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Reliability and validity of self-reported weight and height in Belgium
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Recently some nutrition surveys rely on self-repor-
ted weights and heights for the estimation of body-
mass-index’ (BMI) based nutritional status, particu-
larly when modern online data collection methods are
applied.' It is still under debate whether such procedu-
res are valid or reliable. On the one hand, self-repor-
ted height and weight are considered as feasible, use-
ful measures in large scale studies,? while on the other
hand, overestimation of self-reported height and
underestimation of self-reported weight have been
documented as a sources of individual bias indepen-
dently of gender.?

April 2008 to assess the reliability and validity of such
values. The convenience sample included 71 partici-
pants: 37 women (mean age 38 y; SD17) and 34 men
(mean age 36 y; SD16). Each respondent had to fill a
short socio-demographic questionnaire and register
their weights and heights. Three weeks later, they were
asked to repeat the exercise (test-retest reliability).
University students weighed and measured each res-
pondent according to standard procedures* to obtain
true values as reference.

Normality of data was assessed with the Kolmogo-
rov-Smirnov test. Differences between self-reported

Table I
Correlations and differences between self-reported and measured height and weights in a sample of Belgium adults*

All Difference P-value Women Difference P-value Men Difference P-value
Variables Pearson’s between of the Pearson’s between of the Pearson’s between of the
Correlation’ means difference Correlation’ means difference Correlation’ means difference
Weight 1-Weight 2 (in kg) 0,99 -0,04 0,773 0,990 -0,16 0,394 0,99 0,10 0,494
Weight 1-Weight measured (in kg) 0736 2,76 0,226 0978 -1,68 <0,001 0592 392 <0,001#
Weight 2-Weight measured (in kg) 0,731 2,72 0,067 0,984 -1,52 <0,001 0,580 -402 <0,001#
Height 1-Height 2 (in cm) 0997 0,10 0,073 0,989 0,11 0422 0997 0,09 0,324
Height]-Height measured (in cm) 0421 175 0,044 0,986 030 0,148 0,151 332 0,143#
Height 2-Height measured (in cm) 0,422 1,65 0,089 0,984 0,19 0,213 0,149 324 0,142#
BMI 1-BMI 2 in kg/m? 0,990 -0,04 0466 0987 -0,08 0274 0,992 0,01 0,842
BMI 1-BMI measured in kg/m? 0114 -416 0,257 0,969 -0,70 <0,001 0,046 -193 0,155#
BMI2-BMI measured in kg/m’ 0,102 4,12 0,262 0,981 0,61 <0,001 0,030 -194 0,2784#

*Student’s T-test unless indicated otherwise.
# Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test .

The only way to evaluate performance of self-repor-
ted anthropometric information is by comparing those
values against actual measures. Hence, a small-scale
study was carried out in Belgium between March and
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and actual measures of height and weight were asses-
sed using Student’s T-test for normally distributed
variables. The non-parametric Wilcoxon Signed Ranks
Test was used to compare non-normally distributed
variables. All tests were performed with a significance
level of 0.05.

At an aggregated level all variables were normally
distributed, with exception of measured height (P =
0.024). When evaluated by respondent’s gender, all
women’s variables presented normal distribution,
including estimated BMI. Men’s self reported heights
and weights were normally distributed; however,
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actual measures and corresponding calculated BMI
were not.

Table I shows correlations and differences between
self-reported and measured heights and weights in this
sample. No statistical differences were found between
self-reported weights and actual measures of weight.
The difference between the first self-reported height
and the actual measure was significant for the whole
group. No statistical differences could be observed bet-
ween first and second self-reported values and the con-
sequent BMI estimate. For women all correlations bet-
ween self-reported and measured values were
significant, suggesting that females are more reliable in
self assessment of height and weight. The opposite
holds for males.

The paradoxical message of this study is that in this
sample of Belgian adults, self reporting of heights and
weights is reliable (respondents provided the same
values twice) but not valid (inaccurate values) despite
high correlations with actual measurements. As expec-
ted, overweight levels estimated on the basis of self-

reported heights and weights would be underestima-
ted.’ This limitation should be addressed when repor-
ting results based on self-reported anthropometric data.
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