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Types of Ethnicity Surprises: 
 
Slight differences with known ethnicity (based on family tree); Correct at the Continent level 

• Generally, if the continent is correct, small differences between countries/people groups within that 
continent are normal and not a concern 

• Your DNA matches should line up with known family tree 
Moderate differences with known ethnicity; Correct at the Continent level 

• Depends on the situation. May or may not be a concern 

• Ask a DNA expert to look at your results and give their opinion, if you have questions 

• If you have numerous close DNA matches that do not line up with your known family tree, the ethnicity 
differences may indicate a family secret 

• Ancestry DNA’s Genetic Communities, which subdivide your ethnicity estimate into regions or counties 
within a particular country are extremely accurate, and indicate a recent (ca. past 200 years) ancestor 
who lived in that specific geographical area.  

o If you have no known ancestors from that particular country, then you may have uncovered a 
family secret 

Differences at the Continent level  

• Someone who thought themselves to be 100% from one continent (for example, European) but tested 
as a significant percent from a different continent (for example, Asian, African or North American/Native 
American) has found a surprise/secret in their family tree 

• More DNA testing of family members and genealogical research will be needed to determine which side 
of the family (mother or father) this secret might be on; and what the true story might be 

• Ask a DNA expert for help in this type situation 
Trace amounts of DNA = 1% or less of a certain ethnic group  

• Experts are divided on whether these small amounts of DNA are relevant and can be traced to a specific 
ancestor 

• Less than 1% probably cannot be traced and may not be relevant 

• If the 1% is in the correct continent, such as a 100% European person testing as 1% Swedish – this is 
probably irrelevant, and may not indicate true Swedish descent, especially if the family tree research 
does not support this 

• If the 1% is of a different continent than expected, it may be relevant and traceable 
o it may be possible to trace it through DNA testing of other relatives and more genealogical 

research, as well as working with your autosomal DNA matches to determine if a common 
ancestor for that side of the family can be found. 

o A DNA expert may also be able to help. 

• 23andme testing company has the most reliable data on trace amounts 
o You can view your ethnicity estimate painted on the 22 pair of autosomal chromosomes at 

23andme, showing specific locations on the chromosomes that indicate that trace ethnicity 
o You can view your DNA matches’ ethnicity estimates also by chromosome (if they agree to share 

data with you), this may help you to determine which side of your family this trace amount of 
ethnicity came from and further narrow it down 



Jewish ethnicity DNA 

• Jewish ethnicity DNA is very distinctive, and thus is very reliably reported by the DNA testing companies 

• Someone who was thought to be 100% non-Jewish who tests as Jewish has found a family secret 

• Someone who was thought to be 100% Jewish who tests as non-Jewish has found a family secret 
Genuine DNA ethnicity surprises usually stem from family secrets: 

• Unknown adoption  

• Someone’s named father was not their biological father 

• Modern day family knowingly hiding their ethnic background  

• Ancestor several generations back in the tree hid their ethnic background; modern family members may 
not have known about this 

• Extremely rare – family member switched at birth in hospital with another baby 
 
Continents = North America, South America, Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia, Antarctica 

• Other models count Middle East a separate continent; and combine North and South America into 1 
continent 

• Each DNA company may use different descriptive labels for the continents/countries/regions/people 
groups 

o Read the help files for the company you tested with 
 
Background Information on the Ethnicity Estimate at the Testing Companies: 
 
Autosomal DNA Tests  

• Anyone (male or female) can take this test 

• Multiple testing companies 
o 23andme 
o Ancestry 
o FamilyTreeDNA 
o MyHeritage 
o LivingDNA – geared toward those with UK background 

• Autosomal test will provide ethnicity estimate AND list of genetic relatives (matches) also in the testing 
database 

 
Compare Your Results to Your Genealogical Research 
Ethnicity Estimate 

• Not an exact science 
• Only as good as the reference populations 
• Each company has a different reference population 

• These are people whose ancestors have lived in the same geographic area for a long period of 
time 

• Results are updated as companies get more people to test 
What Are the Countries/Country Labels? 

• Look at the history of the modern countries; look at people groups that lived there historically 

• Regions NOT countries 

• Inaccurate, why? 
o Movement of peoples over time 
o War over the centuries 
o Ancient DNA – possibly from thousands of years ago 



o Lack of reference populations in testing company’s database for certain people groups 
o Intermarriage & similarity of regional DNA 
o Changing borders 
o Testing technology short-comings 

Inherited DNA 

• What if you don’t inherit an ancestor’s DNA? 

• Inherited DNA is random 
o You ONLY get half of your genome from each of your parents 
o It is diluted each generation away from the ancestor of interest 

• Some ethnic DNA will wash out of your DNA after so many generations of recombination  
• This does not mean you are not of that ethnicity; it means it cannot be detected by this DNA test 

because: 
•  The ancestor was too far back in your tree or  
• You had such a small percentage of that ethnicity that it washed out or 
• Your family story may be incorrect or partially correct 

 
What the Ethnicity Estimate Results cannot tell you: 

• Your exact ethnicity 
o The test is only an estimate 

• Paternity  
o Take a paternity test instead, from a reputable lab 

• Specific tribe  
o Test will return result of Native American, but not name of tribe 
o Test will return result of a country in Africa, but often this result is not completely reliable 
o Regional results such as North African, South African are more reliable 

• Ancestor’s names or details of your genealogy 
o Be sure to use traditional genealogical research methods (view censuses, birth, marriage and 

death records, and so on) to determine the names and other genealogical facts about your 
ancestors  

o This ethnicity estimate is just providing clues for you to follow and doesn’t PROVE anything 
o Also look at your DNA matches & their trees. Finding the common ancestor between you and 

your DNA matches is crucial 

• Ethnicity gene 
o There is no ethnicity gene (so far) that has been found in the human genome 
o Your ethnicity estimate is based on comparing your DNA with known members of different 

ethnicities in the testing company database and estimating how closely your DNA matches with 
each ethnic group 

 
Calculate Your Own Ethnicity Estimate 
 
Roberta Estes Blog, DNAeXplained – Genetic Genealogy. “Concepts:  Calculating Ethnicity Percentages” January 

11, 2017. https://dna-explained.com/2017/01/11/concepts-calculating-ethnicity-percentages/ 


