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A Caveat (…or two)

• Your DNA matches are presumed to be still living

Thus, this presentation will focus on methods rather than specific 
examples in order to protect their privacy

***This presentation will cover one actual example but that person’s identity 
has been “masked”***

• This presentation is focusing on GENEALOGY

How can identifying your matches improve your family tree?  (e.g., not 
stalking or investigating people)



The Ultimate Goal….

Identify the DNA match in order to find 
the common ancestor and determine 
the exact relationship

For example, 

Go from Name  → “2nd cousin, once removed on common 
ancestor line” 



Overall Steps

1. Identify the match

2. Build a tree for the match (can not do this until match is identified)

3. Extract direct ancestor surnames and enter into Notes fields for the 
match

4. Compare surnames with other shared matches’ trees to begin to isolate 
possible common ancestors

5. Work a new family tree down from common ancestors to determine 
exact relationship to you

This is what this presentation will address

You’re finished!!



Get the Individual Clues from Different 
Sources and then Build on them – “Re-”search

As you get new pieces 
of the puzzle, go back 
and search again 



My 4 Go To Tools to identify

Facebook: siblings, 
parents, maiden names

Ancestry: kit metadata, 
public records (birthdate, 
locations)

Google: obits, LinkedIn

BeenVerified: birth 
month/year, relatives 
(esp. parents, siblings)

Note: there are undoubtedly other tools as well but these are my 4 that I always try

Main Point:  go back and 
forth between these tools 
once you get more 
information (for instance 
you’ll get birth month/year 
from BV; go to Ancestry to 
get the birth day)



Why Identify?

• 1) More context to determine if you should 
attempt to contact; for example, a close cousin 
who might be able to provide important 
information

• 2) Start a research tree (“Quick and Dirty 
Tree”)
• Use to determine how you are related to the person 

(i.e., work their ancestral tree back in time to find a 
common ancestor)

• 3) Add the person to your tree



Key to Identifying --- Build Clues

• Locations

• Age

• Surname

• Siblings, Parents, other relatives

• Birth Date

• Birth Location



Some Matches You’ll Never Be Able to ID

• No first or last name

• My experience:
~10% can not be identified (initials only or very common name)

~10% can be partially identified (e.g., narrowed down to 2 brothers)

~80% are identifiable

• Of course, YMMV (Your Mileage May Vary)



Examples of Difficult ID’s – Common Names

• Not a lot you can do as far as searching for this person but don’t 
forget to check shared matches before you give up

Very common name with no other details



Seemingly Difficult ID’s can be made with 
shared matches

HOWEVER--- I believe I have identified 
her based SOLELY on a combination of 
match strength (68.7 cMs) and match 
strength of other shared matches 
(MyHeritage has that very useful 
feature).



Shared Matches Can Reveal Clues
23andMe

• All DNA testing 
companies have some 
sort of shared match 
information

• MyHeritage and 
23andMe have 
additional benefit of 
showing match 
strength (cMs) 
between shared 
matches



Example of a MyHeritage DNA Match with 
Close Shared Match
• This match, 798.1 cM indicates that the two shared matches are very 

closely related

Turns out this shared match was determined to be the 1st

cousin of the mystery “DNA Test” match and used to solve 
the identity of the test-taker.



For Aliases --- Be sure to search for them on 
the web
• Some people love to use aliases

• Often they will reuse those aliases across different types of accounts

• When you see an alias be sure to search for it (e.g., try Google)



For Kits Managed by Administrators

• In Ancestry kits identified only by initials are typically kits managed by 
someone else, often a family member

• Sometimes that can be a useful hint as to the surname

In this case I was able to determine the surname of 
this match by using the name of the test administrator 
in combination with other shared matches.



Use BeenVerified or Other People Search Sites

• Free for simple 
information; pay site has 
more information



Use BeenVerified or Other People Search Sites

• Has been invaluable in 
identifying:
• Birth dates (Month + 

Year)

• Siblings

• Maiden Names (shows 
other names)

• Locations

• Relationships (especially 
likely parents)

Identified birth mother, death date, 
birth date



Don’t Forget to Document

• In Ancestry, once I’ve ID’ed a match I always enter the information 
into the note field



The Value of 
Documenting the Notes

• I always fill the Notes field (at least 
for all 20+ cMs matches)

• Easily view surnames from their 
trees to compare and look for 
commonalities

• See confirmed matches to help 
associate what the common line(s) 
are

3C3R = Third cousin 
3x removed

Surnames to compare



Put the Puzzle Pieces Together 

• Small Pieces
• Location

• Birth date (going from 
just year to year-month 
to year-month-day)

• Birth location

• Relatives

• Can allow putting the 
puzzle together!

You can do it too!  



One Final Note About Contacting

• Don’t try to contact the person until you’ve 
completed a thorough search for records and 
identification

• If you do attempt contact, put a few clues in the 
message to pique the person’s interest (e.g., 
mention surnames from the suspected line)

• Whatever you do, don’t:
• Overwhelm with facts (e.g., chromosome matches, 

centiMorgans, etc.)
• Add insensitive remarks before establishing good 

communications
• “I believe you’re the sister of my birth father”
• “Are you adopted?”

• REMEMBER: you want this person to respond so 
be as respectful as possible, adding a few clues 
to get them interested without overwhelming 
them.

It looks like we may be related on my Spencer-
Cummings line out of Michigan.  My 3rd great-
grandfather was Nathan Gould Spencer who 
lived in Eaton Rapids, MI



Real Example



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• From my Mom’s DNA kit

• New match: real first name, real last 
name [I’m abbreviating to LD for 
privacy]

• 30 cMs



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• Check the metadata on Ancestry for 
the kit owner (click on kit name)
• Most of the time this won’t show 

anything but for about 10% you can find 
some valuable information

• In this case I got a city name and an age 
group (very useful---especially for 
common names)



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• Unlinked tree:  
• 7 entries (out to grandparents)

• 3 private (presumably due to Ancestry 
indicating they are living) but all 4 
grandparents are shown
• Grandparent names are a *GREAT* 

advantage



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• Shared matches indicate obvious 
connection to my maternal 
grandmother’s New England heritage, 
especially New York
• This is deduced by the other trees often 

showing common heritage to a couple of 
counties in NY

• I quickly “tag” the match as from my 
maternal Mom’s maternal 
grandmother side



Real Example:  
1/13/2023

• Search the name in 
BeenVerified

• Yields her maiden 
name (under 
Aliases)

• Yields birth month, 
year

• Yields location, in 
NY



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• BeenVerified, under 
“Relatives” I find:
• Father (with birth 

month/year)

• Deceased brother 
(birth and death 
month/year)

Father

Deceased Brother



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• Back to Ancestry, 
let’s find the exact 
birth date (we 
already have 
month/year from 
BeenVerified)

• Often easily found 
in public records

Why is this important??

Increases the chances of getting 
more source hints in the family 
tree

“Aug 1966” becomes 
“2 Aug 1966”



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• Always check Facebook

• In this case I did not find her
• If I was more persistent I 

could very likely find her 
siblings or children from the 
BeenVerified results of 
Relatives



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• Google search

Oh my!!!  I’ve never used this 
people search site before but it 
came up with a trove of 
information on my DNA match---
much more than I needed, really



Real Example:  1/13/2023

• Full name

• Birth date (day, month, year)

• Location

• Parent’s names and birth

• Next Step:  build a tree



After Identification….Build a Tree!

• New tree on Ancestry

• Be sure to set to Private and 
Unsearchable



After about an hour’s work….

• Remember: this is a 
“quick and dirty” tree

• For this tree:
• Ancestors as far back 

as 1600s

• Over 300 direct 
ancestors



Capture surnames from tree

• Go back to Shared Matches 
list where you can see all 
the other Notes that were 
entered for each match 
and look for any matching 
surnames

• Matching surnames are a 
great clue to be able to 
isolate who the common 
ancestors are

There were so many 
surnames to annotate that I 
ran out of character space in 
Ancestry’s notes field!



Next Steps

1. Identify the match

2. Build a tree for the match (can not do this until match is identified)

3. Extract direct ancestor surnames and enter into Notes fields for the 
match

4. Compare surnames with other shared matches’ trees to begin to isolate 
possible common ancestors

5. Work a new family tree down from common ancestors to determine 
exact relationship to you



Upcoming Classes/Presentations

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!

Thu, Feb 9, 7:00 pm (Private Group—contact Ken for information)

Sat, Mar 18, 2 pm 

Topic: Sorting DNA Matches with Ancestry Tag Groups

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).



Remember---all presentations online

• Presentations: http://familytreeaz.com/Presentations

http://familytreeaz.com/Presentations


Contact:
Ken Waters
E-Mail: satwatcher.gen@gmail.com
Blog:  familytreeaz.com
Twitter: @familytreeaz
Google Voice Phone: (480) 331-5889
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