
            DNA testing is back in fashion in the news! 

               Conflicting results! Who should we believe? 

              (Text by Jean-Guy Deschênes, member 35) 
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Although these tests have been available for more than a decade, there are still journalists out there 

who have NEWS with more or less misleading titles. 

 

Lately we have had publications that seemed to question the validity of DNA-based tests. It was 

reported that these tests could not even distinguish two twin sisters! There were interviews with 

experts to supposedly set the record straight. It was while listening to one of these interviews on CBC 

that I thought of writing a short text on the subject. I am not an expert in the field but as a scientist I 

always thought you had to use your judgment to the fullest. So, when I heard the experts' explanations, 

which by the way were correct, I also realized that their efforts would not convince many skeptics! In 

my opinion, they should have been given a little more time to clarify the situation in order to reach as 

large an audience as possible. 

 



It was then that I thought of making an analogy that was easy to understand and that would allow us 

not to be fooled by false news on the subject. 

 

What has not been highlighted enough by the experts is the difference between the MEASURES and 

the INTERPRETATIONS of these measures. Let’s take a very simple example, the height of a person. If 

we ask two laboratories (but is it really necessary?) to measure the height of a person, we should not 

be offended if the results differ by a few millimeters! Provided that there are no gross errors, the 

results are valid, although slightly different. There are a number of factors that affect the results that 

need to be considered. For example, a measurement taken in the morning upon waking will be 

different from another measurement taken after a long day of standing work. So, you have to 

understand that DNA testing can also bring us surprises. 

 

Now, we must distinguish MEASUREMENT and its INTERPRETATION. 

 

For DNA MEASUREMENTS, the results are actually very, very long lists. I don't know of many people 

who, like me, have made comparisons on some 150,000 rows of data to find the differences between 

two individuals. And furthermore, it should be remembered that we only look at a very small part of a 

person's DNA! To return to our analogy, we could see that the RESULTS of the two laboratories are 

similar, except for the precision of the measurements. But if we now ask them to make 

INTERPRETATIONS, because this is what is done by DNA analysis laboratories, we could have very 

varied answers. A laboratory could tell you, based on its databases, that you are very similar to the 

inhabitants of village X located not far away. Another laboratory could mention similarities with those 

of village Y, which may be elsewhere. INTERPRETATIONS for the same person could therefore be 

different even if the MEASUREMENTS are the same. 

 
Back to genealogy: experts who work in the field and who want to establish links between people will 

have a lot of work to do. When, for example, they have been able to establish a relationship by 

triangulation between two people and a common ancestor, this relationship is certain. However, to 

succeed in this feat, they will have to rely on genetic DATA and not on INTERPRETATIONS. 

 

Why is this technique called TRIANGULATION? I don't know, but I like to visualize the family tree that 

shows the ancestor at the top of a triangle. The descendant’s links between the ancestor and each of 

the two people tested form two sides of the triangle, hence my vision of triangulation!  

You may have a different vision! It should be remembered that this technique applies as well to the 

descendants of Father-to-son or Mother-to-daughter. 

 
It should also be remembered that a boy receives the information "Y" from his father and "X" from his 

mother while a girl receives only the "X" from her mother. This allows us to understand that a boy can 

ask for tests which will allow him to follow his genealogy from father to father (on his father side) or 



from mother to mother (on his mother side). A daughter, on the other hand, can only obtain the line 

from mother to mother. Nature is thus made! But nowadays, it is easy to trace the patriarchal line as 

well as the matriarchal line which had been neglected for a long time. 

 

In summary, genetics and genealogy can coexist and help each other. As DNA-based studies are rather 

recent (we are not talking about centuries here!) we must be wary of newspaper articles or even 

television reports which are supposedly made to inform the public, but which are made in a hurry and 

advertised with catchy titles! Common sense is always in order! But let's take advantage of this new 

DNA-based tool to complete or validate our genealogy research! 


