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Are the age progression techniques used in criminal forensics useful to the genealogist?  The 
answer is yes and no. 
 
Age progression is a technique through which forensic scientists model what a missing person 
may look like at a later date based on his appearance when he disappeared. The technique can be 
applied to missing children as well as criminals who are in hiding. It is natural to try to apply age 
progression in genealogy to compare an unknown picture with a known one of an ancestor at a 
different age to establish if they are of the same person. Unfortunately, while age progression in 
genealogy could rule out a possible match between the individuals in two pictures, it cannot make 
a definite identification. 
 
An accurate age progression in criminal forensics relies on information about the aging process of 
family members and other factors such as the known psychology of the missing person. For 
example, the apprehension of John Emil List 18 years after he murdered his mother, his wife, and 
their three children, resulted from an age progressed image that was extremely accurate. A bust 
was sculpted requiring an in-depth study of the aging patterns of his parents, in addition to a 
comprehensive psychological analysis of him. When he was arrested, the likeness of the age-
progressed bust to John Emil List’s appearance was photo-identical. 
 
There is no quick and easy software package to age-progress an image of a person in a 
photograph. The process takes much practice and skill. Even if the age progression of a 
photograph is performed by someone with the expertise to produce accurate results, genealogists 
often lack the additional information necessary to differentiate between two people who might 
look alike, such as two brothers, a father and his son, or even two unrelated people. 
 

Although age 
progression has 
very little value to 
genealogists, it is 
still possible to 
make an educated 
guess about 
whether two 
photos could be of 
the same person 
based on physical 
features such as a 
person’s hairline. 
Even if a man has 
lost some of his 

hair, his hairline tends to retain its original shape, with the part in the same place. The shape of 
the hair as it falls on the forehead is another potential identifying trait, as are unusual features 
such as the shape of the earlobe or a heavy chin. (Plastic surgery was not an issue until recently.) 

 
Figure 1. 

 
The three photos shown in Figure 1 are examples of identification by the comparison of physical 
traits. While there is no conclusive proof that the portraits are of the same people, the photos 
share certain elements that indicate they probably are. In both photos both sides of the man’s 



hairline are rounded, meeting at his part on the left, high on his head. He has thick hair on both 
sides of the part, with a lock of hair draped across the right side of his forehead. His moustache 
does not cover his top lip, revealing a triangle of skin below his nose.  The men in the pictures 
could be wearing the same jacket. 
 

Similar statements can be made 
about the women in the pictures. The 
part in the hair of each woman is 
well defined in the middle of the 
head, with a thick bundle of hair 
drawn back from the face on the left. 
Probability is in favor of the two men 
and the two women being the same 
people. 
 
As an example of a case where a 
match is ruled out, see Figure 2. The 
man in the photo by himself cannot 
be the same as the one on the right of 
the pair of friends. Although they 
show similarities, the friend on the 

right does not show the overbite the older man exhibits, nor is the younger man’s jaw as wide. 
The younger man has shadows below his deepset eyes, unlike the older man.  We conclude that 
they cannot be the same person. 

    
Figure 2. 

 
On the other hand, there are no conclusive differences between the older man and the friend on 
the left.  Both have similar hairlines, similar moustache shapes, and similar brow ridges. Both are 
wearing bow ties.  (Have you ever met a man who switches back and forth between bow ties and 
conventional ties?) We conclude that they could be the same person. 
 
An interesting exercise for the reader involving matching the individuals in two pictures, consider 
the age old mystery of the identity of the model for the Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci.  Some 
historians believe she could have been Leonardo in drag. You can judge for yourself.  See 
Figure 3. 
 
  
 
 
 
  


