
 

 

WHAT YOU CAN AND WON’T LEARN 

FROM A DNA TEST 

  

Almost every day we are inundated by commercials for DNA tests. …but, what they are and what 
do you get for your money?    
 
THE DNA tests advertised on TV are only one of 3 types of DNA tests available.  

 Y-DNA (males only can take this test and it runs straight up your father’s male line – 

father to father to father, etc) Used to confirm paternal descent.   

 mtDNA (mitochondrial DNA – Both men and women can take this test and it runs 

straight up your mother’s female line – you to mother to mother to mother, etc). Mainly 
used for DEEP ancestral migration patterns. 

 and finally there’s … 

atDNA (autosomal DNA) THIS is what is being marked today    by AncestryDNA.com, 

23andME.com and Family Tree DNA        (FTDNA).  Used to learn your estimated 
ethnic makeup AND  confirm levels of relationships with other testers BUT cannot tell you 
which ancestor is the ancestor you have in common with someone else. Only accurate up 
to 5  
generations. 

 
 atDNA analyzes the DNA on all of your “non sex specific”  chromosomes, leaving out the Y 
chromosome which only comes from your father.   
 To understand atDNA you need to know that a person gets ½ of their DNA from their father 
and ½  from their mother, who in turn got ½ from both of their parents, and so forth with each 
generation.  THIS MEANS you get ½ from both parents, ¼ from each grandparent, 1/8 from each 
great grandparent, 1/16 from each great great grandparent, 1/32 from each gr gr gr grandparent 
and so forth and so on.  Now for the “monkey wrench in the works,”  there is no way to tell which 
DNA bit came from which of your ancestors. It’s all a big jumble or gigantic jig-saw puzzle. The 
DNA testing companies use your DNA mosaic to determine your ethnic make-up.  This is done by 
comparing your results to known long-term regional populations.  The farther back you go from 
you, the smaller the “DNA bit” you inherit from each grandparent.  Somewhere between your  5th  
and 8th grandparent become too small to do anything.   
  If you believe all the commercials from DNA companies, a DNA test will: 
1 Accurately tell you where your ancestors originated 
2 Tell you who your ancestors were 
3 Name your cousins  
4 and Grow hair on a bald-man (I included this to show how   
   ridiculous some of their claims are) 
 



 

 

IN REALITY, it’s more like: 
1 They can only give you their “best guess” of your ancestral   
   origins.   The problem lies with each companies sample groups,  
   many of which are too small to give an accurate comparison. 
 
  Here’s are 2  examples from my own DNA tests (I’ve tested with 4  
  companies and had my raw data analyzed by 2 more).   

  #1 My ethnic make-up 
    Ancestry has me at 78%  British Isles, a smattering of others &  
             4% Scandinavian.  
    23andME has me at 67.2%  British Isles, a smattering of others  
             & 2.8% Scandinavian. 
    LivingDNA.com has me at 94% British Isles, a smattering of  
            others & 2.5% Scandinavian. 
    FamilyTreeDNA.com (FTDNA) has me only at 48% British Isles,  
            a smattering of others & a whopping 39% Scandinavian  
     MyHeritage.com has me at 44.8% British Isles, a smattering of  
            others & a whopping 41.6% Scandinavian 
(Note the discrepancy between the percentage of Scandinavian.  A small amount can be explained 
by the Viking Raiders of the Dark Ages, but nothing near the 39-41% reported by FTDNA and 
MyHeritage) 

#2 Disproving a “family tale” 
For many years my Barton relatives have claimed that one of our ancestors was a Cherokee 
maiden.  On Ancestry there is something known as your DNA Circles.  This is where others of the 
same family are group together.  By looking at each member of my Barton Family Circle(s)   I can 
see each member’s ethnic composition. None of them (or me) have any Native American DNA thus 
disproving that old family tale 
 They CAN give you a degree of relationship (1st cousins, 2nd cousins, 3rd cousins etc. on 
back to 8th cousins) and names of other testers to whom you are related otherwise known as your 
MATCHES.  WHAT THEY CAN’T DO is tell you from where on your tree, from what family,  these 
relationships or matches came, only that you are related.   
 It cannot be used to prove you are descended from any given family.  It can only IMPLY that 
you descend from a particular family.  It is up to you to find the proof. 
 In summary, if you are purchasing a DNA test expecting a “magic bullet” that will tell you 
WHAT families you are related to and exactly where your ancestors originated, SAVE YOUR 
MONEY. 
 If you keep in mind that Genetic Genealogy, as a science, is “in it’s infancy” and 
incorporates some science but also relies on some “guess work, ” and  is not yet accurate enough 
to be a true science, then you won’t be disappointed 


