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Body mass index – Young and Mid-aged 
Body mass index (BMI) is calculated as reported weight (kg) divided by the square of reported 
height (metres). 

Categories
Conventionally BMI is categorised according to risk of morbidity. Prior to 2004 the Australian 
National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC)1 recommended 4 categories while the 
World Health Organisation (WHO)2 recommended 6, although there is some overlap between 
these classification systems (Table 5). Subsequently the NHMRC have adopted the WHO 
classification.3

Table 5 BMI categories recommended by the Australian NHMRC and the World Health 
Organisation 

Classification Range for BMI 

NHMRC prior to 
20043

Underweight < 20
Healthy weight 20 to 25 
Overweight > 25 to 30 
Obese > 30

WHO4 Risk of co-morbidities 
Underweight < 18.5 Low (but the risk of other clinical 

problems is increased) 
Normal range 18.5 – 24.99 Average
Overweight:  25.00 
- Pre-obese - 25.00 - 29.99 Increased
- Obese class I - 30.00 - 34.99 Moderate
- Obese class II - 35.00 - 39.99 Severe
- Obese class III -  40.00 Very severe 

Analysis of BMI should be informed by the following notes from the WHO. 

o Recommendations are based on the relationship between BMI and mortality, are 
independent of age and apply to both men and women. 

o BMI may not be associated with the same level of adiposity in different populations. 

o The cut-points reflect a simplistic relationship between BMI and the risk of co-morbidity, 
which can also be affected by factors such as diet, ethnicity and physical activity. 

o The risks associated with BMI begin at 25 and are continuous and graded. 

o Interpretation of risk categories may vary between populations. 

o Both BMI and a measure of fat distribution (such as waist circumference) are important in 
calculating the risk of co-morbidities. 

Although some publications from the first survey of the Younger ALSWH cohort have used WHO 
category4, the ALSWH data sets distributed prior to October 2005 contained only the NHMRC 
classification, mainly because of the relatively small number of women meeting the WHO criteria 
for underweight. At the first survey 10.3%, 1.8% and 3.3% of the younger, mid age and older 
women respectively had a BMI of less than 18.5 while 26.9%, 7.1% and 8.6% had BMI less than 
20. In August 2006 the decision was taken not to include categories for BMI in the ALSWH data 
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sets, but to provide this information to data users and allow then to select the classification system 
most appropriate to their needs. 
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