
Is BMI Useful or Useless? 

Body Mass Index (BMI) is a number that shows if someone is underweight, normal weight, 
overweight, or obese. It was created in the 1800s to measure obesity in a region or country1. 
 
In the 1960s, doctors realized that obesity can lead to health problems like heart disease, high 
blood pressure, and diabetes2. Since BMI is easy to calculate from height and weight, many 
studies have used it to look at disease risks. 
 
When your BMI is below 18 or above 25, your risk of dying early goes up a lot. At a BMI of 35, 
your risk is 180% higher than at 25. At a BMI over 40, your risk is 225% higher! 
 

 
 
The graphs below3 show that as BMI increases from 25 to over 40, the chances of getting 
diabetes increase. 
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BMI isn't perfect though. Some very muscular athletes may have a high BMI but aren't really 
obese. But for most people, BMI is a useful way to estimate health risks from being underweight 
or overweight. 
 
In the future, we may have better ways to measure body fat on a large scale. But for now, BMI 
helps doctors decide if someone needs to make changes to their weight. 
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