DNA for your ONS:
Drawing Conclusions

T

by Susan C Meates (DNA Advisor, Member 3710)

here is a strong temptation to start drawing conclusions about the surname, even when just a fraction
of the surname has been tested. Below are issues to
consider before drawing conclusions.

Overview

A DNA project is a long-term one. Over time, the number
of participants increases. A consistent approach to raising
donations and recruiting participants will result in the steady
growth of your project.

The Surname

The situation for each registered surname is different. For
example, some surnames have many variants; others a small
number or none. Some surnames are single-origin, while
others are multiple-origin. Some surnames have had migrations to multiple countries, while others have had limited
migrations.
As your one-name study progresses, you build up information
about the surname. This information is very beneficial to your
DNA project, both to assist with recruiting and to provide a
framework for analyzing matches and drawing conclusions.
For recruiting efforts, knowing where your surname is located
today is very important. Focusing recruiting on the ancestral
country is beneficial, though not all the family trees may
still be represented in the ancestral country. Perhaps some
trees have daughtered out (no longer have males with the
surname) in the ancestral country, yet are thriving in a
migration destination country — such as Australia or the USA
— where you might find multiple male prospects to recruit to
represent the tree in the DNA project.

Frequency of the Surname

The frequency of the surname provides information about the
scope of your one-name study, as well as your DNA project.
For a rare or low-frequency surname, you may have
constructed family trees as part of your one-name study.
You could, therefore, know how many family trees there
are worldwide. Using the objective of testing two distant
males per tree, your estimated number of required
participants is known.
In some cases, perhaps only one male survives per tree, or
there are limited branches in this tree, and the one participant to date had an exact or close match to another tree,
which means that you don’t need the second participant.
In other cases, you may need to test more than two men to
clarify relationship issues or to validate the major branches
of a tree that covers multiple centuries. On average, though,
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you can estimate your required participants at twice the rate
of the number of trees.
If the number of family trees for your surname is known, you
can monitor your progress by calculating the percentage of
trees where testing is completed. The beginning is usually
slow, though recruiting will pick up over time.
Since a DNA project is a long-term project, it is helpful to
know where you are in pursuit of the goal to test all trees
for the surname. When you have a count of family trees, the
math is simple. You can easily calculate the percentage of
trees tested.
When dealing with a higher-frequency surname, or where
the family trees aren’t constructed, it becomes more difficult to evaluate where you are in terms of testing the global
population of trees for your surname.
In this situation, one methodology is to use a data set,
such as the UK 1851 census, to evaluate your progress. For
example, you could extract the census index, and combine
the data into households. Put this data in a chart, and then
when a tree is represented in the DNA project, mark off all
the households connected with this tree. The further back in
time you take a tree in the parish records, the more likely
you will have multiple 1851 households to mark off.
If you have 654 households in the 1851 census, and 107 are
marked as represented, you are approximately 16 percent of
the way through testing in the UK.
The data set you use for other countries varies based on the
records available. For the USA, there is the 1850 census,
which is the first to supply birthplace. For other countries,
you would decide the record set based on the records available, such as census, complete arrival records, Griffiths
Valuation, etc. In the worst case — if there are no adequate
historical records — use an online phone book, electoral
rolls, or a combination of these two.
It is helpful to have a measurement tool of some sort to
evaluate your progress in testing all trees for your surname.

Drawing Conclusions

It is important, before drawing conclusions, to have achieved
testing of a significant portion of your family trees — ideally
all the family trees — as well as having done some surname
distribution mapping and collection of early recordings.
If only 1 percent of your trees have been tested, how valid
would conclusions be? Can you really count on the situation
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as it stands to continue as more trees are tested? The situation could change dramatically between 1 percent of the
trees and 50 percent, as well as between 50 percent and 90
percent.
As your project progresses you will be making discoveries about
each family tree and the surname, so you will have discoveries
to share with your participants — as well as your potential
participants — which will motivate them to participate and
contribute to the discovery process.
Matches with other surnames can lead to the assumptions of
misattributed paternity (also termed non-paternity events, or
NPE). Drawing this conclusion early in the project can often
be incorrect.
I’ve seen situations where less than 1 percent of the trees
have been tested: most of them match each other, and one
is a match to another surname, such as Thomas. And then a
conclusion is drawn of a misattributed paternity. Unless you
have some evidence, such as illegitimacy, drawing a conclusion
of misattributed paternity based on a fraction of your surname
testing risks being incorrect.

Letter to the Editor
RE: Guild Marriage Index
I was very concerned recently to discover that the Coordinator of the Guild
Marriage Index, Mary Rix, had been
writing to the volunteers who contribute data to the Index to dissuade them
from contributing further!
Mary appeared to be worried by the
extraction of data from the GMI into
the Marriage-Locator website (www.
marriage-locator.co.uk). The site was a
Guild-owned initiative, although it had
been initially registered in my name. I
can only assume she had misunderstood
the nature and ownership of the
Marriage-Locator website and was
concerned at the possibility that I, as
its registrant, might appropriate the
work of the Guild volunteers.
Let me, through the medium of the
Journal, reassure all Guild members
who have contributed data to the Guild
Marriage Index that there is no question
of this. Yes, I’m the administrator of the
Marriage-Locator website, but I am by no
means the owner of the data held there
(which consists only of the GRO data —
year, quarter, volume, and page number,
plus the place of marriage; there are no
names either of marriage partners or of
contributors). The site belongs to the
Guild and no one else. When I became
aware of Mary’s concerns, steps were

I recommend that participants are set to match within the DNA
project, so they are not tempted with other surname matches
to draw conclusions. Until all the family trees have tested,
how does anyone know whether there will be a same-surname
match? And if there isn’t a match then, without surname distribution maps and early recordings could this tree have the
sole male surviving from a surname origin?
Your project will provide discoveries about the family trees,
the distant origins, and the surname throughout the project.
When drawing conclusions about the surname it is advisable
that the majority of the family trees are tested first, and this
information is used in conjunction with surname distribution
maps and early recordings.

Want to Get Started?

When you are ready to add DNA to your one-name study, the
DNA Advisor is here to help, including providing proven marketing material to help you set up your project. Simply write:
DNA@one-name.org. You will receive a completely set-up
project that you can modify, along with an easy-to-follow 20step “Getting Started” email and a sample recruiting email
and letter. n

taken to make it as clear as possible that
these fears were unfounded.
The Committee ruled that it was not
necessary to change the registrant of
the Marriage-Locator website, but I
felt that to allay Mary’s doubts it was
worth negotiating with the registrar,
Nominet UK, to persuade them to
accept the Guild as registrant — not
a straightforward task, as Nominet
insists on an individual registrant, not
an organisation, and they also seek to
establish that the registrant is actually
resident at the given address. Personal
intervention by the Chairman was
needed to effect this change.
In addition, the “home page” of the
Marriage-Locator website at www.
marriage-locator.co.uk now states explicitly that it is “An initiative of the
Guild of One-Name Studies, owned and
operated since 2010 by the Guild of
One-Name Studies as a free service to
members of the public with an interest
in genealogy.”
Finally, the terms and conditions of the
GMI as shown on the Guild’s website at
www.one-name.org/members/GMI/
contrib.html have been amended to
make it clear what the Committee had
decided should happen as regards the
Marriage-Locator website, including
the ownership of the data, the removal
of all personal name information and
the absolute prohibition of any commercial — or indeed non-Guild — use of
the data:
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The Guild of One-Name Studies,
and its officers and representatives, may not sell or hire out for
profit or otherwise the whole or
any part of the Guild Marriage
Index. They may not copy or distribute any of the material held
within the Guild Marriage Index,
except as required for its production and backup.
However, the Guild Committee
have determined (see minutes of
July 2014 meeting) that copies of
anonymised GMI entries may be
made available to be used in other
Guild databases, for instance
the Marriage-Locator, which is
a wholly Guild-owned website
providing a free service to the
general public. “Anonymised”
in this context means that all
data identifying people, whether
marriage partners or data contributors, has been removed.
These anonymised entries are of
course subject to the same restrictions as the GMI preventing
sale or hire of the data.
I sincerely hope that this puts everyone’s mind at rest. The GMI is safe: I’m
not planning to steal the data — and the
Guild would like as many contributors
and contributions as possible.
— Anne Shankland
(Website Indexes Administrator
for the Guild of One-Name Studies)
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