
Body Composition 101 

 

Although tracking weight with a scale is important, we must also be mindful of our body composition.  The 
human body is made up of lean mass (skeletal muscle) and fat mass, in addition to bone, fluids, organs, 
and so on. Fat mass refers to the essential and nonessential fat that makes up our body.  Therefore, body 
composition identifies the relative proportions of fat and lean mass in our bodies. 
 
When using a scale, it is important to note that your body weight can fluctuate from 2 to 4 pounds 
throughout the day due to water retention. The amount of water held in our body depends on our 
activities and diet. Strenuous activities encourages water loss through sweat, resulting in weight loss. 
Consuming high-sodium foods results in increased water retention and weight gain. Since our weight 
fluctuates throughout the day, it is best to apply consistency to our scale use. Weigh yourself at the same 
time of the day, using the same scale, under the same condition while wearing the same attire for the 
most consistent results.  
 
Why is knowing our body composition so important?  
Body composition tells us how at risk we are for developing chronic diseases such as cardiovascular 
disease, Type 2 Diabetes and obesity.  Also, during weight loss, it is important to preserve as much muscle 
as possible while you burn fat, as weight loss doesn't always mean fat loss. If you don't strength train as 
you reduce your calorie intake, 25% of every pound you lose will be in the form of lean muscle.  Knowing 
your body composition can also be useful for personalizing your exercise program or for evaluating how 
well your current exercise and nutrition plan is working for you!   
 
How do we determine body composition?  
Body composition can be estimated through several techniques from tests requiring only a calculator or 
tape measure to advanced tests conducted in a clinical setting performed by a trained professional. 
Common methods include body mass index (BMI), waist circumference and Bioelectrical Impedance 
Analysis (BIA).  Although BMI and waste circumference can be helpful in estimating body composition, 
they are not the most preferred methods of determining your actual ratio of body fat to lean mass.  
Therefore, Bioelectrical Impedance Analysis is one of the most inexpensive and readily-available tools to 
measure your body fat percentage. 
 



1. Bioelectrical Impedance (BIA) measures body fat percentage by sending a low, safe electrical 
current through the body. The electrical signal passes quickly through water that is present in hydrated 
muscle tissue but meets resistance when it hits fat tissue. Health organizations generally suggest body 
fat percentage for males of between 10%-22% and body fat percentage for females of between 20% - 
32%, although it is not uncommon to see lower values in athletes. 

It is recommended that you should only have this test done once a month since it takes your body 
about that time to change at the musculoskeletal level. Established guidelines for weight loss state that 
you should only plan to lose 1 to 2 pounds per week, but the guidelines for the rate of body fat loss 
aren’t as established. The American Council on Exercise asserts, though, that you can safely and 
successfully plan on losing about 1 percent of your body fat per month.  

Ask to a Wellness Coach during your next visit to have this test performed! Note: Before taking the 
test: No eating large meals 4 hours prior to taking the test, no exercise within 12 hours of the test and 
make sure to be at a normal hydration level. Following these steps provides more accuracy for the test.  

2. Body mass index (BMI) assesses weight relative to height. It is calculated by dividing weight in 
kilograms (kg) by height in meters squared (m2). We can use BMI to predict our disease risk and body 
fat percentages, however, since BMI fails to distinguish between body fat, muscle mass and bone it is 
not recommended for accurate measurement of body fat percentage.  

Calculate your BMI here! http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/lose_wt/BMI/bmicalc.htm) 

Note:  if BIA is available, it is the preferred method of measurement.  

 
3.  Waist circumference is measured by placing a cloth tape measure around the smallest part of the 

waist (just above the naval) while standing relaxed. It provides insight to increased risk of obesity-
related illness due to the location of excess fat. Excessive fat inside the abdomen is a major contributor 
to cardiovascular disease. 

http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/lose_wt/BMI/bmicalc.htm
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