
1.0 introduction

At some point in every person’s life, they become curious about their ancestry and heri-
tage. Many find the basic information, going back two or three generations, but some 
search further and find incredibly rich information. It is truly amazing how easy it is to 
research one’s family history with the aid of the Internet, as many have already discovered. 
However, once the research is done as far back in time as possible and there seems to be 
nothing left to learn, the wealth of information is often put aside and forgotten, and rarely 
shared with other family members. 

Here, I saw a design opportunity. By creating a platform for families to record and share 
their ancestry, I could encourage a more complex understanding of the information col-
lected. Users will be able to compare information about their ancestors to find patterns and 
connections throughout time. 

2.0 problem

The traditional system for designing family trees is very limiting. A traditional family tree 
usually follows one of two common models: tree- or fan-style. Therefore, all family trees 
are uniform, despite displaying a wide variety of families and individuals. Information for 
each individual is condensed, often only including his or her name and birth date. As a 
result, future generations reading their family tree will have a limited knowledge of their 
ancestors. All of these problems are opportunities that haven’t been responded to, and they 
are what I intend to focus on for this project. 

2.1 thesis

To create a new, non-traditional way to visualize ancestral information. 

3.0 audience

This project has an unusual set of audiences. I am designing for people of the past, so that 
they may be remembered by the living. I am designing for people of the present, so that 
they may feel connected to their ancestry and heritage, and so that they may share this 
information with others. I am designing for people of the future, so that they may learn 
about and get to know their ancestors in a detailed and thorough way.  
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More specifically, the audience would be middle-aged men and women with close families. 
In most cases, their children will be teenagers or adults, transitioning into building fami-
lies of their own. They are middle-class, possibly retired or soon to retire but with a sturdy 
financial situation. They will be interested in learning more about their family’s past as it 
begins to grow into the future, and they will have the finances to outsource the research to 
Stemma, who will provide them with the information they seek. 

4.0 scope

I will create this product using my own family’s information as an example. Therefore, 
I will need to conduct extensive research about my ancestors, starting with collecting 
research done by other members of my family and then finding what still needs to be dis-
covered. The final product will include as much of this information as possible.

I will also to conduct research concerning what information people would be interested 
to see be included in the map. I will then discover what patterns and connections can be 
made within this information and how to encourage a viewer to find them on their own. 

I will discontinue the use of the term ‘family tree’ when concerning my project. I will 
replace this with the term ‘ancestry map,’ which will be less restricting and increase the 
potential for more creative solutions. 

I will explore what method of presenting ancestral information will be most innovative and 
functional through a series of prototypes. 

A main function of the product is that it can sort the family into groups with similarities. 
For example, it can tell the user how many of their ancestors were farmers or eldest chil-
dren or remarried. It can tell the user which ancestor was the first to immigrate to Canada, 
or which lived the longest life. The program will include as many images as possible, of 
paperwork, people, places, and whatever else is discovered. It will include stories of notable 
ancestors and distant cousins. The user will be able to not only read the information, but 
also to explore it. 

I intend to include as much information about each individual as possible. This will 
encourage viewers to find connections and patterns much more complex than with tradi-
tional family trees. This will also allow future generations to have access to much richer 
information about their ancestors. Certain information, such as health records, will also 
add a more practical aspect to the ancestry map, while other information, like professions, 
will be for the interest of the user. 



4.1 deliverables

The main component of this project is the product design. It will either take the form of a 
printed book or iPad application. 

The project requires a presentation halfway through the design process, as well as an essay 
summarizing my research. At the end of the project, my process and the final piece will be 
presented to my teachers and peers. Extensive documentation of the entire process is also 
required for school records. 

5.0 schedule

phase 1  summer - September 22
Brainstorm: summer 
Initial research: summer - September 22
Define a design problem: summer
Write thesis proposal: summer - September 22

phase 2  September 22 - October 13
Concept development: September 22 - October 3
Research: September 22 - October 6
Initial ideation: October 6 - 13
Define design direction: September 22 - October 6
Write summary of research: October 3 - 12

phase 3  October 13 - November 10
Create prototypes: October 13 - 27
Refine form: October 27 - November 9
Write summary of process: October 27 - November 9
Present process: November 10

phase 4  November 10 - December 16
Refine and complete project: November 10 - December 1
Final changes: December 1 - 9
Print supplementary products: December 9
Prepare final presentation: November 17 - December 12
Present final project to teachers and peers: December 13 - 16
Provide documentation of entire process: November 17 - December 12


