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Can we trust BMI charts for kids?

Obesity is an ever-increasing problem in the UK, where it is estimated that
one in five children aged between 4 and 5 years are overweight or obese,
rising to one in three by the time they are aged 10-11 years.

These figures result from the National Child Measurement Programme
(NCMP), which assesses how children are growing. Children are measured
in their reception year (aged 4-5 years) and again in year 6 (aged 10-11
years). Healthcare professionals record their height and weight, as well as
age and gender, to determine their body mass index, or BMI.

BMI is a relatively straightforward and convenient means of assessing
someone’s weight to determine if they are within a healthy range. It's
calculated by dividing a person’'s body mass in kilograms by their height
squared.

What do the numbers mean?

For adults, a figure between 18.5 and 24.9 is considered a healthy weight.
For children, their BMI is expressed as a centile and compares their value to
other children who took part in the NCMP.

Children are considered underweight if they fall on the second centile or
below, a healthy weight if they fall between the second and 918t centile, and
overweight if they are on the 915t centile or above. Children on the 98"
centile or above are considered very overweight.

What this means is that, for example, if your child falls on the 57" centile,
they are heavier than 57 out of 100 children of the same age and gender,
and that they are a healthy weight.
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The limitations of BMI

But BMI is not without its limitations. “It's a reasonable measure - but not
entirely accurate. If you are super fit and have a lot more muscle than
average, for example, you may be classed as overweight or obese,”
explains Dr Sally Norton, an NHS weight loss consultant. "And young children
naturally have different body compositions to adults, so standard BMI
measurement can be inaccurate and should be age-adjusted as
appropriate.”

"BMI can provide inaccurate assessment of body fat levels, particularly in
children, for several reasons,” adds Mohammed Hudda, a Research Fellow
in Epidemiology and Medical Statistics at St George's, University of London.
‘Firstly, as it is based on weight, it does not discriminate between the two
components of weight: fat and lean mass, which can vary substantially
between individuals with the same BMI.

"Secondly, the calculation can result in taller children having a higher BMI,’
continues the British Heart Foundation-funded researcher.

In addition, research shows BMI is not a good measure of body fat in
children of different ethnic origins, overestimating it in children of black
African descent, and underestimating it in children of South Asian origins,
compared to their white peers.

Hudda's research focuses on finding better ways of using weight and height
as a measure of body fat in children. Initially, it aimed to improve the
assessment of body fat in children of different ethnic origins by making BMI
adjustments in these children compared to white Europeans.

"However, this approach does not tackle the other limitations of BMI," states
Hudda. "Our most recent research proposes an alternative method for
assessing body fat in British children aged 4-15, based primarily on height
and weight measurements.”

Hudda's team derived an equation which uses height, weight, sex, age and
ethnicity (if available) to estimate lean mass, which can be subtracted
from weight to estimate fat mass; testing showed that it estimated fat
levels very accurately.
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"This approach could improve the accuracy of assessments for body fat in
children, compared with those provided by BMI, to allow for more effective
surveillance, prevention and management of childhood obesity," says
Hudda.

How other methods measure up

When measuring an adult's BMI, their waist circumference can be taken into
account as it is a good way of checking a person is not carrying too much
fat around their stomach (this so-called ‘intra-abdominal fat' is far more
dangerous to your health than other types of fat). But this measurement is
not routinely taken in children as it doesn't consider the child's height.
However, it is a measurement that varies with obesity and can point
towards cardiovascular disease risk in children.

Researchers from the University of Wolverhampton have trialled a new
measurement index which combines height, weight and waist
circumference to give a simple, meaningful and more accurate index
related to percentage body fat.

"BMI has historically been used to assess weight status, although it
underestimates the extent of the obesity prevalence,” states lead
researcher and biostatistics specialist Professor Alan Nevill.

"A move to incorporate measures of waist circumference into BMl is logical,
as measures of centralised obesity are likely to increase the ability and
sensitivity of BMI in detecting cardiovascular and cardiometabolic disease.”

Nevill, who is Professor of Sport at the university, and his colleagues have
assessed nearly 6,000 children with their proposed index and published
their findings in Pediatric Obesity. Work is now underway to see if it is as
equally effective in adults.

BMI is a widely used tool to estimate the amount of weight a child is
carrying compared to their height; for the majority of children it works very
well and feeding your child's height and mass into a BMI centile chart,
comparing them with others of their age and sex, will give a rough idea of
whether they are a healthy weight.

If you are concerned about your child’s weight, a trip to the GP will help
determine what action may be necessary.
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Norton also has this advice: "You obviously don't want to make an issue of it.
Instead, see it as an opportunity to improve the whole family's lifestyle and
lead by example. Cutting back on sugar; drinking water at every meal and
avoiding fizzy drinks; choosing healthier alternatives to favourite junk food;
cutting down on snacking and making family activity part of your life are all
great ways to start. And don't underestimate the value of good sleep - it
has a big impact on health and weight. Ban electronic devices (phones,
laptops and tablets) for at least two hours before bed, keep them out of
bedrooms and make sure children keep a good sleep routine.”

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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