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Christopher C. Child, Senior Genealogist

Class 2: Taking the Next Steps

Making Connections: 
Interpreting DNA Test 
Results

Meet today’s presenter

Christopher C. Child
Senior Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press; 

Editor, Mayflower Descendant;
Associate Editor, the New England Historical and Genealogical Register

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• How to plan a DNA project
• Finding test takers
• Organizing your results
• Using the cM chart to find MRCA
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Each human cell has 22 chromosomes split 
from the mother’s and father’s cells

Review: The Basics of DNA 
Inheritance

Y-DNA Testing
• Y chromosome passed from father to son

mtDNA Testing

• Inherited from mother 
to child

• Males inherit mtDNA, 
but do not pass mtDNA
to their child
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Why Do Anything 
Else?

Did They Even See Everything?

Creating a Plan of 
Action
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Getting the Most From 
Your Results

• Provide a well-researched and documented tree at 
the testing company website. Try to go back 8 
generations to your 6th great-grandparents where 
possible.

• Link your test to yourself at Ancestry, MyHeritage
and FamilyTreeDNA.

• Update your Profile with surname and location 
information.

Benefits of Sharing / Going Private

Organizing
Your Results
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Write Notes
• Most Recent Common Ancestors/Couple

• Surnames and/or Locations

Create Groups and Labels
• Colored dots for ancestral lines or theories

Interpreting
Your Results
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Working with Your Matches

• Start by sorting into your 4 grandparent lines. For 
example, see the Leeds Method.

• Write Notes.

• At Ancestry & MyHeritage use the colored dot 
groups and labels.

• Work back to older generations.

What is the Leeds Method?

• Method devised by genetic genealogist Dana 
Stewart Leeds

• Involves visually clustering 2nd-3rd cousin matches 
to identify the great-grandparents’ lines

• The shared matches are reviewed from this list 
and assigned a color in a spreadsheet

Leeds Method
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Identifying a Match
• Family member you recognize

• Information in their trees

• Shared surnames

• Common locations

• Paternal/Maternal or Parent1/Parent2 side

Ancestor Hints
Ancestry

Common Ancestor
MyHeritage

Theory of Family Relativity 

Other Ways to Identify a Match 
• Build out a match’s tree

• Look at Shared Matches

– Maybe you already identified how you are related 
to a shared match

– Evaluate carefully

– Triangulate results: matching DNA segments 
between at least 3 people from different families
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Other Company Tools
• MyHeritage – AutoClusters report

Other Company Tools
• 23andMe – Family Tree

Identifying a Match 
Without Contact

• Do they use their username in other mediums

• Various online searches and directories

• If you later do have contact, consider how much 
information to share
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No Response? No Problem

Tip
The trees of your 

matches may not be 
accurate

QUESTIONS?
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Finding Test Takers

Finding more matches

• Test close relatives and different branches of your 
family tree – the older the better

• Test at multiple companies to find the most matches

Who Has Tested / Who Hasn’t
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Finding Other Participants
• You need to compare your results to other 

individuals to confirm or reject a hypothesis

• Their DNA may hold valuable clues for your 
existing theories

• Your DNA may be “useless” for your project or 
theory

Tip
Complete a Tree of 
Living Descendants

Reverse Genealogy 
• Use vital records and census research up until 1950

• Look for obituaries with children and more current 
addresses

• Use online resources such as telephone, property, 
and voter records

• Facebook and social media can be your friend!
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Finding the “Ideal” DNA Participant

• Complete your living tree and identify the best 
possible descendants

• Find two independent lines that can help with your 
research

• Try to have back up candidates too

• Caution them about unexpected results

Appropriate Approaches to 
Requesting a Stranger’s DNA

• Consider what you’re asking of people – it could be 
a sensitive topic

• Carefully explain why you need their participation 
and provide as much information as you can

• Be truthful and honest with your intentions

• Offer to pay for their test

• Share your genealogical information

The Best Methods of 
Communication

• Facebook or Social Media

• Email

• Phone

• Physical address

• Contacting someone via their own online tree

• Queries in print/online
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Informed Consent Agreements
• Help ensure that the tester is aware of what may 

come up in their DNA results

• Allows tester to specify how they want to receive 
their DNA results and/or permit data to be 
uploaded elsewhere

• Genetic genealogist Blaine Bettinger prepared 
forms available under Creative Commons license.

• This is NOT a legally binding form

Informed Consent Agreement 
Sample

Goal
• Getting the most senior generation at any given 

point that descends from your deceased ancestor. 
Siblings, cousins, etc. will have different inherited 
DNA from these ancestors.
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Who Else Could Be Helpful, Who 
Would Not Be 

Usefulness of mtDNA / Y Map

My Own Y DNA / mtDNA Map
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Do You Even Need Them?

Asking Your Own Relatives
• You may discover a recent surprise

Chasing the Y
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Reaching Out to People That Have 
Already Taken One DNA Test

Still No Solution

Who Has the Right Cousins?
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Different Levels Between 
the Same Generation

Matches to Holmes Men Elsewhere in 
America, Some with Proven English Origins

Other Places to Look
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Tip
Participating now may 

be key to a problem 
not on your radar.

Chasing the mt

Tip
Remember where your 

trees are!
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QUESTIONS?

Understanding 
CentiMorgans

What is a CentiMorgan

• A unit for measuring genetic linkage
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Shared cM Project
• Project of Blaine Bettinger, the Genetic 

Genealogist

• Understanding averages over time of shared 
centiMorgans between different levels of kinship

• Data on the International Society of Genetic 
Genealogists Website (ISOGG)

Tip
Shared cMs alone are 
not proof of a specific 

kinship
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How Results May Appear By Company

23andme

MyHeritage
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FamilyTreeDNA

Tip
Endogamy will often 

skew these results.

Endogamy
• The custom of marrying only within the limits of 

a local community, clan, or tribe

• In genealogical custom, this tends to regard 
families that married their cousins over several 
generations, resulting in higher than predicted 
levels of shared DNA due to multiple kinships.
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Endogamous Ancestry (Extreme)

One Quarter “Endogamous”

See How Matches Compare with 
the “Less Endogamous”
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A Very Close Match
Yet No Common Ancestors Until the 

18th Century

How Many Times Related?

Tejada / Gonzalez Descents
• Two Tejada siblings marry two Gonzalez siblings

• Zoila descends from both couples due to her 
grandparents (married in 1885) being third 
cousins 

• Francisco descends from one couple 4 times, and 
the other 5 times. 

• 18 unique ways they are 4th cousins or 4th cousins 
once removed 

70

71

72

Class 2: Making Connections: Interpreting DNA Test Results

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



2/4/2025

25

Tip
Always Consider a 

“Half-Kinship”

Siblings Versus Half-Siblings
• Full siblings average 2613 cM (50%), ranging from 

1613 to 3488

• Half siblings average 1759 cM (25%), ranging 
from 1160 to 2436

• Individuals between 1613 and 2436 (21 to 32%) 
are “within the overlap” of sibling versus half 
sibling

Other Considerations
• Maternal half siblings will share the same mtDNA

• Paternal half brothers will share the same Y-DNA

• Paternal half-sisters will have the same side of one 
part of their x DNA
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First Cousins Versus 
Half-First Cousins

• First cousins average 866 cM (12.5%), ranging 
from 396 to 1397

• Half first cousins average 449 cM (6.25%), ranging 
from 156 to 979

• Individuals between 396 to 979 are “within the 
overlap” over first cousins versus half first cousins

Smaller Overlaps
• Half siblings average 1759 cM (25%), ranging 

from 1160 to 2436

• First cousins average 866 cM (12.5%), ranging 
from 396 to 1397

• Levels under 1160 can corroborate a first cousin 
kinship, while levels over 1397 

Staying Organized
• The likelihood of multiple siblings being beyond 

the overlap for particular kinships goes down

• Group matches by the particular half, quadrant, 
eight, etc.

• Keep in mind of identical twins, endogamous 
ancestry, and half level kinships

• Not all matches are what they first appear to be
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@americanancestors.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

Consultations

AmericanAncestors.org/making-connections-interpreting-dna-test-results-2025
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org

Copyright © 2025

82

83

Class 2: Making Connections: Interpreting DNA Test Results

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center




