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4 NEXT STEPS FOR 
YOUR  DNA

STEP 1: Set a goal and take a DNA test

Whether you are just starting out, or have been at this DNA thing for a while, these steps 
will move you forward!

Generally, people who take DNA tests have one or more goals in mind:
• General curiosity about ancestral ethnicity
• Identifying and connecting with biological relatives, including unknown birth parents or 

siblings
• Building out the family tree or solving family mysteries (such as unknown, brickwall  

ancestors) 
 Your priorities--and possibly other factors like what part of the world you 
live in--will drive your decision about which DNA test you should take. 
Need some help choosing a testing company? Check out the resources 
on our website by clicking the button on the right.

Having realistic expectations of DNA testing for family history from the beginning will help you 
have a more positive experience. The news on this front is good and getting better! DNA testing 
can increasingly answer more and more questions, as genetic genealogy tools improve and more 
people test throughout the world. Read more about the limits of DNA testing for family history.

STEP 2: Understand Relationships
Your DNA matches might belong anywhere on your family tree, and to place them you need to 
understand two things about relationships:

1. The difference between genetic relationships and genealogical relationships. You may 
discover new genetic cousins who were previously unknown in your genealogy. You may 
also have genealogical cousins who 
don’t end up sharing much (or any) 
DNA with you.

2. Family trees can get complicated. 
It’s not hard to understand that 
first cousins share grandparents 
and second cousins share great-
grandparents, and so on. But what 
about ½ second cousins one 
generation removed? Learn more 
about removed cousins.
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Now, there are some very complicated things we can do to help you decide which of your DNA 
matches are most likely to help you answer your family history question. But we don’t need to 
over-complicate things. Essentially, you need to ask the key question: 

Then go to that section of your match page and start digging into the genealogy of those cousins.

Which kinds of cousins can help?

STEP 3: Counting Cousins

Since DNA can only identify your relatives by their genetic distance from you and by groups of 
shared matches, you need to build a family tree based on your family’s knowledge and historical 
records. In other words, you need to do genealogical research. Build your own tree using these 
tips for a DNA-friendly family tree. Our free Family Tree Basics article series can get you started. 
Just a warning: you may also find yourself extending your matches’ family trees for them, to see 
how you are related.

STEP 4: Do Genealogy

You can do DNA--and we can help.
 
Start--or continue--your DNA journey with Diahan Southard at Your DNA Guide. 
Sign up for our free monthly email newsletter.
 
Your specific DNA questions will take you down a unique path. There’s 
a bit of a learning curve and you may sometimes find yourself at a dead 
end, not knowing where to turn next. Chart your course with step-by-
step plans--customized road maps for your DNA journey--in Your DNA 
Guide--the Book by Diahan Southard. 
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