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One of the challenges facing DNA test takers is identifying matches that don’t have a tree attached, 
or don’t respond to messages. Together we’ll look at some of the ways we can use the information 
we’re given to identify our DNA matches.  (All names and identifying information were 
changed!). Although we focus mostly on AncestryDNA in this presentation and syllabus, many of 
the approaches apply to one or more other DNA testing companies. 

1. Do they have a tree? 
People often assume that the words “No family tree” next to a match means that no family tree is 
available. In fact, it only means that there is no family tree attached to the DNA. Many of these 
matches have an unattached family tree in their profile. In a recent study, I found that 22% of my 
first 500 matches have an unlinked public tree available! Missing these trees is an enormous missed 
opportunity. For example, the following match appears to have no tree attached: 

 

But when you click on the profile, you see the following. The person DOES have a tree that you 
can review: 

 

 



Are we 100% sure that this is the correct tree of the person that tested? Nope. But it’s better than 
no tree at all! Don’t miss out on these valuable matches! 

2. Use KNOWN matches to identify UNKNOWN matches 
If you’ve tested other close family members, or if you’ve identified many of your AncestryDNA 
matches, then you can leverage this information to help identify your unknown genetic matches 
using the Shared Matches tool. 

For example, I’ve tested a close family member we’ll call Tomas and I would like to identify some 
of Tomas’s matches that don’t have a tree attached or an identifiable profile name. Luckily, I’ve 
also tested three of his mother’s siblings (an uncle and two aunts). In addition, several of Tomas’s 
other maternal relatives have tested. Although I wasn’t able to test Tomas’s mother or father, I am 
very confident that I can label each of his close matches as being maternal or paternal based on 
these aunt/uncle tests. 

Of course this is not a foolproof method, and identifying a match as maternal or paternal only 
eliminates 50% of Tomas’s family tree. But we’re looking for any clue we can find to shed light 
on a match. 

The following individual, Sam, shares 37 cM with Tomas. But with the username “Sam” and no 
tree, identifying this person is nearly impossible. I might, however, be able to learn something 
about him by checking out the Shared Matches: 

 

Sure enough, Sam matches Tomas’s sister (which doesn’t help us at all), and three different 
maternal relatives, including his maternal uncle: 



 

I am VERY confident that this is a maternal match. Indeed, with this match I can estimate even 
better than maternal vs. paternal. Because this match shares DNA with “Close Maternal Match” 
and “Maternal Match,” and because I know what line these two maternal matches share on 
Tomas with, I can estimate that Sam is related through Tomas’s maternal grandfather. 

Thus, I’ve gone from no information about Sam to knowing that he is related through Tomas’s 
maternal grandfather. Now that I have this information, I’ll be sure to create a note on Sam’s 
profile page. 

3. Check the match’s Member Profile! 

If you’re not checking the Member Profile of your matches, you’re potentially missing a WEALTH 
of information. There is so much different information here, potentially, that you can use to help 
you identify matches and place them within your family tree. 

4. Search the internet using the match’s name 

Sometimes people use their real name (as I do, for example), and other times people use an 
identifiable nickname or other user ID. The following match has a username that looks like it might 
be a real name. Although she has a tree attached, it only has two people and both are anonymous. 
Checking her profile page reveals nothing helpful. 



 

But when I search the internet using the phrase “TaraAlbro1” or “TaraAlbro,” I discover that the 
first few entries are a Facebook page and a Twitter page for a Tara Albro. It isn’t guaranteed that 
this is the test-taker, and this method won’t work for more common names, but it is a clue! 

When I search, I try several different variations of the search phrase, including “TaraAlbro,” “Tara 
Albro,” and “Tara Albro genealogy.” 

Although this was a match that had a username that looked like a real name, other matches will 
have usernames that are clearly not real names, like “Knicks34ert” or “Vipert_NY.” Don’t hesitate 
to search for these usernames as well, as people will commonly use these types of usernames over 
and over for different websites or for email addresses. I wouldn’t be surprised, for example, to see 
Viper_NY@gmail.com in an internet search. Not guaranteed to be the test-taker, but it is a clue. 

5. Do a surname search 

Another trick to help you identify your matches, or at least provide clues, is to use the surname 
search function. You’ll discover that this works even if your match has a locked private tree! 

6. Build the match’s tree! 

Some matches have meager trees that you can build out to learn more about how they might be 
related to you.  

Building trees for your matches is time-consuming, but it can be worth every minute. 

When building trees for your matches, I HIGHLY RECOMMEND that you make the tree you’re 
building both private AND unsearchable. A match may be upset that you’ve built their tree and 
made it available, and this could permanently sour your relationship with that match. Be cautious 
and respect their privacy! 

Conclusions 

Many of our matches do not have trees available for us to review. When this happens, there are 
still an incredible number of ways to learn more about that match and potentially discover how 
they fit into your family tree. Good luck! 
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