
AT-A-GLANCE DNA TEST COMPARISON CHART

A fter deciding to 
take a test, the most 
important question 
to answer is ‘what are 
my goals?’ as this will 

determine which test you should take.  
Do you want to:
• Verify your family tree?
• Break a brick wall? 
• Identify a mystery ancestor? 
• Connect with new cousins?
• Discover your ethnic make-up?  

Perhaps you are simply curious and 
have no specific goal in mind: I call 
this ‘fishing trip testing’. Autosomal 
DNA tests are best not only for 

‘fishing trips’ but all of the previous 
questions posed unless they concern 
more distant ancestry as five to seven 
generations is the acknowledged limit 
of autosomal reach. Autosomal tests 
are the most popular and widely-taken 
tests as they are the all-rounder of the 
DNA testing world and can cover all 
your ancestral lines. For this reason I 
always recommend an autosomal test 
for a first foray into DNA testing for 
genealogical purposes.  

Where can I get one  
of these tests?
All the major companies 

(Ancestry, 23andMe, MyHeritage, 
FamilyTreeDNA and LivingDNA) 
offer autosomal (atDNA) tests so it 
may be daunting trying to choose 
between them. In terms of cost most 
atDNA tests (so long as you are 
not looking for those that include 
health insights) can be purchased 

Fish in all ponds
If serious about using DNA for 
genealogy, however, it’s best to be 
in all the major databases – I call 
this fishing in all the ponds. You 
risk missing out on your ‘big fish’ 
matches if they choose to test in the 
ponds you’re not swimming in. This 
is even more crucial for anyone who 
is trying to solve a recent unknown 
ancestor mystery. Three of the 
companies (MyHeritage, FTDNA 
and LivingDNA) allow raw data 
transfers from Ancestry making 
entry into four databases possible by 
taking just one Ancestry test. It is 
easy to transfer your data and obtain 
a match list for free with all three 
(with small fees if you would like to 
access additional features – $19 for 
FTDNA and £29 for MyHeritage or 
free with a subscription). Ancestry 
and 23andMe do not accept uploads 
so to enter their databases you have 
to test direct.

Spit or swab?
Another key consideration is the 
method of sample collection each 
company employs. Ancestry and 
23andMe offer ‘spit in a tube’ kits 
whereas FTDNA, MyHeritage and 
LivingDNA provide cheek swabs.  

It can be difficult for some people, 
especially the elderly, to produce 
enough saliva even though only a 
fraction of a teaspoon is required to 
fill the tube. If it’s impossible, then 
looking to a testing site with a cheek 
swab may be necessary.

Testing your fatherline  
& motherline
There are also two other kinds of test 
to consider which may be applicable 
depending on your goals.

If interested in the origins of your 

surname or in conducting 
a surname study then a 
Y-Chromosome DNA 
test (male only) has 
to be considered as this looks at the 
direct paternal line. Only FTDNA 
offers a Y-DNA matching database, 
eliminating the need to choose 
between companies if you wish to take 
that test.

Equally if interested in your direct 
maternal line and you want to take a 
Mitochondrial DNA test, FTDNA is 
also the only company that offers an 
mtDNA matching database. Be sure 
this test is suitable for your needs, 
though; mtDNA mutates very slowly 
and tends to be the least genealogically 
useful test. It can, however, be very 
useful in specific situations such 
as testing hypotheses on the direct 
maternal line so don’t wholly 
 discount it.

To sum up
Assess your goals before deciding 
both which type of test and which 
company best suits them. Evaluate 
which features will be most valuable 
to you and maximise your chances of 
success by testing with or uploading 
to additional companies. Finally, read 
all company terms and conditions to 
make sure you are comfortable with 
them before testing. 
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 23andMe and LivingDNA provide Y and mt haplogroup designations but not databases for 
matching. If you would like to find your haplogroup designation and be able to work on 

making matches you need to test with FamilyTreeDNA

Autosomal tests are the  
all-rounder of the DNA testing 
world and can cover all your 

ancestral lines

DNA testing is revolutionising the genealogy world and has now become an essential 
tool in any family historian’s toolbox. There are several different tests and testing 
companies to choose from, however, and here professional genealogist and DNA 

detective Michelle Leonard will help you with making the correct choices

CHOOSING BETWEEN TESTING COMPANIES 

Which test 
is right  
for you?

for comparable prices. All of the 
companies hold regular sales with 
DNA Day in April and Black Friday 
in November usually boasting the 
cheapest prices of the year. Look out 
for show offers too.

Weighing up the  
pros & cons
Since price isn’t a major 
consideration, what else should 
you consider when deciding where 
to test? All of the companies have 
their individual pros and cons! 
Factors such as database size, DNA 
collection methods, ethnicity 
estimates, health insights, DNA 
match lists, shared matches, family 
tree facilities, messaging options, 
subscription-only features, raw data 
transfers, chromosome browsers 
and additional DNA tools may 
influence your final decision.

Ancestry has the largest database 
but doesn’t provide segment data; 
MyHeritage has several exciting 
DNA tools but lacks organisational 
ones; FTDNA offers more tests but 
has the smallest autosomal database 
and 23andMe sells the longest-
standing health test but boasts fewer 
trees. To help see, at a glance, the 
features available with each DNA 
testing company, see the ‘Autosomal 
DNA features comparison table’ (on 
the next page).

Max your matches
The most important consideration 
when testing for genealogy is 
database size; the larger the 
database, the more chance you 
ultimately have of successfully 
identifying matches that will benefit 
your family history research. Ancestry 
has by far the largest database with 
over 15 million testers (as of Nov 
2019). 23andMe is the second largest 
with over 10 million, MyHeritage has 
over 3 million and, whilst FTDNA 
does not release figures, it is the 
smallest of the big four databases. For 
this reason alone I would recommend 
taking an Ancestry test first. While 
the lack of DNA segment data at 
Ancestry can cause frustration, more 
matches can be worked out solely via 
shared matches and family trees.

atDNA can be used 
to trace ancestors 

back approximately 
five to seven 

generations; this 
is not, however, in 
reference to how 

far back atDNA can 
reach (most testers 

will have many 
thousands of  smaller 
matches with whom 
common ancestors 

are much further back 
than 7 generations) 

but actually about the 
chances of  being able 
to identify and ‘prove’ 
matches further back 
than 4th-6th cousin 

level, as the inherited 
segments may be too 
small for conclusive 

identification

Details in article 
correct as of 2020. 
While the numbers 
in DNA databases 
have grown in 
the interim the 
principles to 
consider when 
choosing a DNA 
test remain the 
same.


