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Zotero: A Versatile Research Tool for Genealogists 

Patti Lee Hobbs, CG® 

 
Zotero is open-source software developed for the Corporation for Digital Scholarship, a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to the development of software and services for researchers and cultural 
heritage institutions. 
 
Zotero offers versions for Windows, Mac, and Linux. Download from 
https://zotero.org/download. Install. Register on the Zotero website which will allow syncing 
across devices. 
 
Consider the organizational structure. My own is largely location based and is almost identical to my 
genealogy external hard drive.  

The folders on the left are called “Collections.” Within the collections are items. Each item has 
associated details that can automatically generate citations or help in creating your own citations. 

 

  
 

Adding collections 
Click on the folder icon in the upper left. Enter the name of the collection.  
 

Collections added in this way will sort 
alphabetically at the highest level. It 
doesn’t make any difference which 
collection is highlighted on the left. Click 
and drag to move a collection inside 
another collection.  

https://zotero.org/download
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Place an underscore or tilde (or some other symbol) in front of the name to force it to the top of the 
list. Once you have entered a few collections, it is likely easier to use the right click menu to place a 
subcollection right where you want it. 

 Notice the ability to rename, delete collection, and 
delete collection and items.  

All items exist independently of the collections. See 
the entire list by clicking on “My Library.”  The 
collection can be deleted, and the items will still be 
in Zotero.  

Because of the independence of the items to a 
particular collection, an item can be placed in 

multiple locations. While working on a particular research project, it can be placed in a folder for 
that research project as well as existing in a topical category. Later when the research project is done, 
the collection can be deleted, but the original items still exist. Any change made to an item in one 
location will show in all locations.  

Adding items 
 

 
 
 
1. Add item manually 
 

Zotero can automatically create citations from the 
publishing data pieces entered. The particular item type 
selected dictates which fields are included and how the 
citation is formatted. I do not use the automatic citation 
creation ability of Zotero (to be discussed later), and so 
most of my manual entries use either the “Book” or 
“Document” options because they seem the most 

versatile, and it doesn’t matter to me if Zotero uses the citation pieces correctly.  

As an example, because I like many genealogists am a regular reader of journals, I enter the journal 
as a book, rather than referencing just one journal article in the particular issue. I am particularly 
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interested in extracting methodologies and new resources for my own information rather than 
expecting that I will need to cite a particular article in the future.  

Also a link to a file on your computer can be added in this way.  

2. Add item using identification numbers such as ISBN. 
 
 
Zotero recognizes the item type as a book and 
enters all the information needed for a citation.  
 
 

Zotero Connector 
An amazing tool!  
 
The Zotero Connector is a web browser extension and is the easiest way to add many item 
types to the Zotero library. Download extensions for Firefox, Chrome, or Edge from 
https://zotero.org/download.  Because of changes to the Safari web browser, there are 
issues with using the Connector with Safari. Read the instructions at the website. 

The connector allows the collecting of information needed for citations from library catalogs 
and Amazon. It also extracts information for web pages, scientific papers, and theses, but to 
a wide-ranging level of accuracy and completeness.  

Once the extension is installed in the web browser, its icon can be seen in the toolbar. Its 
appearance can change depending on the interpretation of the item type displayed on the 
web page. For example, for theses in electronic repositories, a little mortarboard cap icon 
appears. 

 

 
 

 
 

https://zotero.org/download
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A particular book is found in a library catalog. Click on the Zotero Connector in the toolbar. 
A pop-up screen shows to what collection the items will be saved. Click on the caret symbol 
to the right of the box to expand options. Add tags as desired. The collection defaults to the 
one that is active in the Zotero program. If you plan to add many books to one collection, 
making that collection active before adding the items may speed the process.  

One reason for adding books to one collection might be for planning a research trip. 
Perhaps you are visiting the Midwest Genealogy Center. Search for a particular county and 
add all books you plan to search into one collection just for the research trip.  

Even if you are not planning a research trip, this can be a way to add books that are in your 
own personal collection. Some people tag all the books in their own personal libraries so 
they can clearly distinguish those owned from those not owned.  

Zotero also extracts citation details from books on Amazon. Other sites that sell books or 
have digitized books do not extract as well. Usually information is incomplete. But using the 
Zotero Connector to add to the library quickly makes it easy to add necessary details.  

Some webpages which include embedded pdfs (scholarly journals and theses websites as 
shown in the presentation) will often not only include all the citation details in the item but 
will also pull in the attached pdf of the article.  

 
3. Add note (Standalone or attached to another item) 
 
The example shows how a standalone note might be added to a research trip collection.  

 
 
Notice the standalone note has been forced to the top by using a tilde in front. The details give the 
research goal and the background information. It also refers to an image which will be attached. 
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Notes attached to an existing item (“Child note”) are most easily created by right clicking on the 
existing item and selecting “Add Note.” Also notes can be added by clicking on “Notes” in the 
detail view. Multiple notes can be added to one item. 

 
 
 
Notice also this is how 
an attachment can be 
added to an existing 
item. 
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4. Add Attachment 
 

 
 
I don’t use the “Link to url” option because I am more likely to capture websites using the 
Connector. In considering which of the other two options to use, think about a couple of things. 
Zotero syncs to their cloud so that you can access Zotero on a desktop or laptop, and a beta IOS 
version for iPad. If using Zotero on several computers is expected, it might be easiest to always keep 
the files stored with Zotero. But the free version is limited to 300 mb and adding very many 
attachments will push you over the limit. 2 GB is $20 per year, 6 GB $60 per year, and unlimited for 
$120 per year.  
 
The other option is to create a link to the attachment on your computer. I use an external hard drive 
which then can be connected to my laptop and still have the same relative link. The path is set in 
Zotero’s preferences: 
 

 
Obviously this is for a Mac, but the hard drive needs to 
be named rather than just be assigned a drive letter in 
Windows. The automatic drive letter in Windows will 
be different on different computers depending on how 
many other peripherals are attached.  
 
The limitation to using a hard drive is that there’s no 
way to connect an external hard drive to an iPad to 
access the file attachment.  
 
There is a method of using cloud storage that is more 
complex to set up. For my purposes, I like to mirror 
what is on my external hard drive where I store original 
document images. If Zotero attachments are placed 

elsewhere (cloud service) it messes up my system.  
 
See the attached image link of the lineages of DNA matching test takers that are the basis for this 
research in Cherokee County, Georgia. Clicking on the link brings up the image of their lineages and 
relationships to each other.  
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Not just for books 
The Zotero connector is great for 
capturing websites especially late 
and night when you are aimlessly 
wandering the internet and not 
into heavy-duty citation creation 
mode. Or perhaps following up at 
the time would be a bunny trail 
and you’re trying to keep focused 
on the project at hand. You will 
almost certainly have to add to the 
citation details. A snapshot of the 
web page is also provided. This is 
good in that you can see it even if 

it disappears from the internet, but it may be bad because it’s taking up some of that precious 300 
mb space allocation. Whether or not snapshots are taken or whether or not pdfs are automatically 
downloaded (such as for the thesis and scientific journal websites shown in the presentation) can be 
changed in Zotero Preferences.   
 

Many file types can be attached 
This is one reason I like Zotero. Other options I’ve used for research plans and logs are constrained 
to text with limited formatting options. Or if they have great formatting options, they don’t fit with 
my own personal preference of having everything in a limited number of places. Not only may pdfs 
be attached, but any file for which you have a program on your computer which will open it can be 
attached. Notice this DNA project for identifying John Inman’s wife has not only the typical items, 
but also has two documents attached. One for writing up the case study and one for documenting 
the lineages of the matching DNA test takers. These still reside on my computer in my preferred 
logical structure, but they are bundled together with other resources for easy access in Zotero. 
Notice also the sub folders for research at Midwest Genealogy Center and for the research in my 
personal library of Union County, South Carolina resources. Instead of using the tilde or underscore, 
I added digits at the beginning to sort. This was the idea of Sharron Newhouse and it would be the 
best way if you want to order many items. 
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This shows how my compilation of tax records in Excel were attached. The file itself still resides on 
my external hard drive in the location of “State Pennsylvania” > PA Jefferson County > Jefferson 
County Historical Society [the repository where the tax records reside]> Taxes.  
 

  
 

Auto-Indexing of PDFs 
 
Zotero indexes all content—even the files that are linked to another location. One thing that can be 
very helpful is when the table of contents is extracted automatically! It doesn’t always do this, and I 
have yet to figure out why. I suspect it has to do with the formatting of the file. This is most 
valuable to me with journals I attach. Clicking on any of the links will take me to the exact article in 
the linked file. 
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Note taking and annotating pdfs 
 
There are two methods of note taking and annotating pdfs. The newest version of Zotero is still in 
beta testing, but it is available for download. It allows annotations to be done right in Zotero. 
Clicking on a pdf opens it in a new tab. The divider location between the pdf and the 
annotation/notes can be adjusted. 
 

 
This presents another problem. With the new IOS version, some might want to do this on their 
iPads. However, for those of us who have linked those pdfs to the external hard drive, this is not 
possible. This is where cloud storage or paying for extra storage on Zotero would be needed. There 
is another way that is more cumbersome, but still works.  
 
Zotfile (https://zotfile.com) is an extension to Zotero that helps manage pdfs. Once installed it 
allows sending a pdf to the tablet and after reading retrieving it. See image below for “Manage 
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Attachments.” It also will extract any annotations made. When setting up the Zotfiles preferences, 
the cloud service and specific folder on the cloud service are designated.  
 

 
 
The extracted annotations include links which will direct to the location in the pdf.  
 

 
 
Using Zotfile makes it possible to link to a file on an external hard drive but still annotate on a 
device which is not connected to the external hard drive. It is cumbersome though!  
 

Citations 
One feature highly touted by Zotero is its ability to automatically create citations from the pieces 
collected when adding an item. But it doesn’t work so well for genealogy. The preferences allow 
selecting the Chicago Manual of Style which is the basis for genealogical citations, but many nuances 
and complications are not captured or displayed. The tool is automatically inserted into Word and 
LibreOffice.  
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Clicking on “Add Citation” brings up a red-bordered Zotero box. Typing any part of the source will 
bring up a list of possibilities to select.  

 
But the results are less than satisfactory. It is 
not possible to modify the citation from 
within the word processing file. It is possible 
to finagle the fields in Zotero to get the 
citation to look the way desired, but it is 
particularly problematic when incorporating 
multi-layered citations.  
 
Most genealogists just find it easier to write 
the citation for the item into a note.  
 
 
 

 

Search and Tags 
 
All Zotero content is indexed even 
files attached from a hard drive and 
not integrated into Zotero. Tagging 
may be useful. Be sure if searching for 
content within an item that 
“Everything” is selected from the 
search box. The default is to search 
only in fields (captured pieces for 
creating the citations) and tags.  
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Group libraries and Blog Feeds 
 
“My Library” is the default library. Additional “Group Libraries” can be set up on the Zotero site 
which then syncs to your Zotero program. This allows people to collaborate. The groups can be 
private or public. Public groups could be a way of disseminating information more broadly.   
 

  
 
If you don’t already use a blog feeder, you may want to use the one integrated into Zotero. Blogs 
related to your projects may have additional content of value and then be indexed along with the 
main Zotero content.  
 

Recommended help 
 
Donna Cox Baker’s book for genealogists:  
 

Baker, Donna Cox. Zotero for Genealogy: Harnessing the Power of Your Research. Golden Channel 
Publishing, 2019. 

 
 
Donna’s discussion forum: https://zoteroforgenealogy.com/forum/ 
 
Zotero’s discussion forum: https://forums.zotero.org/discussions 
 

Zotero in my research process 
 

• Adding books in my personal library 

• Research plan and log (including adding library books in the repository I will be visiting) 

• Collecting items needed for a research project: published books for the locale, family 
histories, websites, images, links to spreadsheets or documents for the research process. 

• Extracting annotations and notes from books and magazines for later use. 
 
What I don’t do in Zotero 

• Use automatically generated citations 

• Enter original documents 
o Original documents go into my genealogy software attached to the pertinent people 

and events. 
o Original documents are stored on an external hard drive arranged by location and/or 

repository. 

https://zoteroforgenealogy.com/forum/
https://forums.zotero.org/discussions
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