
CALL TO ACTION: 
DIVERSITY IN FAMILY HISTORY TECH
D. JOSHUA TAYLOR, MA, MLS @DJOSHUATAYLOR

COPYRIGHT 2018, D. JOSHUA TAYLOR. PERMISSION IS GRANTED TO SHARE THESE SLIDES AS NEEDED FOR PERSONAL AND 
PROFESSIONAL USE. 



SO MY INTENTIONS ARE CLEAR…

1. Raise concerns and present ideas

2. Make us stop and ponder

3. Start (and embolden) conversations
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SPECIAL THANKS…

¡ Numerous genealogists who provided their own examples, 
thoughts and viewpoints

¡ Product developers who provided insights

¡ Various Facebook, email, and personal conversations
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“FAMILY TRANSCENDS ALL 
BORDERS…”

”EVERYONE DESERVES TO 
BE REMEMBERED”

STEVE ROCKWOOD, FAMILYSEARCH CEO
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WE LIVE IN A WORLD OF DIVERSITY –
AND SO DID OUR ANCESTORS…
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PLEASE…

¡ Set your politics aside

¡ Consider the wider picture of the world

¡ Dare to think beyond your comfort zone

¡ Remember our common ground: We LOVE family 
history!
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DIVERSITY IS FUNDAMENTAL TO 
FAMILY HISTORY
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HOW DO WE REPRESENT OUR 
ANCESTORS…
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OUR TERMS?
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THEIR TERMS?
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THEIR CONTEXT
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OUR TECHNOLOGICAL TOOLS 
MUST MEET THESE NEEDS
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“EVERY FAMILY HAS A STORY”
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THOSE STORIES…

¡ Are not aligned with our current beliefs?

¡ Are drastically different than how we view ourselves (and our 
families) today?

¡ Portray our ancestors in a negative light?

¡ Represent decisive and disputed moments in history?
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A GENEALOGIST MUST…

¡ Be above prejudice

¡ Keep an open mind

¡ Let the documents “speak” for themselves

¡ Seek to understand an ancestor on their own terms
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WHAT IF…

¡ I could not find online records for my family?

¡ I could only enter one marriage (per person) into my family tree?

¡ I could only add two children per couple into my family tree software?

¡ I was unable to recognize adoptions within my family tree software?

¡ I was not permitted to add one of my children to my family tree?
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MILLENNIALS ARE THE LARGEST LIVING 
GENERATION WITHIN THE UNITED STATES
THE WORLD IS CHANGING
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THE NUMBER OF COHOBATING 
RELATIONSHIPS HAS INCREASED
THE WORLD IS CHANGING
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ASIAN AND HISPANIC POPULATIONS ARE 
GROWING FASTER THAN OTHER 
POPULATIONS IN THE UNITED STATES
THE WORLD IS CHANGING
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ACROSS THE GLOBE, MORE CHILDREN WILL BE 
BORN TO THOSE OF MUSLIM FAITH THAN 
THOSE OF CHRISTIAN FAITH BY 2035
THE WORLD IS CHANGING
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FACT: THE “GENEALOGY WORLD” HAS AN 
INCREDIBLY POOR HISTORY OF DIVERSITY
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WHY?

Far too often we build our technology 
tools with a….
¡Christian mindset

¡Anglo-Saxon customer and/or family in mind
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“BY 2044, MORE THAN HALF OF ALL 
AMERICANS ARE PROJECTED TO BELONG TO A 
MINORITY GROUP (ANY GROUP OTHER THAN 
NON-HISPANIC WHITE ALONE)…
COLBY AND ORTMAN, 2015
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…BY 2060, NEARLY ONE IN FIVE OF THE 
NATION’S TOTAL POPULATION IS 
PROJECTED TO BE FOREIGN BORN.”
COLBY AND ORTMAN, 2015
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ARE OUR CURRENT PRODUCTS 
AND OFFERINGS READY FOR 
THESE CUSTOMERS?
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DO WE ACCURATELY AND 
COMPLETLEY EMBRACE THE DIVERSE 
LIVES OF OUR ANCESTORS?
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WHY DO WE INSIST ON PUTTING 
OUR ANCESTORS IN BOXES?
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WE CONSTANTLY ENCOUNTER RECORDS FROM OUR ANCESTORS 
THAT CONFLICT WITH OUR CURRENT BELIEFS…

¡ Honors and celebrations for those who decimated populations

¡ Trials and convictions for mental illness

¡ The market and sale of human beings
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TECHNOLOGY SHOULD MEET 
THE NEEDS OF THE USER…
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WE NEED A 
CULTURAL SHIFT!
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IDEAS AND THOUGHTS…
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1. INCLUSIVE WORKFORCE

¡ Leading industry players…
¡ Ancestry

¡ FamilySearch

¡ Findmypast

¡ MyHeritage
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INCLUSIVE WORKFORCE

¡ Deliver the message of family history…
¡ Product developers

¡ Marketers

¡ Management

¡ …and everywhere in-between
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IN THE WORDS OF TIM SULLIVAN…

“…Our company values decency, works hard to embrace
diversity, and is very familiar with the difficulties that
families all over the world have endured for centuries in
their attempts to stay together and to improve the lives of
the next generation” (January 2017)
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2. SENSITIVE PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT

¡A variety of:
¡ Religions

¡ Customs

¡ General beliefs

¡Record syntax
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STARTING POINTS…

¡ First, middle, and last names

¡ Enslaved individuals

¡ Same-sex marriages

¡ IVF and other births

¡ Gender
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NOT A NAME VARIATION!

¡ Patronymics

¡ Hebrew vs. Yiddish. vs. American

¡ Apellido traditions

¡ Name changes

¡ Forced

¡ Desired
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CONSIDER THIS FAMILY…

¡ Born in German provinces in abt. 1798 (Herz)

¡ Took up a surname (by law) in 1808. (Hecht)

¡ Moved to Belgium in 1813 (Marc Hecht)

¡ Moved to France in 1825 (Maurice Hecht)

¡ Moved to England in 1835 (Morris Hecht)

¡ Moved to the United States in 1850 (Mark Hecht)
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3. THE FAMILY UNIT

¡ Pedigree charts and family group sheets?

¡ Adoptions, split families, and so much more…

¡ A shifting reality.

¡ “Pedigree based” online trees will prevent customer engagement!

¡ Allow for greater customer choice and flexibility.
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4. DOCUMENTS AS EVIDENCE

¡ Set personal beliefs aside

¡ Prejudice is against suggested genealogical methodology

¡ Stretches across…
¡ Data entry

¡ Family tree software

¡ Indexing

¡ Digitization

¡ DNA summaries
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5. BROADER STORIES

¡ The end of a single narrative

¡ Geographical elements

¡ Deeper perspectives…consider the other viewpoint

¡ Reach into a broader context

¡ We should tell the stories, not find “the story”
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HOW MIGHT YOU FEEL?

¡Born in Russia, died in the Ukraine (but never moved) 
but only listed as living in Russia?

¡Born Boston, 1750; died Boston, 1812 but…
¡ Listed as born in Boston, Massachusetts, United States

¡ But died in Boston, Massachusetts, England?
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6. MOVE BEYOND EUROPE AND THE AMERICAS

¡ Online educational offerings…
¡ Middle East?

¡ Asia?

¡ Africa?

¡ Online records…
¡ Middle East?

¡ Asia?

¡ Africa
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6. MOVE BEYOND EUROPE AND THE AMERICAS

¡ Digitization

¡ Indexing
¡ Languages

¡ Online tree structures

¡ Programming
¡ Investment
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7. DIVERSE EXAMPLES

¡Build from the start…stop “fixing” and “adjusting” after

¡ Product demonstrations

¡Marketing campaigns
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8. BE COURTEOUS, BE CONSCIOUS

¡ A universal issue

¡ No one is immune

¡ Change the world…
¡ Social media

¡ Conferences

¡ Events
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DIVERSITY IS FUNDAMENTAL TO 
FAMILY HISTORY
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“FAMILY TRANSCENDS ALL 
BORDERS…”

”EVERYONE DESERVES TO 
BE REMEMBERED”

STEVE ROCKWOOD, FAMILYSEARCH CEO
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