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A thought

• We will discuss a useful methodology for working your DNA matches 
starting with the basics and then digging deeper into ways to improve 
your Ancestry DNA efforts. This will include using Tag Groups, shared 
matches, and identifying those matches in order to add to your family 
tree.

• Note, this same process still largely applies to DNA matches from 
other testing companies as well



The Goal

Design a systematic 
process for 

dealing with DNA 
matches



Sub-Goals

1. Identify what ancestral line the DNA 
match shares with you

2. Identify who the match is

3. Determine the exact relationship



Analogy:  computer flowchart

• A flowchart documents a 
process to be carried out

• Has a “start”

• Has one or more “ends”

• Includes a series of 
questions with yes or no 
results

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flowchart



A flowchart for DNA Matches

• It occurred to me that when I 
have a new match I am 
actually following a process 
similar to a flowchart

• I built a flowchart to describe 
each step I take

• Let’s go through it, one step 
at a time

https://assets.ltkcontent.com/images/44558/using-psychology_0e931e7794.jpg



Let’s get started!

• First step, look and see if the 
match has “metadata”

• Metadata in Ancestry is 
information about the match 
that may have been provided
• Location

• Age or birthdate

• Most do not have it but if they 
do, it can be helpful to identify



Metadata Example

• Click on match name

In this case, yields 
home state, and age 
range

Enter the information
in Notes

TIP: always remember to 
click on the match name



Metadata Example

• Save information in Notes

Enter the information
in Notes



Goal #1: Ancestral Line

• If the match has a tree, examine it

• Look for information on parents

• If that information exists then add 
it to the Notes



Goal #1: Ancestral Line

• Consider building your own private, 
unsearchable tree for the match –
even if there already is a tree there
• You can start with information that may 

be in the match’s tree

• In some cases after you’ve completed 
some of the next steps and were able to 
identify the person then you might want 
to build a tree just to look for source 
hints

• Sometimes other trees may have 
erroneous information or do not make 
good use of source hints so ---- can be 
useful to do it yourself



Goal #1: Ancestral Line

• Look at shared matches



Goal #1: Ancestral Line

• Hopefully, you’ll see a pattern 
with the same tag group colors, 
indicating the ancestral line



Goal #1: Ancestral Line

• If there’s an obvious ancestral 
line indicated then assign the 
tag group to the match



Goal #1: Ancestral Line

• No obvious ancestral line?
• Use an appropriate tag group to 

indicate that

• For example, maybe no shared 
matches at all

• Or, random matches showing no 
discernible ancestral line



Goal #1: Ancestral Line

• Helpful to have a strategy for tag 
groups

• For example:
• 8 tag groups for each great-

grandparent (or 4 for each 
grandparent)
• Subdivide some if desired

• 1 tag group for “no shares”
• 1 tag group for “random shares”
• Use the remaining colors to identify 

unknown genetic networks (what I 
call “DNA Islands”)

Here I have 2 
representing paternal 
grandmother; then 
subdivide further up the 
tree

DI = “DNA Island” --- a group 
of related matches in a genetic 
network that is unplaced in 
the tree



Goal #2: Identify the match

• Is the match name a full 
name?

• If yes, was there a location 
and/or birth year or age range 
in the metadata?



Goal #2: Identify the match

• If you have enough unique information such as location or age range 
then do a person search

• I use BeenVerified (paid ver$ion)

• Please be aware that if you don’t have enough information then the 
search will likely be futile, yielding too many results



Goal #2: Identify the match

• BeenVerified produces a couple of very 
useful pieces of information
• Birth month and year

• Location

• Under “Relatives” you can often find parents, 
even if deceased

• For females you can also often get maiden 
names!



Goal #2: Identify the match

• Next, search on Ancestry
• Birth records, public records (address, birth dates)



Goal #2: Identify the match

• Facebook
• Sometimes this can yield 

relative information
• Look at friends of the person 

(same surname)

• For females you may be able to 
harvest the maiden name from 
friends list (e.g., brother, sister, or 
mother)

TIP: once you found 
your target you may 
want to look at 
friends of the target 
--- they may have a 
more open profile



Goal #2: Identify the match

• In some cases you may want to build a private, unsearchable tree in 
Ancestry
• Note: this can be time-consuming but can often pick up valuable source hints 

that you may have missed



Goal #2: Identify the match

• What about no name?

• Is there an alias?
• If so, do a Google search and 

you may get lucky and find the 
person uses the alias in other 
places (you’ll be surprised how 
common that is)



Goal #2: Identify the match

• One last thing to try:
• Sometimes the match will be 

identified with just initials

• I’ve had some success with using the 
first letter of the last name along 
with careful examination of the 
shared matches I may be able to 
deduce the last name (not always 
successful but it’s worth a try

• If you were successful here then 
be sure to go back up in the 
flowchart to do a thorough ID 
search



Goal #2: Identify the match

• Lastly, be sure to put whatever you found in the Notes field on 
Ancestry



Goal #3: Identify the relationship

• Certainly you will not always be able to do this but if it’s going well so 
far:
• You’ve identified the ancestral line

• You’ve identified the match including full name, date of birth, location, maybe 
parents names

• If you have intersection with your primary DNA tree (i.e., common 
ancestor(s) have been confirmed) then:
• Enter full information into Notes:

• I like to identify exact relationship (e.g., 3C1R on Spencer/Cummings line)



Goal #3: Identify the relationship

• Last step, add the newly identified match 
and relationship to your active DNA-linked 
tree!



The Entire Flowchart

• If you want to download a 
copy of the flowchart you 
can find it here:

• http://familytreeazcom.ipag
e.com/Presentations/Ancest
ry_Process.png

http://familytreeazcom.ipage.com/Presentations/Ancestry_Process.png


Final Take

• Flowchart or not --- it’s very important to get in the habit of following 
a regular process of evaluating a new match

• Doing this for your matches will ultimately help you in the future as 
new matches appear that share 

• HAVE FUN!



Quote of the Day

“DNA doesn’t lie.  But 
it sure can be 
misinterpreted.” 

– Ken Waters



Upcoming Classes/Presentations

Sat, Jan 14, 2 pm

Topic: Identifying Your DNA Matches

Description: One of the primary steps in working with your DNA match list is identifying 

the matches so that you can work them into your family tree. Sometimes it's easy or you 

can communicate with the match. But, more often, that is not the case and so a series of 

steps may be required in order to identify them

Wed, Feb 1, 7 pm (Private Group—contact Ken for information)

Topic: Working with DNA Matches

Sat, Feb 4, 2 pm – 3:30 pm

Topic: Solve Your DNA Mysteries

Description:  This will be an open session where you can bring your DNA mysteries in to 

solve together.  If you have questions or need help analyzing your DNA matches then 

please bring them in for today's session.  Let's solve them together!

All library classes (highlighted blue) are free to attend and require no registration. Classes 
are held at the Red Mountain Mesa Public Library at 635 N Power Rd in Mesa (unless 
otherwise noted above).
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