say on the open forum at
http://bettergedcom.wikispaces.com.
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GEDCOMX
At RootsTech 2012, held in Utah in February, FamilySearch announced
its proposal to start developing a new code called GEDCOMX. The
Family History Information Standards Organisation has been talking to
FamilySearch about the possibilities, but these are early days, so
genealogists are unlikely to see a new standard released in the next 12
months. If you’d like to find out more about FamilySearch’s proposals,
go to http://gedcomx.net.

Who We Are
The recently established Family History Information
Standards Organisation (FHISO) formalises the ‘Build a
BetterGEDCOM’ movement, started over a year ago.
It will act as the open, transparent governing
standards organisation, and will sponsor the
BetterGEDCOM wiki under its umbrella
(http://bettergedcom.wikispaces.com).
www.fhiso.org 
www.BetterGEDCOM.org

If we’re to become better
genealogists, then we need a
better storage format


