
What is a File Extension? 
 
In Family Search, you can upload various types of files for photos, documents and audio.  These files are restricted 
to certain supported file types.  For photos, it's .bmp, .jpg, .png and .tif.  For documents it's .bmp, .jpg, .png, .pdf 
and .tif.  For audio it's .mp3 and .m4a file types.  What are these file types, or extensions? 
 
A file extension is the letters immediately shown after the last period in a file name. For example, the file 
extension.txt has an extension of .txt.  This extension allows Windows to know what type of file it is and what 
program to run when you double-click on it.  Some examples of filenames: 
 
stakecenter.doc  (the file will open in Word) 
stakecenter.pdf  (the file will open in Adobe Reader) 
stakecenter.ppt  (the file will open in PowerPoint) 
namelist.xls  (the file will open in Excel Spreadsheet) 
 
For the most part, file extensions consist of three characters, which are typically letters or digits, that textually 
represent the type of file it is. Some examples of common file extensions for text files include .doc (Word), .txt 
(text), .wpd (WordPerfect).  Common data file extensions are .csv (comma-separated values file), .ppt 
(PowerPoint), .xls (Excel).  Common audio files are .mp3 and .wav.  Common video files are .mp4, .mov, .avi.  And 
common image files are .bmp, .jpg, and .tif and .png. 
 
PNG - Choose PNG when you need a small file that maintains its original quality. PNG files support millions of 
colors, plus varying degrees of transparency — so they are perfect for graphic image files, like logos and 
infographics. However, PNG isn’t compatible with all software or applications.  
JPEG - JPEG is the go-to format for online photos. It supports a full spectrum of colors, and almost all devices and 
programs can open and save to the JPEG format — making it the most universal extension. JPEG files are ideal 
when you want to keep file size down and don’t mind giving up a little quality to create a very small file. That said, 
JPEG quality drops when images are edited and saved. If you plan to continually edit your files, JPEG is not the 
format for the job. But if you need to display photos online, JPEG is just right. 
TIFF - TIFF is best for any bitmap images that you intend to edit. TIFF doesn’t compress to make for smaller files, 
because they are meant to preserve quality. TIFF files offer options to use tags, layers, and transparency, and are 
compatible with photo manipulation programs like Photoshop. If you are looking for a small file or a web-friendly 
format, TIFF isn’t recommended. But if you plan to edit digital images in a working storage format, consider TIFF 
your go-to. 
GIF, PNG, JPEG, and TIFF files are designed for different graphic needs. Chances are, you won’t settle on just one 
but will use a combination of all of these formats, depending on the task at hand. 
 
You can use a program that's included with Windows (Paint) to open nearly any image format and convert to 
another format by clicking "save as", and selecting the format of choice. 
 
PDF stands for "portable document format".  It was introduced to ease the sharing of documents between 
computers and across operating system platforms when you need to save files that cannot be modified but still 
need to be easily shared and printed.  Today almost everyone has a version of Adobe Reader or other program on 
their computer that can read a PDF file. 
 
Important:  Once you have saved a document as a PDF file, you cannot convert it back to a Microsoft Office file 
format without specialized software or a third-party add-in. 
 
If you don't see file extensions displayed in Windows, they may be "hidden".  You can display them by clicking on 
"Start", then typing "Folder Options" in the search box.  Click the "View" tab, then uncheck the box labeled "Hide 
extensions for known file types".  You will then be able to see the extensions that are assigned to files. 


