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Module 1:  Why is it Invalid to Normalize Energy Expenditure by Dividing by Total or Lean Body 
Mass? 

 
Introduction Energy expenditure (EE) phenotyping requires methods to account for the influence of 
body size on EE. The importance of this requirement is difficult to overstate as an observed difference in 
body weight is an important clue that a drug, diet or genetic manipulation may have altered EE. Thus in 
many cases investigators have to compare EE in two groups of animals of differing size and/or body 
composition. Many investigators attempt to normalize EE (which is usually expressed as kcal or kJ per 
unit time) by dividing EE by total body weight (TBM) or by lean body weight (LBM). This method is 
called ratio normalization. For example, imagine that you have two groups of mice with one group (A) 
having an average weight of 20 g and an average EE of 10 kcal/day and the other group (B) having 
average TBM of 25 grams and an average EE of 11 kcal/day. If you divide the EE by TBM, the average 
EE would be approximately  TBM for group A vs.  for group B (we say 
approximately because the ratio of means is not exactly equal to the mean of ratios). You might be 
tempted to conclude that one reason animals in group B are larger is that their energy expenditure is 
lower, but the basis for this conclusion is flawed (see [1-10]).  When you divide by TBM or LBM you 
implicitly assume that the relationship between body size and EE is both linear and that when you 
extrapolate your body size covariate to zero, then EE will also be zero (i.e. the y-intercept is zero). 
While for many data sets the relationship between EE and TBM (or LBM) is linear, the y-intercept is 
rarely zero. Non-zero y-intercepts invalidate ratio normalization as a means to control for the effect of 
body size on EE [1-10].  
 
The purpose of this module is to illustrate the problem with using traditional ratio normalization to 
correct EE for differences in body size. Subsequent modules present valid statistical approaches of 
varying complexity to evaluate the EE data.  Here we use a data set comparing wild type and myostatin 
knockout mice to illustrate the inherent problem of the ratio normalization approach.  
 
About the dataset The data in MyostatinKOdata.csv were measured in the Nutrition and Obesity 
Research Center’s Energy Balance Core at the University of Washington and represent a subset of 
published data [11]. Groups are MKO, denoting myostatin knockout mice (n=13) and CON, denoting 
control mice (n=31). CON mice include wildtype mice and mice that were heterozygous for the 
myostatin mutation.  EE is in units of kcal/d and mass variables are in g. Abbreviations are: TBM, total 
body mass; LBM, lean body mass; FM, fat mass; EEkcal.d, average 24h EE in kcal/d; EE.lbm, ratio of 
EE to LBM in units of kcal/d per g; EE.tbm, ratio of EE to TBM in kcal/d per g. EE normalized both for 
TBM and LBM are included in the file if you wish to analyze these variables for yourself. 
 
What we are trying to accomplish The primary goal of adjusting EE for body size is to estimate the 
group difference in EE (± SE) that would pertain if the groups had the same mean TBM or LBM.  
Similarly, we often want to estimate the mean EE (± SE) for each group, if the groups had the same 
mean TBM or LBM.  
 
Traditional ratio normalization is simple, and seems intuitively valid because it yields ‘EE per unit 
mass’ but it is easy to demonstrate why this method is incorrect. Using the myostatin data [11] we 
plotted EE against body mass (Figure 1A). MKO mice are more muscular and have higher LBM than 
control mice. As expected there is a positive relationship between LBM and EE (i.e. larger animals have 
higher EE). If we combine WT and MKO we can use regression analysis to calculate the dependency of 
EE on LBM for the entire data set.  The regression line in Figure 1A gives the estimated mean EE given 
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a particular value of LBM. This is illustrated by right angle line with arrow showing that the estimated 
mean EE at 18.5 g is 9.45 kcal/d. (Note: the mean LBM if you combine WT and MKO data is 18.5 g). 
The slope parameter (∆ EE / ∆ LBM) of the regression equation (0.21) tells us that for every 1.0 g 
change in LBM, the estimated mean EE changes by 0.21 kcal/d. It is important to recognize that the 
regression line models the EE component that simply reflects the average influence of LBM on EE for 
the entire sample. Separate regression lines for MKO and controls can be fit and may in fact differ in an 
informative way as described in a subsequent module. The existence of the positive relationship between 
EE and LBM is precisely what we are trying to control for in comparing the two groups.  

 
Figure 1. A: The linear regression fit line predicts mean EE given a particular value of body size (note: 
“EE | LBM” means “EE given a particular value of LBM”). Note the presence of a positive y-intercept. 
B: The positive y-intercept forces ratio normalized EE to be negatively correlated with LBM.  
 
Non-zero y-intercepts invalidate ratio normalization Based on the example shown in Figure 1A, you 
could ask, “Why not just divide EE by LBM?”  The answer lies in the fact that the y-intercept for the 
regression line in Figure 1A is not zero.  Non-zero (usually positive) y-intercepts are common in 
regressions of resting/basal or 24h average EE on TBM or LBM. The data in Figure 1A conform to this 
expectation because when LBM equals zero g, EE equals 5.36 kcal/h based on the regression equation. 
Because this positive y-intercept is outside the range of observed data and is a physiological 
impossibility, this value is simply a mathematical feature of fitting a straight line to the data (see [10] 
for additional details). Although a straight line is a reasonable model for the data in the example, where 
LBM ranges from 10-30 g, we cannot assume that this linear relationship holds outside of the observed 
LBM range.  In fact, the actual relationship between EE and LBM across a much larger range of LBM is 
not linear but it does have a true zero intercept; this is called allometric scaling [10]. The common 
application of linear regression in EE analysis is possible because  the  range in body mass typically 
observed in a typical study is rather narrow;  it is essentially linear (if you are a purist you could call it 
“local linearity”) [10]. 
 
Importantly, the resulting positive (or negative) y-intercept in linear EE analysis invalidates traditional 
ratio normalization whenever the goal is to answer the main questions noted above.  If we just divide EE 
by LBM and plot the ratio-normalized EE against LBM, we observe a non-linear relationship (depicted 
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in Figure 1B). If the ratio normalization procedure were correct, the slope of the relationship between 
ratio-normalized EE and body weight in Figure 1B would be zero or close to zero.   Instead, we see that 
ratio-normalized EE is actually correlated more strongly with LBM than is the case for the original 
relationship in Figure 1A  (see comment below). Mathematically, ratio normalization is equivalent to 

dividing the regression equation in Figure 1A by LBM such that  

(Figure 1B).  Obviously, the result is not a constant term (0.21), rather we have created function that 

sharply decreases with increasing LBM due to the  term.  Therein lies a serious mathematical 

artifact that forces heavier animals to have a lower normalized metabolic rate. Not surprisingly, 
therefore, a Student’s independent groups t-test on ratio-normalized EE indicates that MKO mice have 
significantly lower normalized EE than control mice (difference = -0.05 ± 0.022 kcal/d; p = 0.035). Prior 
to the publication of [11], researchers were baffled by why a hypermuscular phenotype would be 
associated with a hypometabolic phenotype. The reason turns out to be that MKO mice suffer from a 
serious statistical artifact when EE is normalized using the traditional ratio method. When the data are 
analyzed appropriately (using analysis of covariance, ANCOVA), MKO exhibit a hypermetabolic 
phenotype [11].  ANCOVA is developed in greater detail in subsequent modules.  
 
Key point: The whole point of adjusting EE for LBM is to remove the influence that individual and 
group differences in LBM have on the EE values.  To succeed in controlling for the influence of a 
measure of body size on EE, the normalized EE of the subjects must be minimally or un-correlated (i.e. 
slope=zero) with body size. This rule is critically important. If after normalization EE is significantly 
correlated with body size, the normalization method is invalid!  Ratio normalization creates a systematic 
bias; Mice with greater LBM tend to have lower ratio-normalized EE.  By contrast, ANCOVA is an 
unbiased statistical approach that can be used to compare groups of differing sizes and body 
composition.  
 
Acknowledgements: This module was written by Karl J. Kaiyala1, Charles F. Spiekerman2, Robert H. 
Podolsky3 and Owen P. McGuinness4. The MMPC ANCOVA web tool was created by Richard 
McIndoe5. 
 
1School of Dentistry, Department of Oral Health Sciences, University of Washington, Seattle, WA; 
2School of Public Health and Department of Biostatistics, University of Washington, Seattle, WA; 
3Department of Family Medicine and Public Health Sciences, Wayne State University School of 
Medicine, Detroit MI; 4Department of Molecular Physiology and Biophysics, Vanderbilt University 
School of Medicine, Nashville, TN; 5Coordinating and Bioinformatics Unit, Georgia Regents 
University, Augusta, GA.  
 
The authors were supported by funding from the National Institute of Health (KJK: U24DK076169, 
P30DK035816; CFS: U24DK076169; RHP: R03-DA033453; OPM: DK59637, DK20593, DK078188, 
DK043748; RM: U24DK076169) and the NIDDK Mouse Metabolic Phenotyping Center Program.      
 
 
 
 
 
 



NIDDK Mouse Metabolic Phenotyping Centers Energy Expenditure Analysis 

 
 

4 
References 
 
  
1. Tanner JM (1949) Fallacy of per-weight and per-surface area standards, and their relation to spurious 

correlation. J Appl Physiol 2: 1-15. 
2. Allison DB, Paultre F, Goran MI, Poehlman ET, Heymsfield SB (1995) Statistical considerations 

regarding the use of ratios to adjust data. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord 19: 644-652. 
3. Kronmal RA (1992) Spurious correlation and the fallacy of the ratio standard revisited 
. J Roy Stat Soc A 156 (part 3): 379-392. 
4. Arch JR, Hislop D, Wang SJ, Speakman JR (2006) Some mathematical and technical issues in the 

measurement and interpretation of open-circuit indirect calorimetry in small animals. Int J Obes 
(Lond) 30: 1322-1331. 

5. Speakman JR, Fletcher Q, Vaanholt L (2013) The '39 steps': an algorithm for performing statistical 
analysis of data on energy intake and expenditure. Dis Model Mech 6: 293-301. 

6. Kaiyala KJ, Schwartz MW (2011) Toward a more complete (and less controversial) understanding of 
energy expenditure and its role in obesity pathogenesis. Diabetes 60: 17-23. 

7. Kaiyala KJ, Morton GJ, Leroux BG, Ogimoto K, Wisse B, Schwartz MW (2010) Identification of 
body fat mass as a major determinant of metabolic rate in mice. Diabetes 59: 1657-1666. 

8. Katch V (1972) Correlational vs. ratio adjustments of body weight in exercise-oxygen studies. 
Ergonomics 15: 671-680. 

9. Katch VL (1973) Use of the oxygen-body weight ratio in correlational analyses: spurious correlations 
and statistical considerations. Med Sci Sports 5: 253-257. 

10. Kaiyala KJ (2014) Mathematical Model for the Contribution of Individual Organs to Non-Zero Y-
Intercepts in Single and Multi-Compartment Linear Models of Whole-Body Energy Expenditure. 
PLoS ONE: 9: e103301 

11. Choi SJ, Yablonka-Reuveni Z, Kaiyala KJ, Ogimoto K, Schwartz MW, Wisse BE (2011) Increased 
energy expenditure and leptin sensitivity account for low fat mass in myostatin-deficient mice. 
Am J Physiol Endocrinol Metab 300: E1031-1037. 

 
 


