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 Attorney General Bill Schuette’s

CONSUMER EDUCATION
Keeping Michigan consumers safe and informed!

Common Sense & Uncommon 
Cents

In April, the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration gave a popular DNA home-
testing company—and by extension, other 
genetic testing companies—the greenlight 
to offer consumers genetic risk information 
for certain conditions like Parkinson’s and 
Alzheimer’s. Despite FDA approval and an 
aggressive marketing campaign, not everyone 
thinks DNA testing is a good idea—but maybe 
not for the reasons you think.

In keeping with our goal to give Michigan 
consumers practical knowledge to make 
informed decisions using common sense, this 
month we’re providing you with a list of things 
to consider before you send your money and 
DNA off to a laboratory.

We’ll also tell you what to do with some 
uncommon cents—that penny in your pocket 
could be worth tens of thousands of dollars!

Direct-to-consumer genetic testing 
refers to genetic tests that are marketed 
directly to consumers. You’ve probably 
seen advertisements on television, in 
print, or on the internet: a happy person 
describing how he or she found her long 
lost parents or other relatives through 
genetic testing; or another happy person 
describing how genetic testing finally 
provided answers to the person’s life-
long ailments; or one ecstatic consumer 
who learned through genetic testing that 
she is the cousin of President George 
Washington.

At-home genetic testing gives 
consumers access to their genetic 
information without the necessity of 
getting a doctor’s order or going to a 
laboratory or office. The FDA’s recent 
decision to approve at-home DNA 
tests for 10 diseases* marks a new 
era for direct-to-consumer DNA testing 
services—and brings a new list of things 
to consider.



The “buccal smear” testing process is simple 
and can be done at home. It involves using a 
small brush or cotton swab to collect a sample 
of cells from inside the surface of the cheek, 
then mailing it to a laboratory for testing. 
Consumers can get their results by mail, 
phone, or online. The price for this can range 
from $99 to more than $1,000.

So what’s the harm? At-home genetic testing 
raises privacy concerns for consumers 
regarding what happens to the DNA samples; 
test results; and other personal information. 
Specifically, those arguments and concerns 
look like this:

What do you do if you have concerns?
Read the fine print and ask questions. If it 
bothers you, or you are worried about what 
might happen to your information in the future, 
then don’t take the test.

What about the new testing for your disease 
risk?
There are pros and cons with this, too.  
Proponents urge that “we’re moving as a 
society toward empowering people with health 
related information and this is a welcome 
step in that journey.” Opponents, however, 
warn that this testing is “a one-way portal 
into a world where corporations have access 
to the innermost contents of your cells and 
where insurers and pharmaceutical firms and 
marketers might know more about your body 
than you know yourself.” 

Perhaps one of the most important things to 
consider before you opt for disease risk DNA 
testing is whether you really want to know.

What will you do with the information?
Would finding out you have a risk for a 
particular disease frighten you or influence 
your future lifestyle choices—or both? As one 
commentator noted: “Once you know, you 
know.” It is a bell you cannot unring. 

A person’s genes alone do not account for 
100% risk for any disease. Instead, it is 
how many different genes interact with a 
person’s lifestyle and environment that must 
be accounted for to assess the risk of any 
disease or condition. Thus, the at-home DNA 
tests cannot predict a person’s overall risk of 
developing a disease or condition.

For people who want to know more about their 
health risks and be more proactive about their 
health, having access to this information may 
empower them to do that. For others, it may 
cause anxiety or could lead these consumers 
to undergo useless preventative surgeries, 
unnecessary screenings, or stop taking 
medications.



• Help make informed 
decisions about 
lifestyle choices

• Help discussions 
with health care 
professionals

• FDA requires that all 
test results used for 
medical purposes must 
be communicated in 
a way that consumers 
can understand and 
use

• Consumers must 
acknowledge that the 
diseases are serious 
and they understand 
the results could cause 
them anxiety

• Pre-testing information 
provided includes 
where to read 
recommendations from 
professional medical 
associations about the 
benefits and risks of 
genetic testing

• With your consent, 
anonymized genetic 
data used to develop 
new therapies 
for diseases like 
Parkinson’s

• Step forward for those 
advocating “personal 
genetics”

• Provides direct 
access to genetic risk 
information with no 
doctor needed 

• Your DNA data may 
get sold for scientific 
research

• Your results might 
reveal hard-to-hear 
information about your 
disease-risk profile

• Results only advise of 
risk, not inevitability of 
contracting a disease 
or condition—other 
factors important like 
environment and 
lifestyle

• Risk of false positives

• Not all genes 
associated with certain 
diseases are known

• Questions still abound 
about genetic testing—
so much remains 
unknown, both about 
the accuracy of testing 
and the ability of 
consumers to process 
genetic information 
without counseling or 
help

• No pre- or post-testing 
counseling required

• Results should not be 
used for diagnosis or 
treatment decisions

• The “real” business of 
testing companies is to 
sell your data

*At-home kits are currently limited to 
testing for DNA variations involved in 
the following 10 conditions:

• Parkinson’s disease

• Late-onset Alzheimer’s disease

• Celiac disease (inability to digest 
gluten)

• Aplha-1 antitrypsin deficiency (a 
disorder that increases the risk of 
lung and liver disease)

• Early-onset primary dystonia 
(involuntary movement disorder)

• Factor XI deficiency (blood clotting 
disorder)

• Gaucher disease type 1 (organ and 
tissue disorder)

• Glucose-6-Phosphate 
Dehydrogenase deficiency (G6PD, 
red blood cell condition)

• Hereditary hemochromatosis (iron 
overload disorder)

• Hereditary thrombophilia (blood clot 
disorder)

The FDA has not approved at-home 
DNA tests to check for genes that may 
predispose people to cancer. 

You may see advertising for cancer-
risk genetic tests, but these require a 
doctor’s order and offer complimentary 
genetic testing counseling.

Genetic Testing
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Uncommon Cent$…

Get out your change. Look at your pennies. 
Do you have any from 1943? Copper pennies 
from 1943 are among the most valuable coins 
out there. 

During World War II, copper was conserved 
for ammunitions, so most pennies that year 
were made from zinc-coated steel.

However, those were some bad pennies: not 
only did people confuse the silver-colored 
pennies for dimes, the steel inside the 
coin was prone to rusting after exposure to 
moisture. After a year, the Mint went back to 
copper and used the metal from spent copper 
shell casings to produce Lincoln pennies from 
1944-1946.  

Before that, however, some 1943 copper 
pennies were released by accident—and 
those are the good pennies. One of those 
pennies reportedly sold at auction in 2010 
for $1.7 million. Appraisers estimate that a 
1943 copper penny in average condition 
would bring in $60,000 at auction while mint 
condition would garner $85,000.

Only forty, 1943 copper pennies are known to 
remain in existence, so it would be rare to find 
one, and you must watch for scammers with 
fake coins. 

The easiest way to know for sure if you have 
a penny made of steel and not copper, is to 
use a magnet. If your 1943 penny sticks to the 
magnet, then it is steel and it is worth about 
50 cents. 

If it does not stick, then the coin might be 
made of copper and you should have it 
authenticated by a coin expert. 

In 1982, rising copper prices forced another 
penny overhaul with a switch to mostly zinc 
coins covered with a copper veneer.

Sources: Fun Times Guide; and The-CNN-
Wire ™ & © 2017 Cable News Network, Inc., 
a Time Warner Company.  

If it’s a penny for your 
thoughts and you put in 

your two cents worth, then 
someone, somewhere is 

making a penny.  
~Steven Wright
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