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General Information

The body mass index (BMI) is a measure  
of body fat based on height and weight.  
Your total body fat is related to your risk  
of obesity and indicates your risk of diseases 
and death related to obesity. 

These diseases include diabetes, high blood 
pressure, heart disease, stroke, arthritis, 
respiratory disorders, high cholesterol and 
certain cancers. If your BMI score indicates you 
are at risk for such diseases, there are things 
you can do to reduce your risk and protect 
your health.

If you are like most people, BMI is a reliable 
way to calculate your total body fat. However, 
if you are athletic and have a muscular build, 
BMI may overestimate the amount of body fat 
you have. If you are older or have lost muscle 
mass, it may underestimate your amount of 
body fat. 

Calculating Your BMI Score

An easy way to find your BMI score is to look 
at the BMI chart on the back. Find your height 
in inches and move across that row to your 
weight range. Then find your BMI score at the 
top of your weight range column. For example, 
if your height is 62 inches and your weight is 
136 to 141 pounds, your BMI score is 25.  
(A BMI calculator is also available on 
allinahealth.org or nhlbi.nih.gov.)

What Your BMI Score Means

There are five categories of BMI scores:

	  less than 18.5 — underweight

	  18.5 to 24.9 — normal weight

	  25 to 29.9 — overweight

	  30 to 39.9 — obese

	  40 or more — extreme obese

Other Indicators of Risk  
for Obesity-related Diseases

If you have a BMI score in the overweight, 
obese or extreme obese range, your health 
care provider may use two other indicators to 
assess your risk:

	  the size of your waist, which may tell if 
you are at risk for heart disease and other 
problems. Your risk increases with the 
amount of abdominal fat you have.  
You have a higher risk of disease if you  
are a woman with a waist greater than  
35 inches or a man with a waist greater than 
40 inches.

	— To measure your waist, put a measuring 
tape snugly around your waist (where 
you bend). Breathe out and measure.

	  the presence of certain other conditions 
including:

	— high blood pressure

	— high LDL cholesterol  
(the “bad” cholesterol)

	— low HDL cholesterol  
(the “good” cholesterol)

	— high triglycerides

	— high blood glucose (sugar)

	— family history of premature heart disease

	— physical inactivity

	— cigarette smoking.

If you are at increased risk for obesity-related 
diseases and you should lose weight, talk with 
your provider. Even a small weight loss (just 
10 percent of your current weight) will help 
you lower your risk of developing diseases 
associated with obesity.

How the Body Mass Index (BMI) Can Help 
You Stay Healthy
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