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The Benefits and Pitfalls of 

Ancestry’s 

ThruLines Tool



DNA testing is a 

growing body of 

evidence used to 

document 

relationships. 

Ancestry’s ThruLines Tool

(Note: Living individuals are privatized except if permission was granted)
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Overview of DNA:



Types of DNA
There are four types of DNA:

1) autosomal

2) X DNA
3) Y DNA

Each DNA type has a unique inheritance pattern. 



Types of DNA
There are four types of DNA:

4) Mitochondrial

DNA

Cell Nucleus



Two Copies

You have two copies of each chromosome –

one from your dad and one from your mom.



Recombination Autosomal DNA: recombination

each time a child is created

Recombination is an exchange of segments 

between the maternal and paternal DNA. 
Blaine Bettinger: 

https://thegeneticgenealog

ist.com/2015/01/31/dna-

segments-get-smaller/

https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/2015/01/31/dna-segments-get-smaller/


Inheritance

You inherit about 25% from each 

grandparent and 12.5% from each 

great-grandparent, etc. 

Grandparent

~25%

Grandparent

~25%

Grandparent

~25%

Grandparent

~25%

Father

50%

Mother

50%

DNA Test Taker

So not all your 3rd cousins will share 

autosomal DNA with you.



Centimorgans

DNA segments can be measured in centimorgans (cM): 

• cM is not a measurement of length.

• cM is a measurement of genetic distance.

• It is based on the probability that a segment will 

recombine.



Identify DNA 

Matches

Identify matches, 

even if their trees 

aren’t very good

Propose New 
Ancestors

Even if yours or 

your match’s tree 

aren’t built out

New 
Descendants

Find new 

living cousins 

to contact

Benefits of
ThruLines 



Proposed 

Ancestors

Proposed possible

ancestors based on 

the trees of your 

DNA matches (in 

dashed lines.) 

More research is 

needed to verify 

these! Our Stoddard Brick Wall 



Proposed 

Ancestors

ThruLines can 

build trees from 

“private, but 

searchable 

trees” that you 

cannot see.
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Proposed 

Ancestors

ThruLines has an 

“Evaluate” button 

so you can see 

where the proposed 

relationship comes 

from. 



Identify DNA 

Matches

ThruLines groups 

your DNA 

matches into a 

possible pedigree 

to a common 

ancestor based 

on both your 

trees.

Fact: You 

share DNA

Proposed: 

How you 

are related.



New Ancestral 

Descendants

ThruLines can suggest 

possible new 

descendants of your 

ancestors, including 

new living cousins 

(matches) to 

collaborate with.



New Ancestral 

Descendants

ThruLines can 

easily identify 

new Y-DNA 

(male line) or 

mitochondrial 

DNA test 

takers.

Can you identify the Y-DNA 

test candidate?



Tree 
Completeness

The possibility of 

multiple common 

ancestors

Tree Accuracy

The accuracy of 

your tree and the 

trees of others

Small Segments

There is danger 

when using small 

segments

Pitfalls of 
ThruLines 

ThruLines is a tool –

it is NOT a conclusion! 



DNA Evidence

Variables of DNA evidence, from Genealogy Standards:

1. Accuracy, completeness, and depth of each pedigree 

included in the analysis 

2. The possibility of more than one common ancestor for 

each pair of DNA test takers 

3. Reported and typical amounts of shared DNA

4. Thoroughness of relevant documentary research.

See complete list: Board for Certification of Genealogists. (2019) Genealogy standards. Second 

Edition. New York, NY: Turner Publishing Company. p. 30.



Tree Accuracy

From Ancestry’s 

ThruLines Support: 

“ThruLines™ are 

based on the family 

trees of members.” 

“Errors in family trees 

can cause inaccurate

ThruLines.”



Tree Accuracy

Just because there are 

errors in ThruLines, 

don’t quit using it. 

ThruLines generates 

hypotheses which must 

be proven. 



Tree 

Completeness

• You and your DNA match may have documentary 

evidence for a common ancestor. 

• But, the DNA you share may have come from a 

different common ancestor.

• This is especially true, if your tree is not complete. 



Tree 

Completeness

Potential break through on my 

Stoddard Line



Tree 

Completeness JH

JH

JH’s tree was not 

built back to our 

common ancestor, 

John Wilson.



Tree 

Completeness

Gilbert Belnap



Tree 

Completeness
Sample tree completeness of 

AncestryDNA members

Ball, Catherine, Barber, Mathew, et al. (2014) “Ancestry DNA Circles White Paper.” 

http://dna.ancestry.com/resource/whitePaper/AncestryDNA-DNA-Circles-White-Paper : accessed April 2019.

This chart only 

shows tree 

completeness, it 

does not consider 

tree accuracy.

http://dna.ancestry.com/resource/whitePaper/AncestryDNA-DNA-Circles-White-Paper


Multiple Common 

Ancestors



Danger of Small 

Segments*

The further back 

in time you go, 

the smaller the 

DNA segments 

get, and small 

segments may be 

false matches.



Danger of Small 

Segments

Two types of matching DNA segments: 

1. Identical by descent (IBD) = true match

2. Identical by state (IBS) = false match

1. It is identical by chance.

2. It is a small IBD segment that is 

shared by too many people to be 

relevant. 

https://isogg.org/wiki/Identical_by_descent . Chowdhury, Reshmi, Bois, Philippe R. J., et al. (2009) Genetic Analysis of 

Variation in Human Meiotic Recombination. PLOS Genetics. 5 (9). p. e1000648. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosgenetics/article?id=10.1371/journal.pgen.1000648 : 

accessed 21 January 2019.

What DNA 

segments look like.

https://isogg.org/wiki/Identical_by_descent
https://journals.plos.org/plosgenetics/article?id=10.1371/journal.pgen.1000648


Danger of Small 

Segments If Ancestry shows you have a DNA 

match, but the segment is under 15 

cM, it may not be a true match. 

Remember 10 cM and 15 cM as thresholds



Danger of Small 

Segments

Distant 

matches start 

at 20 cM



Navigating 
ThruLines

Examples on 

how to navigate 

ThruLines

Setting up 
ThruLines

What is required 

to get ThruLines?

Success Using 
ThruLines

Tips on groups, 

completing 

trees, etc.

Using ThruLines 



Setting Up

Ancestry’s requirements to get ThruLines on 

your account:

1. Opt to see and be seen by your DNA matches.

2. Link a family tree of at least 4 generations to 

your DNA test.

3. Make sure your linked family tree is either 

“public” or “private but searchable.”

4. Check in two days: if ThruLines are available, 

they'll appear within 48 hours. 



Navigating 

ThruLines



Navigating

ThruLines lists your 

parents, then grandparents, 

etc., up to your 5th great-

grandparents.

Names with dashed lines 

around them are “Potential 

Ancestors.”



Navigating

Choose either the 

Relationships view 

or the List view. 

The Relationships 

view shows how 

many different 

siblings the 

matches descend 

through. 

DNA symbol 

means one of your 

DNA matches. 

Click to 

expand

Click to 

expand



Navigating

People who appear as 

"Private" are either living 

people or people from 

“Private but searchable” 

family trees. 

If you click on “Private” it 

may state who the 

private tree has 

information about. 



Navigating

Click on cM to view 

the percentages of 

relationship 

probabilities. 

Click on the picture 

or initials to see their 

tree, Shared 

Matches, and more. 

Click to see 

match infoClick to 

view %



Navigating

Projected 

percentages 

for the 

relationship 

probabilities 

should be 

reasonable. Click to see 

match infoClick to 

view %



Finding 

Success

The more accurate and 

complete your tree is, 

including descendants, the 

easier ThruLines can identify 

DNA matches and potential 

ancestors.

FamilySearch is a great tool 

for adding ancestors and  

descendants.

TIP: Avoid weird 

labeling like * or 

parenthesis in 

your trees.



Finding 

Success
Check both the husband 

and the wife



Finding 

Success

The Shared Matches 

tool is one of the most 

powerful tools available. 

The more Shared 

Matches you have 

through a common 

ancestor, the more likely 

he/she is correct.  



Finding 

Success

Shared Matches 

lets you see if your 

ThruLines matches 

match each other. 

Ancestry only 

shows Shared 

Matches who share 

20+cM. 
Always consider the possibility 

of multiple common ancestors.



Label Matches

Start by labeling and 

grouping your DNA 

matches who have 

“Common Ancestors” 

or large public trees. 

This helps when identifying other matches 

and when using the Shared Matches tool. 



Labeling 

Matches
Create DNA Groups 



Label Matches

OR: https://thednageek.com/quick-tip-color-code-your-ancestry-tree/

Create a private Ancestry tree that 

shows your own color code system.

https://thednageek.com/quick-tip-color-code-your-ancestry-tree/


Label Matches

You can test the 

DNA matches 

shown on 

ThruLines by 

checking their 

Shared Matches.



Documentary 

Research
DNA evidence should always 

include traditional documentary 

research to show the relationship.

Story from a life history of my friend’s ancestor



Documentary 

Research

My Friend

He 

disappeared

Could Thomas 

Beaty be 

William’s father 

like ThruLines 

shows?

An 1860 Provo, Utah, census shows that 

William was born in NY about 1830.



Documentary 

Research

This 1850 U.S. 

census fits with 

Thomas as 

William’s father.



Documentary 

Research

But wait…

More documentary 

evidence showed 

that Thomas’ son 

William died in 1859. 

ThruLines was 

incorrect.



Identify DNA 

Matches

BENEFITS

Find New 
Descendants

Summary of
ThruLines 

Propose New 
Ancestors

PITFALLS

Tree Accuracy

Tree Completeness

Small Segments



Resources

ISOGG Wiki: International Society of 

Genetic Genealogy 

Legacy Family Tree Webinars: free & $

Bettinger: Guide to DNA Testing & 

Genetic Genealogy, 2nd edition

Blaine Bettinger’s Blog:

TheGeneticGenealogist.com

Kitty Cooper’s Blog

See syllabus for more ideas

Facebook groups like “Genetic 

Genealogy Tips & Techniques”


