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Assumptions

• Purchased and completed a DNA test from Ancestry

• Have access to your account with DNA matches



A Warning….

• What it MAY do:

• WARNING!!!!

• Uncover dark secret(s) that may or may not greatly 
upset your family 

This could include discovering:
• A presumed parent is not your 

biological parent
• A sibling may only be a half-sibling
• A parent’s parent (your grandparent) is 

not who you were expecting



Ancestry DNA

• Has the most DNA-tested persons of all testing companies

• Largely US-centric database (plus Canada)

• Testers outside the US/Canada region are limited



Comparative Database Sizes (autosomal kits)

• This chart shows the 
change over time of the 
number of DNA kits with 
each service

• The top 2 services do 
*not* allow uploads of 
kits from the other 
companies

TIP: your chances of finding 
matches will increase with 
companies that have more matches

Ancestry

23andMe

MyHeritage



Good Practices



#1: Good Practices -- Trees

• Build a family tree in Ancestry
• When possible include dates of birth/death, 

locations
• Keep the tree PUBLIC

• Feel free to keep other trees with perhaps
more documents private if you like

• Focus primarily on direct lines (i.e., your
pedigree line)

• LINK the tree to your DNA kit (very 
important)

• Once Linked, be sure to properly assign the
“home” person as the test-taker

• Add sources (e.g., census, city directories, 
public records)



Trees – Things to Avoid

• If you don’t know a date then leave that blank (don’t put “unknown”)

• Only put names in names fields (e.g., things that only apply to the test 
taker such as “3rd great grandfather”, married names, nicknames, and 
superfluous comments such as “Mayflower”)

• ONLY use biological line for direct ancestors

• Don’t use all-caps for surnames

• Don’t copy other trees into yours !!!!



#2 – Add “meta” information 
for the test-taker

• Suggest adding:

• City location

• Age range

• Description
expressing your
interests and
possibly your
research interests
such as relevant
surnames



#3 – Set parent relationship

• Ancestry by default will try to separate your matches into “Parent1” 
and “Parent2” groups

• Pick a top (close) match and “Edit Relationship” and select if that
person is Paternal or Maternal



#4 – Set up tag groups

• Ancestry has an extremely useful tool that 
allows “tagging” matches with one or more 
colored dot tags

• Start with the closest matches



Tag Groups

• Choose a descriptive name for the group name

• 24 colors to choose from



#4 – Set up tag groups

• Have a strategy
• I like to have 8 tags for each great-grandparent and number them: #1 for 

paternal great-grandfather, #2 for paternal great-grandmother, etc.

• Set up special tag groups for (a) close relatives, (b) no shared matches, (c) 
random shares, etc.

• Use the rest for genetic networks that you have that aren’t currently attached 
to your tree (“mystery networks” or what I call “DNA Islands”



Tag Groups

• One Example I use:

• Note the 1-8 great-grandparents

• Note the Inner Family (generally reserved for 
1st cousins and closer)

• Note the mystery genetic networks

• Also, note the useful count of how many are 
in each group 



#5 – Add Notes

• Each DNA match has a note 
field --- USE IT!!

• Suggestions:
• If known relationship, state what

it is and from which line(s)

• If a tree is attached then list
surnames

• If identified show complete 
name, date of birth, location



Notes

• Surnames as noted in the linked tree



#6 -- Download Your DNA Data

• See my Feb 2024 presentation with all the details and why this is 
good: 
https://www.familytreeaz.com/Presentations/Sharing_DNA_2024feb.
pdf

https://www.familytreeaz.com/Presentations/Sharing_DNA_2024feb.pdf
https://www.familytreeaz.com/Presentations/Sharing_DNA_2024feb.pdf


#7 – Upload Your DNA

• Upload your DNA to other services to:
• Find more cousins

• Use other tools such as chromosome browsers that are not in Ancestry

• As of Feb 2024 you can upload to:
• MyHeritage

• LivingDNA

• GEDMatch (not a testing site)

• Temporarily disabled on FamilyTree DNA



3 of the 5 testing companies allow uploading

Allows you to use test results from one company to compare to other databases --- more matches!

FREE to upload (nominal cost to use extra 
analysis tools)

Temporarily
Disabled!



#8 – Try to Identify DNA Matches of Interest

• Especially if you want to build a tree for the match

• Use a variety of sources to identify people

• See: 
https://www.familytreeaz.com/Presentations/IDing_Matches_2024ja
n.pdf

• Looking for
• Full names
• Date of birth
• Current location

https://www.familytreeaz.com/Presentations/IDing_Matches_2024jan.pdf
https://www.familytreeaz.com/Presentations/IDing_Matches_2024jan.pdf


#9 – Build Research Trees to Identify 
Relationships
• These are hypothetical, “what-if” trees

• Always make sure these are set to Private and Unsearchable

• Build them back in time, in search of a common ancestral line to your
tree



#10 – Examine ThruLines Suggestions

• ThruLines can sometimes help identify 
DNA match relationships

• Be careful --- always verify as these are 
based on other persons trees and 
could be subject to errors!



ThruLines Example

Suggested Relationship



#11 – Save your bioancestry estimates

• Also sometimes known 
erroneously as 
“ethnicity”

• These periodically
change without notice
and can in some cases
result in loss of
valuable ancestry 
location estimates

• Take screen shots and
save so that you can go 
back and review



#12 – Understand centiMorgans

• centiMorgans are the primary measuring stick to express 
“relatedness” – how closely am I related to this DNA match?

• Use the Shared cM tool to evaluate the possibilities



First of all --- What is a “CentiMorgan”??
• Numeric measure of “relatedness”

• From 0 to 3500

• 3500 indicates parent/child

• 0 indicates no DNA shared

TIP: Just because you may not share any DNA with 
someone does not necessarily mean you are not related



Concept of “relatedness”
• Shared cM Project table 

showing possible DNA 
shared values

• Higher numbers indicate 
closer relationships

• Top number in each box is 
average (mean)

• Bottom is range of numbers 
that could exist for that 
relationship https://dnapainter.com/tools/sharedcmv4

https://dnapainter.com/tools/sharedcmv4


Dnapainter’s shared cm project

• Enter cM
value

• See all the 
possibilities



#13 – Work those shared matches
The goal: sort your matches into common groups



Divide and conquer

• On Ancestry, Using Tag Groups in 
combination with Notes and Shared 
Matches:
• Group your matches by dividing them

• First, Paternal vs. Maternal side

• Then, work on Grandparents

• Continue to divide matches



Goal:  Find the Most Recent Common 
Ancestor (MRCA)

• Finding common 
ancestors allows 
determination of exact 
relationship

• Once this is found then 
we can compare to 
other matches to help 
see how they are 
related as well

ME My 3rd 
cousin

Our Common 
Ancestors



#14 – Have Fun!
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