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Cousins, and Overcoming 
the DNA Language Barrier 
I often lament the fact that I 

don't speak more than one 
language. OK, so that's not true, 
I speak baby-speak, and toddler­
speak, and even 8-year-old­
speak, but I struggle at times 
with adult-speak and every time 
I think I am close to under­
standing teenager-speak, I am 
swiftly reminded that I do not 
actually understand. Anything . . 

I · know that many budding 
genetic genealogists feel this 
way about DNA-speak. There 
are so many new terms and 
ideas that it is easy to get lost in 
translation. One of the most 
basic, but difficult to under-

. stand, concepts is a good match. 
Now, both of those words are 
very ordinary, and yet it can be 
very difficult to decide which 
individuals on your long list of 
autosomal DNA matches is, in 
fact, a good match. 

Remember that the autosomal 
DNA test is the one that pro­
vides you genetic cousins from 
both your mom's side and your 
dad's side. But these genetic 
cousins ·come in the form of a 
long list of names, with no 
immediate indication of their 
relationship to you. Are they all 
good matches? 

Well, yes, and no. Yes, the 
fact that these individuals are 
showing up on your match list 
means that you likely share 
common ancestry. However, 
when we get past the fourth 
cousin mark, and possibly the 
fifth cousin mark, the chances 
that you · share multiple distant 
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common ancestors instead of a 
single recent common ancestor 
are very likely. What I mean 
is, the farther back your con­
nection, the more difficult it 
will be to identify, and then be 
certain, that a single common 
ancestor is the source of your 
shared DNA. 

So I wouldn't consider those 
distant cousins to be good matches 
right away, as a good match is 
someone with whom it is likely 
that you can identify your com­
mon ancestor. 

That still leaves most of us 
with a fair amount of second, 
third, and fourth cousins. · Are 
all of those good matches? By the 
above definition, those seconds 
and thirds are good matches as 
it is likely you can find your 
shared common ancestor. 

Before deciding about those 
fourths, you need to take a good 
look at your own pedigree chart. 
If you come from ancestors · 
who were rather prolific in their 
child-bearing, and rather adept 
at keeping those said children 
alive into their own reproduc­
tive years, you may have the 
same problem with your fourth 
cousins as you do with your 
fifth and sixth cousins. That 
is, for some fancy , genetic and 
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statistical reasons, many of those 
showing as fourth cousins may 
actually be fifth or sixth cousins 
a few times over. So, how can you 
identify your best matches from 
among the throngs of those 
fourth cousins clamoring for your 
attention? Genealogy. 

That's right - the stuff you 
already know how to do. In 
short, your best matches are the 
ones who not only share your 
genetics, but share common 
genealogical elements with you 
as well. So the best route to find­
ing your best matches among 
the fourth cousins at your auto­
somal DNA testing company is 
to search your match list for 
surnames and locations found 
in your own pedigree chart. 
Those sharing your genetics 
AND one or more of your com­
mon genealogical elements are 
those that are most likely to lead 
to a genealogical discovery, and 
are, therefore, your best matches. 
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