
Out of Africa factsheet
For the past few decades, scientists have debated three main models to explain the origin of modern  
humans: 1. The Recent African Origin (Out of Africa model), 2. The Multiregional model, and 3. The  
Assimilation model. Based on fossil, archaeological and genetic evidence, the most widely accepted view 
among scientists about the origins of our species is the Recent African Origin model (the Out of Africa 
model).

The Out of Africa Model

The Out of Africa model proposes that a common  
ancestor of all humans evolved in East Africa between 
200,000 and 100,000 years ago. About 60,000 years 
ago a small group of these early humans, believed to 
be Homo sapiens, left Africa and ended up colonising  
the whole Earth (apart from Antarctica). Although there 
is evidence to suggest that early humans did leave  
Africa before this time, it appears that this group of Homo  
sapiens was the largest group to leave.

Recent developments in genetics testing, such as  
mitochondrial DNA testing and Y chromosome testing  
support the Out of Africa model:

• Mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) is the DNA contained within the cell mitchondria. It is only passed from a 
mother to her children. The mitochondria separate into each gamete (sex cell) during meiosis (division 
of the nuclear DNA) in the ovary. mtDNA is not shuffled around between cells like chromosomes are. 
The only changes that occur in the mtDNA are mutations, and it is these mutations that are used to 
track the migration routes of our ancestors.

• Using mtDNA and Y chromosome analysis, scientists now believe that all humans can trace their  
ancestry back to the small group of left Africa about 60,000 years ago.

Multiregional model

The Multiregional model contends that after Homo ergaster left Africa and dispersed into other  
portions around the world, regional populations slowly evolved into modern humans.

Under this model, there was no real ‘origin’ for the modern form of Homo sapiens. For example, a feature 
like a chin might have evolved in Africa and spread through interbreeding. Selection would have followed 
if it was an advantageous characteristic. 
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Assimilation model

Like the recent Out of Africa model, the Assimilation model assigns Africa as the place where  
modern human features evolved. However, it states that the spread of these features are much more  
gradual. Under this view, Neanderthals (Homo neanderthalensis) and others like them were  
assimilated through interbreeding. This means that modern human features occurred via a blending of 
populations rather than a rapid replacement.

Neanderthal DNA

Recently, scientists analysed the genetic code of several Homo neanderthalensis fossils for the first 
time. Over 60 percent of the entire genetic code was revealed and this led to surprising insights 
into the evolution of our own species. Comparing the Neanderthal genome to those of modern  
humans from different continents showed that modern populations from Europe, Asia and New Guinea 
shared more genetic information with Neanderthals than present-day Africans do, with around 2 per cent 
Neanderthal DNA in their genetic make-up.

Scientists concluded that Homo sapiens and Homo neanderthalensis became separate species about 
400,000 years ago, and that there was probably some interbreeding between the two groups.
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