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GENETIC & TRADITIONAL GENEALOGY LEARNING 

5 Essential Tips 

for Restoring & Preserving 
Your Family Photos 

Simple steps to protect the photographs that tell your family's story  

 

A practical guide from Barbara Beauregard 
Genealogist • Educator • Author • AncestrySeeking.com  
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Your Family Photos Deserve More Than a Quick Fix 
Old family photographs are more than pictures. They capture people, places, relationships, and moments that may exist 
nowhere else. Photographs can fade, crack, tear, discolor, or become damaged by moisture and improper storage. 
Sometimes our attempts to repair an original can cause even more damage. 

The good news is that you do not have to be a professional conservator to take meaningful steps. These five tips will help yo u 
protect your originals while creating useful digital copies that can be restored, documented, backed up, and shared.  

1. Digitize Before You Restore 
Before cleaning, cropping, enhancing, or repairing an old photograph, create a high-quality digital copy. Whenever possible, 
scan the original rather than photographing it with a phone. 

• 300 dpi is generally sufficient for basic viewing and sharing. 
• 600 dpi is a better choice for important, small, detailed, or restoration-worthy photographs. 
• Scan the back too. Names, dates, studio marks, handwriting, and processing notes can be valuable clues.  

KEEP AN UNTOUCHED MASTER:  Think of the original scan as your digital negative. Create a separate working 
copy before making any edits. 

 

A simple file set might be: 
• Smith_Mary_1925_ORIGINAL.tif 
• Smith_Mary_1925_WORKING.tif 
• Smith_Mary_1925_RESTORED.jpg 

2. Don't “Fix” the Original Photograph 
A torn corner or crease may tempt you to reach for tape, glue, cleaner, or a marker. Resist that temptation. Household 
products can permanently damage photographs. 

• Avoid regular adhesive tape, glue, rubber cement, pens, markers, household cleaners, water, and laminating machines.  
• For loose surface dust, use only a very soft, clean brush and minimal pressure.  
• If a photograph is moldy, stuck to another surface, water damaged, badly torn, or unusually valuable, consider a 

professional photograph conservator. 

BEST RULE:  Restore the digital copy — not the original. 
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3. Restore Carefully — Don't Rewrite History 
Digital restoration can often improve fading, contrast, brightness, color balance, dust spots, scratches, minor tears, and 
creases. But there is an important difference between restoring what is visible and inventing what is missing.  

Be cautious with tools — including AI tools — that reconstruct missing faces, alter facial features, replace backgrounds, add 
objects, or generate details that were not visible in the original. The result may look convincing, but newly generated detai ls 
are not historical evidence. 

KEEP BOTH VERSIONS:  Preserve the original scan alongside the restored image so future family members can 
see what was actually present in the source photograph. 

 

4. Record the Story While You Still Can 
For every important photograph, record as much context as you can: 

• Who — Who is pictured? 
• What — What is happening? 
• When — When was the photograph taken? 
• Where — Where was it taken? 
• Why — Was there a special occasion? 
• Source — Who owned the photograph or gave it to you? 

Record uncertainty too. Instead of writing “This is Mary Smith,” when you are not certain, write something like: “Possibly Ma ry 
Smith, based on comparison with a photograph identified by her daughter.” 

DON'T FORGET THE BACK:  Photographer marks, handwritten names, dates, addresses, processing numbers, 
and even the handwriting itself may become important genealogy evidence.  

 

5. Store the Original for the Future 
Once photographs are digitized and documented, give the originals a safe home. Choose storage materials labeled acid -free, 
lignin-free, photo-safe, or archival quality. 

• Avoid magnetic or peel-and-stick albums. 
• Keep photographs away from direct sunlight and sources of heat or moisture. 
• Avoid attics, basements, garages, damp areas, and locations near heating vents or fireplaces.  
• An interior closet or room with relatively stable temperature and humidity is often safer.  
• Keep more than one copy of your digital collection, preferably in more than one location. 
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A Simple Photo Preservation Workflow 

1 SCAN Create a high-quality digital copy. 

2 SAVE Keep the original scan unchanged. 

3 IDENTIFY Record people, place, date, event, and source. 

4 INVESTIGATE Look closely for genealogical clues. 

5 RESTORE Work only from a copy of the scan. 

6 PRESERVE Store the original photograph safely. 

7 BACK UP Keep additional copies of your digital files. 

8 SHARE Give copies to other family members. 

Sharing isn't just convenient — it is another form of preservation. 

One More Thing: Don't Wait 
One of the greatest risks to a family photograph isn't fading or physical damage. It's losing the knowledge of who is in it. If you 
have older relatives who may recognize people, houses, places, or events, ask them now. 

TRY THIS:  Choose five photographs. Sit down with a relative. Ask questions. Record what they remember. A 
name written down today may solve a genealogy mystery years from now.  

 

Your Family Photographs Are Part of Your Family History 
We spend years searching for birth certificates, census records, marriage records, obituaries, and other documents. But 
sometimes one of our most meaningful family records has been sitting quietly in a photo album all along.  

Preserve the photograph.  Preserve its story.  

Take the Next Step with The TIME Capsule Method™ 
The TIME Capsule Method™ is a step-by-step system for telling your story, identifying what matters most, making your 

genealogy accessible and future-proof, and sharing it ethically. Learn more at AncestrySeeking.com. 

Continue learning: How to Analyze Family Photographs Like a Researcher 
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