
Investigating face recognition software for family photos 

We have all had the experience of looking through family photos and trying to work out who is who. Is that the same 

person as that other guy? Or maybe it’s his brother? Perhaps face recognition software can help. 

First a computer has to find the faces in a photograph. If side on, or a face is partially obscured then it’s harder to do 

and faces may be found where none exist, such as in reflections or on an advertisement in the photo.  

Comparing one face to another ideally involves machine learning. The more photographs of a named face are 

provided, then the better the software can assess whether a new image is a match.  Quite accurate results are 

possible if 10-15 high quality photos can be loaded.   

Family historians probably won’t have many known photos of one person to train the algorithm, but does that mean 

this technology is useless? We took a look at the Betaface free to use demo. 

https://betaface.com/demo.html 

Previously we had found three images of young women wearing similar dresses and the same brooch. Were they 

one woman wearing three different dresses, or perhaps sisters?  

We upload the images from a local drive by selecting Custom Upload and included another lady with some similar 

features. All four faces were easily found and you click in the bounding box to bring up information and options.  

 

Over 40 characteristics are given each photo which I copied into a table for comparison. Despite monochrome 

meaning that things like skin tone and hair colour could not be identified, results were more correct than not. But it 

all were identified as male, and suggested ages seem unreliable.  

Compare Faces brought up the result below. Here the green bounding and high scores says that three ladies were 

like each other. If Betaface had thought they were all the same person then results should have been closer to 100%, 

but as they are all over 90% it seems likely they were sisters. Our test lady was correctly identified as the stranger 

with only 70% similarity score.  

https://betaface.com/demo.html


 

In another experiment I uploaded fifty-nine 1930s photos and asked it to search for a person who was present in the 

album both as a schoolboy and as a young man. Some of the photos were small, and the faces quite tiny within 

them, so the program did well, because the top ten faces chosen matched my own check of the photos.   

 

Betaface suggest you set names within the application and click Set Person. I did this for the images below, expecting 
it to compare just the 8 with each other. But it searched all 55 of images I had uploaded, so the point of that was lost 
on me. Maybe I missed something.

 

I was a bit disappointed as all I learnt was that none of the 55 photos were of the same person, and I could find no 

match above 85%.  However, they were 1860s so perhaps a bit more of a challenge.  



Browse Wikipedia looks for matches and shows your own chosen photo in the centre and the ability to navigate to 

the web page of any suggested matches via the red button. The likelihood of this being useful is probably slim. 

 

Search Wikipedia gave a potentially more useful presentation with % similarity rating to your own image. However, 

the top result was literally ‘all greek’ and I failed to get a translation. 

 

Betaface is just a demo. It’s quite time-consuming to use and the results can’t be extracted. 

However, the software is extremely capable. If you just want to check a few historical family photos it should help 

you know if they are of the same person, likely to be related, or not related at all. For historical photos, less than 

85% match is probably means they are not. 

It seems entirely possible that ‘genealogy friendly’ face recognition software could be developed and that it would 

be a very useful tool for anyone whose relatives failed to label their photographs. I guess that’s most people. 

(Help the oldies do it now and then you wont need any of the above!) 

I hope you found this review helpful. The three women used above can be found in our Dr Buckby collection, and the  

1860s photos are in the Troughton Collection. Both can be found at the link below 

https://www.timepix.uk/PAGES/n-nKq3HD/Victorian-Studio-Photographs 
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