
Food for thought – BMI & body fat % 
They’re the same thing, or are they? 

BMI – Body Mass Index – is a value that is calculated from weight and height: weight 

(kg) divided by the square of height (in metres), and strictly speaking should be 

expressed as kg/m2.  So, for the mythical 70kg man who is 5’10” tall, his BMI is 

70/(1.78)2 = 22.1. 

So what does BMI mean?   You will see BMI quoted in many contexts – your local 

pharmacy may offer to measure it for you (i.e. using the calculation above) and then 

advise you accordingly.  If your BMI falls between 18.5 and 24.9 you are assumed to 

have a healthy weight; below 18.5 is too low; 25 or above is termed overweight (30 or 

above is obese). 

These ranges have been established from measurements 

taken across large populations and they are a good 

indicator of healthy (or not so healthy) weight across these 

large populations.  They do fall down, however, in certain 

circumstances. 

My favourite example, sadly no longer around, was Jonah 

Lomu the rugby player.  In common with many rugby 

players and other athletes, his musculature gave him an 

increased weight and hence a BMI varying between 30 

and 32.   Anyone who exercises and builds muscle without 

losing weight will start to skew their BMI towards a higher 

value.  This will be true of many runners. 

Is body fat % a more specific measurement?   

Once again, there is an accepted healthy range for body fat %, however it is recognised 

that this varies with age and greatly varies between men and women.  For men aged 

40-59, that range is 10-22% whereas for women in the same age range the healthy 

body fat range is 23-34%. 

Body fat is essential for maintaining body temperature, cushioning joints and protecting 

internal organs.  It is also, of course, the store for excess calories (energy) that we may 

consume. 

At the basic level, our bodies are made up of fat, muscle, bone and water.  There are 

several ways of measuring the relative proportions of these components.  Laboratory 

facilities are required for densitometry measurements (underwater weighting or air-

displacement) which will provide an estimate of body fat versus lean body mass (bone, 

muscle, water and essential body fat).  Needless to say, access to such facilities is 

limited. 



More accessible methods of measuring body fat 

include anthropometry (or pinch-an-inch), where 

skinfolds at very specific body locations are measured 

with scientifically calibrated callipers to determine the 

thickness of subcutaneous fat.  The results, along with 

height, weight and girth data, are input to an algorithm 

to give a value for body fat %.  When measured by an 

experienced operator, this technique is very accurate, 

if a little uncomfortable for the subject!  
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Muscle /soft tissue /bone and fat have very different 

properties in terms of electrical conductance, primarily 

due to differences in water content.  This variation can 

be used to calculate an individual’s body fat and 

expressed either as mass (weight) or as a percentage of their total mass.  This 

measurement technique is called bioelectrical impedance analysis (BIA). 

On more sophisticated equipment, BIA measurements can be split into five areas: to 

give a value for each limb, plus one for the core.  This breakdown is very useful for 

athletes such as runners and cyclists, whose musculature will be more developed in 

their legs than in their arms.  It is also helpful in general, in highlighting higher levels of 

visceral fat as such a profile is associated with long term health impacts including 

cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes. 

There is also a very simple indicator of visceral fat (in adults), requiring only a simple 

tape measure to take a waist and hip measurement.  The ratio between those two 

measurements should be less than 1.0 for healthy men and less than 0.8 for healthy 

women. 

For anyone, whether in training to improve physique and performance, or dieting to 

reduce weight and improve health, the most useful information will be gained by 

repeated measurements over time to track progress.  The ability to separate the relative 

contributions of fat and muscle to a person’s weight provides insight into the effects of 

training, where weight may remain static (or even increase) despite dietary 

management and increased exercise. 

If you are keen to understand your body composition better, please have a chat with me 

as I have a good quality BIA machine.  Be wary of the little handheld BIA devices that 

are popular in gyms, however, as in my experience, they may give a reading that is 

50% greater than reality!   
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