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In November 2022, the release of OpenAI’s ChatGPT 
introduced the world to a new kind of AI usefulness. 
What happened: A TIPPING POINT with three causes:
• Incremental changes-in-degree became a change-in-

kind of AI usefunless;
• An intuitive user interface; 
• A critical mass of users (100+ million in FIRST MONTH).

• 2022: Introduction
• 2023-24: Exploration, Discovery
• 2024-beyond: Adoption, Implementation



https://neota.com/artificial-intelligence-in-law-the-state-of-play-2016-part-1/



https://github.com/Mooler0410/LLMsPracticalGuide/blob/main/imgs/tree.jpg



How Do Large Language Models Work?

“It’s just adding one 
word at a time.”

— Stephen Wolfram, February 2023

Source: “What Is ChatGPT Doing … and 
Why Does It Work?”

https://writings.stephenwolfram.com/2023/02/what-is-chatgpt-doing-and-why-does-it-work/





https://www.oneusefulthing.org/p/doing-stuff-with-ai-opinionated-midyear

Prof Ethan Mollick’s
“Opinionated 2024 Midyear AI Model Guide”
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LIMITS: GENEALOGICAL, PERSONAL, TECHNICAL



LIMIT:

GENEALOGY “FOLLOW[S] THE 
PRECEPTS OF PEER-REVIEWED 
SCHOLARSHIP.”

- ELIZABETH SHOWN MILLS



LIMIT: INEXPERIENCE:

YOU LEARN THESE TOOLS 
BY DOING, NOT BY 
READING

TAKES 20 HOURS

MODEL CHOICE MATTERS



https://www.hfsresearch.com/research/is-the-singularity-nigh-deconstructing-the-chatgpt-hype/



https://www.oneusefulthing.org/p/centaurs-and-cyborgs-on-the-jagged

Tasks that a large language 
model CAN do today:

Tasks that a 
large 
language 
model 
CANNOT 
do today:



LIMIT: PERSONAL:
EXCESSIVE TRUST IN LLMS MIGHT RESULT IN 
ACCEPTING  INCORRECT INFORMATION WITHOUT 
VERIFICATION

EXCESSIVE MISTRUST IN AN IMPERFECT 
ALGORITHM CAN LEAD TO UNDERUTILIZATION OF 
ITS CAPABILITIES

FOSSILIZATION (METAPHORICALLY): FAILING TO 
TAKE INTO ACCOUNT NEW INFORMATION; THE 
PROCESS BY WHICH A PERSON'S IDEAS OR BELIEFS 
BECOME RIGID AND UNCHANGEABLE, FAILING TO 
ADAPT IN THE FACE OF NEW INFORMATION OR 
CHANGING CONTEXTS.



LIMIT: TECHNICAL:

• Nondeterministic (acts differently)
• As complex as human language: 

“Words are slippery fish.”
• Unlike a calculator, these 

algorithms are imperfect; more 
useful when we remember that.

• “Large language models are 
weird.” – Prof Ethan Mollick 
(Wharton)



Limit: Nature and Consequences of LLMs
(updated for summer/fall 2024)

• NOT a search engine or “Google 
Killer”

• NOT a genie or magic research 
librarian

• Untethered to reality

• Poor at math (some better now)

• Poor at negation (some better now)

• Training data may be dated, biased, 
or stolen

• Input type (text, image, A/V) is limited

• Input and output size is limited





• The Good • The Bad • The Ugly
The Summer 2024 Edition 

The 
Ugly:
Ethics,
Privacy
Steve Little, AI Program Director, National Genealogical Society

44th IAJGS International Conference on Jewish Genealogy, Monday 19 August 2024

AI Genealogy: The Basics and a Bit Beyond



Ethics

• Communities and industries will 
need to discern their own rules.

•Use: What will be acceptable 
use?

•Disclosure: What use will 
need to be disclosed?

• See “Ethicist” column in New York 
Times (7 July 2023).

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/07/magazine/artificial-intelligence-workplace-ethics.html



Avoiding Extremism:
The Use and Disclosure of AI in Genealogy

The “human rule” has been proposed. This rule 
suggests that if human assistance is allowed for a 
task, AI assistance should also be permissible. 
Similarly, if disclosure is required when a human 
helps with something, it should also be required 
if AI is used.

https://aigenealogyinsights.com/2024/06/09/avoiding-extremism-the-use-and-disclosure-of-ai-in-genealogy/



Privacy

AIGenealogyInsights.com

• Prompts and responses may be 
used for training

• Use caution using information 
about living persons.

• History can be disabled.

• Conversations can be shared, 
paused, deleted, or 
downloaded.



• The Good • The Bad • The Ugly
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The Good:
• What we safely and 
reliably CAN do today.
• Tips, Tricks, and 
Techniques
• What’s Coming
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• Summarization
make texts smaller

• Extraction
pluck facts from texts

Useful Language Transformations for Genealogists:

• Generation
make text bigger

• Translation
change how texts look 
and sound

Steve Little, AI Program Director, National Genealogical Society
44th IAJGS International Conference on Jewish Genealogy, Monday 19 August 2024



How to Write a Genealogy Prompt:
A Role, a Goal, a Text, a Task, and a Flask

Example

Prompt Template

A Role
Imagine you 

need an expert; 
what job do they 

have?

A Goal
Explicitly state 
your end goal.

A Text
Because we are 

doing fact-based 
work, supply the 
text that the AI 

will process.

A Task
Break-down the 

steps the AI 
should do.

A Flask
The shape the 

response should 
take: narrative, 
structured data, 

etc.

You are an expert 
genealogist and 

experienced 
data scientist.

Your goal is to 
extract structured 

data from a 
provided 
obituary.

Find below the 
text from an 

obituary for John 
Smith in the July 
20, 1923, New 

York Times, page 
18.

Extract any 
explicitly stated 

relationship 
information; 

include a quote 
that supports that 

determination.

Format your 
response as a 
CSV file and 

display that in a 
code window for 
easy copy-and-

paste.



An Introduction to AI Genealogy for Family Historians
How Should Genealogists Use Large Language Models in 2024?

• Playfully!: Play is the best way to 
learn, and a great way to get the 20+ 
hours of experience that seems to 
make all the difference for most 
people.

• Administratively: LLMs are great for 
many of the tedious aspects of work; 
these “dual-use” skills are very 
transferable; create more “genealogy 
time.”

• Educationally: LLMs are good as a 
general knowledge tutor, up to about 
the 10th grade level, for well-
established facts (not cutting-edge 
research).

• Excel Superpowers!: For genetic 
genealogists, spreadsheet prowess 
is your best bet for 2024; ChatGPT 
will teach you at your pace on next-
level skills. 

• Tech Support/Advisor: Teach 
yourself Python, SQLite; answer tech 
questions.  

• Genealogically: Use Steve’s five-
point prompt (role, goal, text, task, 
flask) to do the basic 
transformations: summarize, 
extract, generate, and translate.

And, of course, always use these tools Safely and Ethically, by which I mean mindfully of Privacy settings (turn OFF "Chat History and Training" when appropriate) and Use and Disclosure concerns.

Steve Little, AI Program Director, National Genealogical Society
44th IAJGS International Conference on Jewish Genealogy, Monday 19 August 2024



How Should Writers and Editors Use Large Language Models in 2024?
• Reading/Researching (within 

limits): Use summarization to read 
and learn more effectively and 
efficiently.

• Pre-writing: Brainstorming: topic 
generation; content expansion.

• Writing: THOUGHTFULLY; 
Contextually

• Re-writing: Proofreading for 
grammar, spelling, and other 
mechanics; Content review and 
critique, constructive feedback on 
clarity and cohesion; Transition 
checks.

• Stylistic Superpowers!: Determine 
the characteristics of your own voice 
as a linguist would describe it; know 
and use your own linguistic 
fingerprint.

• Genealogically: Use Steve’s five-
point prompt (role, goal, text, task, 
flask) to do the basic 
transformations: summarize, 
extract, generate, and translate.

And, of course, always use these tools Safely and Ethically, by which I mean mindfully of Privacy settings (turn OFF "Chat History and Training" when appropriate) and Use and Disclosure concerns.

Steve Little, AI Program Director, National Genealogical Society
44th IAJGS International Conference on Jewish Genealogy, Monday 19 August 2024

AI for Genealogy Writers and Editors: Drawing the Line
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• Use cases will grow.

• Emergent capabilities will appear.

• Limits will be overcome.

• Costs will drop.

• AI agents and AI assistants help.

• Acceleration of capabilities

• Growth of adoption and use

• Improved privacy

• Expect the Unexpected

Future of
AI Genealogy

39



Final Word of Advice of Beginners:

Ask yourself, every time before clicking the 
Send button, “Am I asking this tool to tell 
me something I don’t already know?”

If the answer is yes, STOP! That is not the way 
to use this tool in 2024 without understanding 
the limits and concerns.



bit.ly/FamilyHistoryAI

bit.ly/FamilyHistoryAI



Presenter Contact Information

: AIProgram@NGSGenealogy.org 

: AIGenealogyInsights.com 

: AIGenealogyInsights.com/blog 

: facebook.com/ groups/genealogyandai

: twitter.com/JStephenLittle

: linkedin.com/in/revstevelittle/

mailto:AIProgram@NGSGenealogy.org
https://aigenealogyinsights.com/
https://aigenealogyinsights.com/blog
https://facebook.com/%20groups/genealogyandai/
https://twitter.com/JStephenLittle
https://www.linkedin.com/in/revstevelittle/




Saved Prompts
(Custom GPTs, Projects) Description URL

Open GeneaGPT
A Genealogy GPT based on a collaborative source-available instruction set. An 
assistant for family history researchers, genealogists, and the generally curious. https://chatgpt.com/g/g-

6YvB8obZp-open-geneagpt

Steve's Item Identifier Upload a file for identification, description, and interpretation. https://chatgpt.com/g/g-
bPFKDVuFe-steve-s-item-
identifier

Steve's Facts Extractor
Upload a document (e.g., wedding announcement; obituary; etc.) and extract 
facts in the form: "LABEL: Value". Also, works will with Steve's Fact Narrator: 
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-5EsrFHgIJ-steve-s-fact-narrator

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-
KQgmxiHqC-steve-s-facts-
extractor

Steve's Fact Narrator
Upload a list of facts in the form "LABEL: Value" to generate narrative report. 
Also: works well with Steve's Facts Extractor: https://chatgpt.com/g/g-
KQgmxiHqC-steve-s-facts-extractor

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-
5EsrFHgIJ-steve-s-fact-
narrator

Steve's Photograph 
Analysis

Analyze a photograph's composition, lighting, subject, context, tone, and text. 
Conclude with insights on its date, location, and identity, providing a detailed 
report of visual and contextual elements.

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-
QOU2Au99i-steve-s-
photograph-analysis

Steve's Explainer Explain it to me like I'm 11. And then at 20. Just drop or attach a chunk of text, 
image, or file.

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-
9nBl4DOdS-steve-s-explainer

Lingua Maven

A linguistic expert, I combine dictionary precision, usage panel insights, and 
style guide expertise. My skills encompass a vast lexicon, dynamic thesaurus, 
and in-depth knowledge of language evolution, etymology, and dialects. I am a 
comprehensive resource for analysis and interpretation.

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-
Rxyt3Xww1-lingua-maven

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-6YvB8obZp-open-geneagpt
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-6YvB8obZp-open-geneagpt
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-bPFKDVuFe-steve-s-item-identifier
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-bPFKDVuFe-steve-s-item-identifier
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-bPFKDVuFe-steve-s-item-identifier
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-KQgmxiHqC-steve-s-facts-extractor
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-KQgmxiHqC-steve-s-facts-extractor
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-KQgmxiHqC-steve-s-facts-extractor
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-5EsrFHgIJ-steve-s-fact-narrator
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-5EsrFHgIJ-steve-s-fact-narrator
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-5EsrFHgIJ-steve-s-fact-narrator
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-QOU2Au99i-steve-s-photograph-analysis
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-QOU2Au99i-steve-s-photograph-analysis
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-QOU2Au99i-steve-s-photograph-analysis
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-9nBl4DOdS-steve-s-explainer
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-9nBl4DOdS-steve-s-explainer
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-Rxyt3Xww1-lingua-maven
https://chatgpt.com/g/g-Rxyt3Xww1-lingua-maven
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