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We have become aware that there may be confusion in electronic growth applications about 
exactly where to draw the centile lines on British charts. This is particularly relevant where the 
centiles also act as thresholds for classification purposes.  

The nine centile lines used in the UK 1990 and UK-WHO charts are labelled in terms of 
rounded centiles (0.4th, 2nd, 9th etc, see column 1 in the table below) but they are actually 
defined in terms of the underlying SDs. Centred on the 50th centile (0 SD) the major centile 
lines have been selected in order to allow them to be evenly spaced with an interval of exactly 
2/3 SDs between adjacent centile lines1.   

However the correspondence between centiles and SD scores is untidy: for example -2 SD is 
called the 2nd centile but actually corresponds to the 2.275th centile, while the exact 2nd centile 
corresponds to -2.053 SDs. This leaves scope for quite a range of threshold values.  

The following SD thresholds are used to define the centiles in the British charts and the 
English National Child Measurement Programme. We recommend that these should be used 
uniformly, to avoid inconsistency between programmes:  

Centile SD score 
equivalent  

0.4th  -2.67 
2nd -2.00 
9th -1.33 
25th -0.67 
50th  0 
75th  0.67 
91st  1.33 
98th  2.00 
99.6th  2.67 

 

If an existing programme is not using these thresholds, the code should be corrected and 
these values used from now on. In practice this will reclassify some individuals to a different 
centile band, which may have a modest impact on some summary statistics, but there is no 
need to identify or notify individuals who are affected by this change, which is clinically 
insignificant.  

Please not that SD score should be calculated using the age in years expressed to 2 decimal 
places compared to the UK-WHO growth reference2, copies of whicb can be obtained from 
RCPCH (email: growthcharts@RCPCH.ac.uk).  
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