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THE ESSENTIALS OF NOTARIZATION HAVE NOT CHANGED SUBSTANTIALLY 
over the past several hundred years no matter how much we change the way we  
do business. For the 21st century Notary, those essentials have been outlined in the 
“5 Steps To A Proper Notarization” — the single most popular article on the NNA’s 

online Notary Bulletin. This article outlines a simple, easy-
to-follow procedure for completing most notarizations.

Yet the modern world often presents Notaries with myriad 
variations and nuances that can trip up even the most 
experienced Notary.

To help navigate, The National Notary has compiled a list 
of many of the most common issues and obstacles that 
can cause confusion and mistakes at each step of a proper 
notarization.

Step 1: Require Personal Appearance
Every state requires the signer to personally appear 
before you during the notarization. That’s crucial because 
it helps protect your signer, your 
employer, anyone relying on the 
notarization and you against 
potential fraud and liability. It 
also allows you to complete other 
steps in a proper notarization.

Requests for webcam electronic 
notarization. With the advent  

of webcam electronic nota-
r i zat ion ,  a lso k now n 

as remote or online  
notarization, many signers are asking for 

this option. With webcam electronic 
notarization, the personal appearance 
requirement is satisfied when the signer 
and Notary meet using audio-visual  
technology over the internet. While 

a growing number of businesses and  
signers are enthusiastic about the conve-

nience of online electronic notarizations, 
many Notaries are unsure if they can 

lawfully perform them.

In most cases, the answer is no. Currently only 
Virginia and Montana authorize Notaries to perform 

these notarizations. In Virginia, Notaries must obtain 
a special commission to perform remote electronic 
notarizations. In Montana, online notarizations may be 
performed under restricted circumstances. As of July 1, 
2018, Notaries in Texas and Nevada also will be able to 
perform webcam electronic notarizations.

No other state currently authorizes webcam electronic 
notarizations, although 13 other states are considering 

webcam measures, and one state is studying it. (See article 
on page 18.) However, unless your state specifically autho-
rizes you to perform webcam notarizations, you must still 
require signers to appear in your physical presence at the 
time the notarization takes place. 

Step 2: Check The Document  
This step is necessary for a number of reasons, such as 
checking for appropriate certificate wording, making sure 
there are no blank spaces and verifying that the name on 
the ID supports the name on the document.

Scanning or reading the document. Because this step has 
sometimes been referred to as “scanning the document,” 

some Notaries take it to mean 
actually scanning the document 
into their computer to have a 
digital copy. Other Notaries see 
this step as requiring them to read 
the entire document.

Neither is true. Your task is to 
look over the document only 
enough to obtain the information 
you need to complete the nota-
rization. Once you’ve confirmed 

what you need, you shouldn’t spend time reading over 
the document in detail because this may be considered a 
breach of signers’ privacy.

Failing to recognize the certificate wording. According 
to the NNA’s Hotline counselors, this is a fairly common 
issue. And there are some simple suggestions:

•  �Look below the signer’s signature line. This is where 
certificate wording is usually located.

•  �Look for the words, “State of” and “County of.” Referred 
to as the “venue,” it is one of the elements of most 
notarial certificates.

•  �Look for words such as, “acknowledged before me” or 
“subscribed and sworn before me.” These words also 
will help you determine what type of notarization is 
required.

Step 3: Verify The Signer’s Identity
Properly verifying your signer’s identity is the essential 
duty of every Notary, and there are three general methods: 
government-issued IDs, personal knowledge and cred-
ible identifying witnesses. California is the only state 

Given the hundreds  
of different types of IDs, 

deciding what is  
or isn’t acceptable can 

be challenging.
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that does not permit Notaries to use 
personal knowledge.

Confusion about what is acceptable ID. 
Relying on government-issued ID is 
by far the most common way Nota-
ries identify their signers. But given 
the hundreds of different types of IDs, 
deciding what is or isn’t acceptable 
can be challenging.

Some states, such as California and 
Florida, have specific lists of IDs that 
their Notaries may accept. Other 
states, such as Colorado and Illinois, 
have specific baseline requirements 
for IDs. They can include being issued 
by a state or federal government 
agency and containing a photograph 
and signature of the individual. Any 
ID that has the essential elements is 
acceptable. So make sure to have a 
copy of your state’s guidelines handy.

For states that do not provide any 
specific laws or rules, The Notary 
Public Code of Professional Respon-
sibility recommends that an accept-
able ID should contain at least a 
photograph, be issued by a govern-
ment agency and be unexpired at the 
time it is presented.

Step 4: Complete Your 
Journal Entry
Most states either require or recom-
mend Notaries maintain a record or 
journal of all notarizations. A good 
journal entry contains details of the 
notarization that are helpful in case it 
is later called into question.

Forgetting to complete the journal 
entry before the certificate. This 
often happens. And in fact, no state 
stipulates that the journal entry 
should be made first. 

However, it’s a good idea to complete 
your journal entry before concluding 
the notarization so you can make 
sure to collect all the necessary 
elements of the record, including 
your signer’s signature. This is 
particularly true for Notaries in 
states that require a journal.

Hotline often gets calls from Notaries 
who have forgotten some required 
element of the entry, such as a 
signature or document title, and the 
signer has already departed.

Step 5: Complete The 
Certificate
The last step of a notarization is to 
complete, sign and affix your seal 
on the notarial certificate. And you 
are responsible for making sure it is 
completed correctly.

No certificate wording. Many docu-
ments do not include certificate 
wording. In this case, you must, ask 
your signer what type of notarization 
is required and then attach a separate 

certificate form. Many signers do 
not know what type of notariza-
tion they need, so you may describe 
the different types. But you may not 
make the decision for them unless 
you are a licensed attorney. If your 
signer is still uncertain, they should 
contact the issuing or receiving 
agency for instructions.

Making a mistake. Even a minor 
mistake in completing the certificate 
can cause a document to be rejected 
by the receiving agency. Some of 
the most common mistakes include: 
listing the wrong venue; writing your 
name in the space for the signer’s 
name; entering the wrong date; 
not signing your name properly; or 
improperly affixing your stamp.

When completing the certificate, don’t 
rush. Take the time to read it to make 
sure you know what you need to do. 

Double-check your work to make sure 
all the details are correct. For example, 
the venue should reflect where you 
performed the notarization, not where 
the document was prepared or will 
be filed, and the date of notarization 
is the date the signer appeared before 
you, not any other date that appears 
on the document.

Finally, take care to sign and affix 
your seal properly. Always sign 
your name exactly in the form that 
is required by your state’s laws. 
Usually, it is the signature that you 
filed with the commissioning official. 
Your seal should be close to your 
signature but should not overlap any 

wording. The goal is to make every-
thing legible. If you are in a state 
that does not require you to use a 
seal, you may need to print your 
name and commission information 
in other spaces below your signa-
ture. Make sure the name you print 
is the name as it appears on your 
Notary commission.

Remember, certificate wording 
may vary from state to state, but 
it is your state’s laws that govern 
the wording you use and how you 
complete it. 

If you run into a tricky notarization, 
don’t be afraid to ask for help. It’s far 
better to seek guidance rather than 
risk a mistake that may cause prob-
lems for your signer or yourself. And 
there are plenty of resources avail-
able to provide the answer you need. 
(See article on page 13.) n

Even a minor mistake in completing  
the certificate can cause a document to  

be rejected by the receiving agency.
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EACH YEAR THE NATIONAL NOTARY ASSOCIATION HONORS an extraordinary 
group of Notaries who go above and beyond their duties as public officials. They 
demonstrate a profound commitment to serving their communities. Join us at the 
NNA 2018 Conference in Las Vegas, Nevada, this June to honor these dedicated 

people and find out who will be named Notary of the Year.

By NNA Staff

INTRODUCING YOUR
2018 NOTARY 
OF THE YEAR

HONOREES
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Beatriz Mendoza became a Notary in 2003 while working 
at a law office. She loved having the ability to perform a 
valuable, in-demand public service and soon decided to try 
to make a business out of it. What she didn’t know then 
was that her passion for providing Notary services would 
become her career, and would empower her to give back to 
the community that she cherishes.

“The Secretary of State commissions Notaries as people 
of trust, and I take that very seriously,” Mendoza said. “I 

developed a reputa-
tion of being ethical, 
trustworthy, profes-
sional and reliable, 

and that’s why I get so much business in my community. 
That’s how I got started and became well known, and its 
why I don’t have to do any marketing today.”

She carved out a niche early in her career. She offered 
Notary services to a network of law firms, elected officials, 
Chamber of Commerce members, businesses and various 
community members. Eventually clients sought her out 
through word of mouth.

As her business grew, so did her benevolence. She began 
performing notarizations at no charge for the elderly, 
homeless and underprivileged. Today, she does countless 
notarizations at no charge for families who need Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) documents authen-
ticated. The notarizations revolve around immigrants 
transferring temporary custody of their children to other 
family members in case they get deported. “I play a very 
important role because it has to do with child custody,” she 
said. “These are peoples’ lives, and I am honored to help 
them.”

While her primary work is rooted in being a mobile Notary 
and Signing Agent, her professional and service history 
evolved beyond that. She serves as an appointed planning 
commissioner for the city of Santa Ana, California, which 
is focused on revising the city’s master plan. She worked 
for Sen. Joe Dunn (D-Santa Ana), the U.S. Census Bureau, 
the Delhi Center and, most recently, was a field representa-
tive for U.S. Congresswoman Loretta Sanchez.

Beatriz  
Mendoza
State: California

Occupation: Mobile Notary 
and NNA Certified Notary 
Signing Agent

Years as a Notary: 14

Jeannette Ramcharan built her career on her passion for 
health, well-being and financial planning. As a financial 
services professional and the founder of an in-home medical 
equipment and supplies company, Ramcharan prides herself 
on her continuing resolve to help the elderly, disabled and 
others afflicted with crippling medical conditions.

Her mission became even more personal when, at age 38, 
she was diagnosed with breast cancer and became unin-
surable. “Every day I help people with retirement, estate 
planning, trusts and medical equipment needs,” Jeanette 
said. “When I was diagnosed with breast cancer my situa-
tion gave me the fuel to do even more.”

One of the many things Jeanette did was become a Mary-
land Notary Public. Many of her elderly and disabled 
clients had trouble getting to a Notary when they needed 
documents notarized, so she decided to do it herself. “In 
our community it is hard to find a Notary, so I became one 
so my clients could avoid the hassle,” she said.

She got heavily involved with food collection and toy drive 
programs to help the needy, and began hosting regular 
“Will-a-Thon” events at health fairs to provide no-cost 
notarizations for seniors, vets and the disabled.

One of her greatest accomplishments came when 
Ramcharan and her sister co-founded The Heaven Sent 

Foundation, a chari-
table fundraising 
and philanthropic 
services organiza-
tion that provides 

assistance to children, individuals and families who have 
hardship or emergency needs.

The Foundation accepts donations to provide food, 
clothing, blankets, school supplies and other necessi-
ties to needy individuals and families nationwide. It also 
sponsors health fair outreach programs to provide health 
screenings, breast cancer awareness, chemotherapy 
support, health mentoring and healthcare education 
training opportunities to our youth.

“My whole motivation is to make people happy by helping 
them prepare for life events,” she said. 

Jeannette 
Ramcharan
State: Maryland

Occupation: Insurance and 
Estate Advisor, American 
Classic Agency

Years as a Notary: 4

A Passion For Trust

Working Hard To 
Make People Happy
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Navy veteran Crystal Whiteside-Lemon became a Notary to 
get the job done right. She worked for a firm that focused on 
construction closings and noticed that NSAs were making 
many mistakes on closing documents while providing poor 
customer service. So she became the in-house Notary who 
performed all closings. This influenced her decision to make 
a business out of her commission.

Owner of C&L Mobile Notary Service, LLC. since 2008, she 
has established herself as a knowledgeable resource for 
new Notaries, who track her down for mentorships. “I take 
great pride in demonstrating trustworthiness with devo-
tion to detail with each notarial act performed,” she said. 

Through her business, she offers many services to the 
community, including officiating at wedding ceremonies as 
an ordained minister for all couples in love. Her business is 
also approved to perform notarizations for Florida Correc-
tional Facilities.

Whiteside-Lemon’s philanthropic soul came to life when 
she was a 7th grader singing for a youth choir. Once she 
realized she couldn’t carry a tune, she started raising her 
hand for other volunteer opportunities. That didn’t stop 
when she grew up. For the last five years, she has been 
a volunteer tax preparer and site coordinator through 
United Way of Northeast Florida’s RealSense financial 
stability initiative.

She spends each tax season helping families find refunds 
and under-
stand their 
tax returns.

Her mother 
was the source 

of true inspiration. She raised more than 19 children — 
including her own, adopted children and foster children. 
When there was a child in need, her mother did not hesitate 
to help and provide a loving home.

Even in retirement, Whiteside-Lemon will continue to 
grow her mobile Notary business and keep raising her 
hand for volunteer projects. n

Crystal  
Whiteside-Lemon
State: Florida

Occupation: Owner, C&L 
Mobile Notary Service

Years as a Notary: 10

Phyllis Traylor is a U.S. Army Veteran who became a 
Notary while working as a real estate agent in Oklahoma. 
She became a Notary by necessity, but was later inspired 
to kickstart her own business. 

Traylor later moved to Texas, got a commission there and 
launched her mobile Notary business, My San Antonio 
Mobile Notary. Her veteran-owned firm has flourished 
into a thriving business and has been awarded numerous 
certifications from the South Central Texas Regional 

Certification 
Agency (SCTRCA) 
such as: Texas 
Historically Unde-
rutilized Business 

(HUB), Emerging Small Business Enterprise Certifica-
tion, Woman-Owned Business Enterprise Certification, to 
name a few. 

Much of her work revolves around serving the senior 
and military population in her area. Her compassion and 
work ethic made her the go-to person for many seniors in 
nursing facilities, hospitals and other venues. 

Traylor  earned a master’s degree in adult and higher 
education and teaches as an adjunct professor at a local 
college. She also contributes articles to the American Asso-
ciation of Notaries. She is also a Notary Public instructor 
and a Certified Notary2Pro Signing Agent Instructor. 

When she is not busy with Notary work, Traylor volun-
teers her time as a board member to the Bexar County 
Opportunities Industrialization Center, Inc., whose 
mission is to eliminate illiteracy and unemployment in the 
county. This nonprofit organization helps the homeless, 
veterans, and those with criminal histories find employ-
ment and skills training.  

She has also served on the board of the Low Vision 
Resource Center , a nonprofit organization and parent 
organization to Owl Radio. Phyllis also volunteers as a 
reader for Owl Radio. This program provides transistor 
radios to the blind. Broadcast through an NPR station, 
volunteers read local news, books and other content for 
vision-impaired listeners. 

Phyllis E. 
Traylor
State: Texas

Occupation: Owner, My San 
Antonio Mobile Notary

Years as a Notary: 15

Making A Difference 
To Her Community

Don’t Put Money Ahead 
Of Doing Things Right
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What Is Webcam Notarization?
Webcam notarization permits the signer to personally appear before the Notary via audio-visual technology over the 
internet instead of being physically present in the same room. Webcam notarization is also called remote notarization or 
online notarization. As the practice expands, it raises many questions among Notaries and the public alike. 

Most states still require the signer and Notary to be in each other’s physical presence.

For details about each proposed bill, visit the NNA’s Notary Policy Tracking page at bitly.com/notarypolicytracking. n
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W HEN I TELL PEOPLE I’M A NOTARY, I usually get the same reaction: “What is 
that?” Three years ago, I asked the same question while having dinner with a 
friend. She told me about her job as a mobile Notary and offered to teach me 
how to do loan closings for her signing service. I was enlisted in the Navy at 

By Luke Eastman

A NAVY VET’S BUMPY

ROAD TO SUCCESS
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the time and looking to make some extra money, so I 
decided to go for it.

Little did I realize at the time, but this decision would lead 
me to a new career.

A Rocky Start
After getting my commission and Notary Signing Agent 
certification through the NNA, I started shadowing my 
friend on loan signings. After a few weeks, I felt ready to 
take my first loan-signing assignment. 

However, what was supposed to be an easy first signing 
became anything but. The signing was ordered by the son 
of an elderly woman who was showing signs of dementia, 
and the son started a verbal altercation with me over which 
documents his mother should see. That made me suspi-
cious, so I terminated the signing. 

So far, my career as a mobile Notary was off to a rocky start. 
I figured it couldn’t get any worse, so after regaining my 
composure, I shook it off and drove to the next assignment. 
Pretty soon I had completed enough 
signings to earn enough to recoup the 
cost of training, supplies and a laser 
printer. And I gained much-needed 
confidence at the signing table.

Going Full Time
Like many others, I never intended to 
do this full time. For me, it was a nice 
side hustle to replenish my travel fund 
and provide a skill I could always fall 
back on if needed. That changed when 
I was honorably discharged from the 
Navy in May 2016 and found myself wondering what to do 
with my life. 

After six years of putting on a uniform and following 
orders, the thought of sitting in a corporate office where 
someone told me what to do all day just wasn’t an option.

I realized that what I thought was just a side hustle, in 
fact, had a lot more potential. Being a mobile Notary would 
offer me the freedom and independence I was looking for. 
I could work when I want and be my own boss. What more 
could a newly minted veteran ask for?

But it’s one thing to make a little extra by taking assign-
ments from my friend’s signing service. It’s another to 
depend on this work for a full-time living. Admittedly, it’s 
been a humbling and enlightening adventure, and I’ve 
learned a couple lessons from my first year in business as a 
mobile Notary. 

Perfection Is The Enemy Of Progress
After starting my business in February 2017, I spent six 
months obsessing on myriad details: building my website, 
and researching phone plans, online scheduling systems 
and accounting software. I spent hours angsting over the 

text spacing on my website, what exact shade of orange 
to use in my logo and how the online scheduling software 
would work. I even made detailed flowcharts to illustrate 
my business processes. 

I was certain I had cracked the code on not only what 
customers wanted, but how they would find me and the 
tools I needed to run my business. I had it all figured out, 
except one thing, clients. I had no clients, and I spent so 
much time worrying about text spacing and shades of 
orange, that I hadn’t even done a signing in almost seven 
months. 

I neglected the most important parts of my business 
because I was worried about looking perfect right out the 
gate. I didn’t even know that mobile Notaries could do 
more than loan signings.

Planning ahead can be extremely useful, but analysis 
paralysis and putting perfection ahead of progress doesn’t 
work. Striking a balance between planning and acting is 
difficult, particularly when you don’t have a mentor. There 

is someone else out there who has 
already invented the wheel and can 
probably save you a lot of time, effort 
and money with a simple phone call.

Finding A Mentor
Eventually, I realized that I needed 
help. I was going to have to talk to 
others and share my mistakes, victo-
ries, struggles and strengths. I would 
also have to be willing to share my 
strategies and ideas without worrying 
about someone co-opting them.

This change started when I attended the NNA 2017 
Conference in Dallas last June. I got to see other Notaries 
collaborating with each other and asking important ques-
tions I’d never thought of. One of the people I met was 
Laura Biewer from At Your Service Mobile Notary, who 
presented a workshop on how to expand your business. I 
was so impressed with her presentation that I decided to 
try her coaching service. 

She helped me prioritize and execute my goals, develop 
marketing strategies and improve my basic procedures to 
speed up signings. Those coaching sessions gave me the 
confidence I needed to take on new types of Notary work, 
market myself to escrow officers and attorneys, and cut 
down the time spent at the signing table. 

I’ve also started reaching out to other Notaries in the San 
Diego area via LinkedIn to find a good mentor. The first 
Notary I contacted ended up being a bad fit for me, but I 
stuck with the plan and kept looking. I contacted Chelsea 
Addison from Eleventh Hour Signings, Inc. Our first phone 
call lasted almost two hours, despite being complete 
strangers. Chelsea has been a great resource for finding 
out which escrow offices and signing services are good to 

Being a mobile 
Notary would offer 

me the freedom and 
independence I was 

looking for. 



work with, how to price my services 
for our market, and other informa-
tion unique to San Diego. We talk 
regularly to discuss how things are 
going. It can be a little lonely building 
a sole-operator business, so having 
others who’ve been there and under-
stand what you’re going through is 
crucial to our success. 

Looking Forward To 2018
Although I made some mistakes, I 
learned some valuable lessons as 
well. I’ve implemented a few course 
corrections, found myself a mentor, 
won some steady clients, and now I’m 
looking forward to discovering what 
lessons and opportunities 2018 has in 
store for me. 

My goal is to start moving away 
from loan signings while increasing 
my general Notary work and living 
trusts. Although loan signings can 
be a profitable category for Nota-
ries, they can also be unpredictable, 
tying one’s income to the vagaries of 
interest rates.

One way I’m working to diversify 
and promote my business is by lever-
aging my VA benefits. Completing 
the Service Disabled Veteran Owned 
Small Business certification and 
applying for Vocational Rehabilitation 

benefits are two ways veteran entre-
preneurs can use the VA to their 
benefit. These programs will give me 
access to some government contracts 
and will provide funding to purchase 
new equipment and training. With 
these benefits I hope to branch out 
to other services such as Live Scan, 
Immigration Forms Specialist and 
potentially becoming a process server. 

If you’re new to the industry like 
me, I highly recommend investing 
in yourself and your business by 
attending the 2018 NNA Conference 
in Las Vegas. This will be my second 
year attending the Conference and 
I’m excited to implement all the great 
ideas I know I’ll have after I get back. 

Thanks for reading, feel free to 
connect with me online and I hope to 
see you this June in Las Vegas. n
Luke Eastman can be found at 
lukeeastmannotary.com.
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Multiple Signers, Venue Confusion, 
Notarizing Translations,  
Incomplete Documents

NOTARIES NATIONWIDE 

RELY on the NNA’s Notary 

Hotline to answer their most 

challenging questions. The 

following are among the 

thousands our Information 

Services Team receives 

each month. 

Q  I was presented with a 
temporary guardianship 
document that needs three 
signatures notarized. All 
three names are printed 
in the Notary certificate.  
One of the signers lives in 
another area. How would I 
handle this?
S.M., Minnesota

A  You should cross out 
the name of the signer 
who is not present and 
initial the correction and 
notarize the signatures 
of the individuals who 
are present. In addition, 
you should make a nota-
tion in you Notary journal 
regarding the correction 
and note the name of 
the individual who was 
absent.

Q  I live in Indiana and 
work in Kentucky where 
I have my commission. 
Lately, many of the docu-
ments I notarize for 
work have a pre-printed 

line reading “Resident 
of _________________ 
County”. I am not a resi-
dent of Kentucky, and I do 
not know how to address 
that blank.  Please advise.
S.H., Kentucky

A  A Notary always must 
complete the certifi-
cate wording with accu-
rate information. In this 
case, you would enter the 
county where you reside, 
even if it is in another 
state. Since you live in 
Indiana, we recommend 
modifying the pre-printed 
line to read “Resident of 
_____________ County, 
Indiana” to make it clear 
that although you have 

a valid Kentucky Notary 
commission, you reside 
out of state. 

Q  I was presented a docu-
ment with acknowledg-
ment wording included. 
Because a section of 
the document was not 
completed, I did not feel 
comfortable preforming 
the notarization. What 
should I have done?
V.P., Arizona

A  What you did was 
correct. An Arizona statute 
prohibits performing 
a jurat on a document 
that is incomplete (ARS 
41-328[A]), but the statute 
does not specifically apply 

to acknowledgments. That 
said, the Secretary of State 
recommends that a Notary 
never notarize a signa-
ture on any document 
containing obvious blank 
spaces. Any blanks in a 
document must be filled in 
by the signer prior to nota-
rization. If the blanks are 
inapplicable and intended 
to be left unfilled, the 
signer should line through 
each space or write “Not 
Applicable” or “N/A.” If a 
signer is unsure how to fill 
in the blanks, they should 
contact the document’s 
issuer, its recipient or an 
attorney.
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Using ‘Personal Knowledge’  
To Identify Signers

When verifying a signer’s 
identity, Notaries can rely 
on their “personal knowl-
edge” of the individual. In 
other words, the Notary 
actually knows the signer 
through personal or profes-
sional dealings.

This identification method 
dates from a time before 
governments issued ID 
cards, when people were 
much more likely to spend 
their lives in one com-
munity. The local Notary 
generally knew most people 
in town, so it was hard to 
impersonate a long-time 
friend or neighbor.

But today we live in a highly 
mobile society. Often we do 
not know our neighbors, 
and many people make 
more friends on Facebook 
than face to face.

Every state but Califor-
nia allows Notaries to rely 
on personal knowledge 
to verify a signer’s iden-
tity. (California eliminated 
it because of bad actors. 
A number of fraud cases 
involved Notaries who took 
part in bogus real property 
transactions by claiming 
to know the crooks who 
signed the documents.)

Personal knowledge, like 
any Notary practice, can 
be used or abused. When 
abused, personal knowledge 
can lead to fraud. When 
properly used, it can be a 
safe way to identify signers 
who do not have ID. 

So then, how does a respon-
sible Notary properly use 
personal knowledge? How 
well should you know a 
signer to rely on it as proof 
of their identity? 

States That Provide 
Guidance
A number of states — 
including Arizona, North 
Carolina and Pennsylvania 
— have definitions of “per-
sonal knowledge” to guide 
Notaries.

Pennsylvania, for exam-
ple, says a Notary or other 
notarial officer has personal 
knowledge “if the individ-
ual is personally known to 
the notarial officer through 
dealings sufficient to pro-
vide reasonable certainty 
that the individual has the 
identity claimed.” In other 
words:

•	 You have dealings with 
the signer. 

•	 Those dealings confirm 

or support the signer’s 
identity.

•	 Those dealings make you 
reasonably sure the  
person is who they say 
they are.

This goes beyond a single 
encounter. A Notary-para-
legal at a law firm, for 
example, would not be able 
to rely on personal knowl-
edge for a new client he or 
she just met. That same 
paralegal would be able to 
use personal knowledge for 
a long-time client who has 
interacted with attorneys 
and other co-workers onn 
many occasions.

Other state guidelines 
require you to know sign-
ers long enough to be 
certain of their identities. 
Just how long is up to you.

States That Do Not 
Offer Guidance
If your state does not offer 
specific direction about 
personal knowledge, ask 
some basic questions:

•	 How many times have I 
spoken with the signer?

•	 How long have I known 
the signer?

•	 Have many times have I 
seen others I know inter-
act with the signer?

•	 How often have others 
I know identified the 
signer as the same per-
son I know him or her 
to be?

•	 Do I have any reasonable 
doubts about the signer’s 
identity?

•	 Can I with reasonable 
certainty say that I 
know the signer?

•	 Am I willing to risk the 
consequences if I am 
wrong?

If you are comfortable 
with the answers to these 
questions, then go ahead 
and vouch for your signer’s 
identity. If you’re not com-
fortable with the answers, 
ask for other proof of  
identity.

Learn more about best practices and procedures  

in the NNA’s Notary Essentials course:  

NationalNotary.org/notary-essentials
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