
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHAT IS THE BODY MASS INDEX? 
BMI is a measurement derived from someone's weight and height. To determine BMI, the health care practitioner (HCP) 
divides the child's weight by his height squared, or wt/ht2. (Important: To use this formula for BMI the child's weight and 
height measurements must be in kilograms and meters, respectively. If you use pounds and inches, multiply the result 
by the conversion factor 703.) This calculation helps the HCP determine whether the child's weight is appropriate for 
height. 

BMI was only recently recommended as an additional measurement of growth in addition to weight and height. HCPs 
have been using the weight for stature (height) charts to assess the appropriateness of a child's weight, but that 
measurement is of limited value because it can only be used in boys younger than 11.5 and girls younger than 10 years. 
HCPs have found BMI to be a better indicator of body "fatness" and potential weight problems. Although some HCPs do 
not use it yet, as charts for BMI become more widespread, you may soon see it charted during doctor visits, if you do 
not already.  

BMI is particularly helpful for identifying children and adolescents who are at risk for being overweight as they get older. 
In older children and teens, there is a strong correlation between BMI and the amount of body fat. Therefore, those with 
high BMI readings - and probably high levels of fat - are most likely to have weight problems when they are older. If 
doctors can identify these at-risk children early on, they can monitor their body fat more carefully and potentially prevent 
adult obesity through changes in eating and exercise habits. 

Looking at the BMI Charts 
The new BMI charts represent the most recently published (June 2000) standards for U.S. children. By plotting your 
child's measurements on these charts, doctors are able to compare your child's body mass index with data collected on 
thousands of U.S. children. Remember that only those measurements that are obtained in your child's doctor's office or 
taken by another properly skilled person should be plotted. Home measurements are frequently inaccurate, and 
because of the manner in which BMI is determined, a small error in measurement can result in a large error in the BMI 
result. 

At the Doctor's Office 
Starting when your child is 2 years old, the doctor/HCP will probably determine the BMI at every routine checkup. He or 
she will plot this measurement on a chart against those of other children who are the same age. Because what is normal 
changes with age (babies have more "baby fat," for instance), HCPs must plot children's BMI measurements on 
standard charts rather than using a universal normal range for BMI as is done with all adults. They also use separate 
charts for boys and girls to account for differences in growth rates and amounts of body fat as the two genders mature. 
That information is recorded in your child's medical record, and over several visits the pattern of measurements allows 
the HCP to track your child's growth.  

What Do These Figures Mean? 
Although BMI is not a direct or perfect measure of body fat, children with a BMI greater than the 85th percentile are 
considered overweight and at risk for developing obesity. Children with a BMI over the 95th percentile are considered 
obese. However, when you try to decipher BMI readings, it's important to look at them as a trend instead of focusing on 
individual numbers. Any one measurement, taken out of context, might give you the wrong impression of your child's 
growth. The real value of BMI measurements lies in viewing them as a pattern over time. That allows both the HCP and 
parents to watch the child's growth and determine whether its normal compared with that of other children the same 
age. BMI is an important additional tool that can be used as an indicator that your child is growing and developing in a 
healthy way.  
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