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Description: One of the most important questions we should ask ourselves as we research 
families of the past is this: IS EVERYONE HERE?  Oftentimes, our family group sheets and 
timelines include gaps and we wonder whether we’re missing children that were born to a 
couple, or if our research is actually telling the complete family story. Thorough genealogists 
understand that an individual’s history is incomplete without the story of their family 
relationships.  Answers to brick walls are regularly knocked down by researching children, 
siblings, cousins, and other relatives … full families instead of individuals.  This session will 
focus on English research methods that aim to find complete families.  A variety of England 
record types will be used to demonstrate examples and strategies.  
 

The moral of this video series is: When researching families of the past, don’t 
leave anyone out, if you can help it!  

 
WHY SEEK COMPLETE FAMILIES? 
 

1. An individual’s story is incomplete without the story of their relationships. 
2. Genealogical answers are discovered through broad family research. 

 
Keep in mind: England’s fertility rate has been declining since the late 1800s, so finding 
complete families is a different problem after that time (expect families to be smaller). 
Before the turn of the century, fertility rate was somewhere between 4 and 6 children per 
woman (and usually higher for married women).  If a married woman lived through 
child-bearing years, expect large families (somewhere between 6 and 10 children).  Use 
populationspast.org to explore mortality and fertility rates for specific regions in England. 
 
Before 1900… 
 

● Average marrying age: early to mid-20s 
● Average child spacing: 1-3 years 
● Average child-bearing window: from marriage (or possibly before) into her 40s 

 



***The most helpful strategy to employ is this: MIND THE GAP!  (Look for large spaces 
between children’s birth years and ask questions to learn whether a child was born during 
that gap.) 
 

 
 
ASK QUESTIONS LIKE THESE: 
 
Did they lose a baby (check burial records or death records) 
Did the family move? 
Did they switch churches? (check non-conformist churches and neighboring parishes) 
What was happening in the area? (study local history and events) 
Was Dad out of town? 
 
USE CENSUSES 
 
These list each person living in a household on the census evening each decade from 1841. 
1921 will soon be available.  Because no 1931 or 1941 census exists, use the 1939 Register (a 
great census substitute).  Be sure to locate each family member in every census they were 
alive for to have a more complete picture of a family.  Checklists can be helpful for tracking 
these.  Don’t forget the very wonderful columns include only on the 1911 census which note 
how many children a married woman had (total) and how many are still alive (in 1911). 
 
CIVIL REGISTRATION 
 
A civil registration of births, marriages, and deaths began in England in 1837.  See the 
RootsTech Connect video “English Civil Registration Records” which is part of the Records 
Analysis video series sponsored by ICAPGen for more detail about this record type.  Using 
the indexes (I recommend gro.gov.uk) one can locate missing children in a family by using 
the “mother’s maiden surname” and “district” search fields (leave the first name off and enter 
only family surname when looking for additional children) in a birth entry, or the age at 
death for children in the death index. 
 
 



CHURCH RECORDS 
Church of England christenings and burials can be very helpful when searching for complete 
families.  Don’t forget to make use of Bishop’s Transcript copies AND parish registers, plus 
the monumental inscriptions for cemeteries. 
 
A few tips while using church records: 

● Images are better than indexes (use indexes, but always look at images if possible). 
● Check neighboring towns and nonconformist churches, too. 
● Reconstruct families by collecting every instance of a surname. 

 
PROBATE RECORDS 
Wills and other probate records can be a phenomenal source of information for the 
genealogist seeking to research more complete families, since heirs and other relatives are 
often mentioned.  From 1858 to the present, search the National Index (available at 
Ancestry.com) and access wills at gov.uk or through FamilySearch.  Before 1858, follow these 
steps: 
 

1. Use FamilySearch’s Wiki 
2. Search county probate pages 
3. Determine the applicable court(s) 
4. Search indexes 
5. Locate images (sometimes at Findmypast, The Genealogist, FamilySearch, etc.) 

 
Not everyone left a will, but many more are mentioned in a will, so search broadly for the 
surname of interest.  Also, try using Estate Duty records which may list more family 
members than a will does. 
 
 
 
 


