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MMaakkiinngg  YYoouurr  OOwwnn  DDiicchhoottoommoouuss  KKeeyy  
  
When constructing a dichotomous key, you must be aware of the characteristics of the objects 

that you are separating.  First, examine the objects closely.  Write down some characteristics that 

are visible on the objects.  Pay particular attention to those characteristics that seem to be 

different for groups of objects.  For each named object, write down the value that the object has 

for each characteristic.  Be aware that the more groups you try to distinguish, the more 

characteristics you have to note.  Now you are ready to start constructing your key. 

  

Group together objects that have similar values for each characteristic (e.g. similar size, shape, or 

color).  Determine which characteristic gives you the least number of subgroups.  This is a good 

candidate starting point for the key.  Then determine how to break down each subgroup into smaller 

subgroups, using couplets of characteristics.  Keep working until you have separated all of your 

objects into their own groups.  It is often easy to follow your line of thought if you write your 

information (what are the characteristics and values you are using) on note cards and follow the 

cards until you have specified your object only. 

  

Dichotomous keys that you construct will be easier to use if you follow some general rules of thumb. 

  

1. Start with the most general characteristics and progress to increasingly more specific 

characteristics. 

 

2. Indent each couplet or leave a space between each couplet to make the key easier to read. 

 

3. Use constant measurements, not ones that are highly variable. 

 

4. Use measurements when possible, avoiding descriptors like large or small if possible. 

 

5. Try to use terms that are useable without complicated equipment, the simpler, the better.  

You may wish to develop a key that can be used in the field and one that can be used in the 

laboratory. 

 

6. Use characteristics that are found year-round, not seasonal if at all possible (sometimes 

the point of a key is identifying organisms based on seasonal characteristics, such as 

flowers).  If your key is seasonal, indicate it in the title of the key. 

 

7. Choices are more effective if they are positive (“this characteristic is”…. rather than “this 

characteristic is not”).  This is not always possible. 

 

8. Precede the description with the part that is being described (leaves are red…instead of 

red leaves present). 

 

9. Start the choices in a couplet with the same word, if possible. 

 

10. Start each couplet with different words, if possible. 


