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INTRODUCTION
Every athlete works hard from the beginning to the 

end of his sports career and the main goal is to achieve a 
perfect score in the chosen sports discipline. No doubt, 
this time period of involving is connected with a lot of 
severe privations and very often with sufferings (trau-
mas).

Crook & Robertson (1991) state, “This vast com-
mitment, both physical and emotional, is often made at 
the expense of education, work, family, and other inter-
ests.” 

Moreover not many athletes achieved to step on the 
awards podium. Only 1% from all persons involved in 
practicing sport all over the world reached out to the 
elite sport. The main variable is the time spent in train-
ing. The amount of work required to reach a world class 
level is 20 hours of quality training per week for a period 
of eight years (approximately 10,000 cumulative hours). 
And it is twenty hours of quality training with great in-
tensity, not just the time spent in training that is required 
for elite performance (Biasiotto, 2012).

The world-class sport requires complete self devo-
tion in every aspect of human life and this is happens 
in heavy competitive environment. The benefits for the 
athletes are fame and glory, respect from society, high 
level results, lucrative payment for the best, but there is 
no complete guarantee for success and often the sports 

carrier could be accidently terminated by causes differ-
ent from advanced in years: injuries and illnesses, dese-
lecting, family problems and problems with coaches and 
other sport authorities. 

In support of above, a study (Singh, Smith , Fields & 
McKenzie, 2008) shows that an estimated 425 900 chil-
dren 6 through 17 years of age were treated in US hos-
pital emergency departments for gymnastics-related 
injuries during the 16-year period of 1990–2005 or in 
average 26 600 children per year.

Nowadays the transition of the elite athletes to citi-
zen occupation after retiring is more difficult than the 
past, when in most cases they were students or worked 
other citizen profession at the same time (Chartland & 
Lent, 1987).

When the circumstances are normal, the duration 
of the sport career is limited from the different kind of 
sport. For example, chess and other similar sports can be 
played till middle age but in a sport like artistic gymnas-
tics the situation is different. Rarely there are the athletes 
like Bulgarian Jordan Jovchev with such long sports lon-
gevity: starting to practice gymnastics at age of 6 and 
retired at 39. That means 33 years of sport career, 21 
of which in a world-class level and participation in 6 
Summer Olympics games (from Barcelona’92 to Lon-
don’12).

In short range the duration of the sport career was 
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different. The Frenchman Lucien Démanet won a bronze 
medal (team competition) at the Summer Olympic ar-
tistic gymnastics tournament in Antwerp 1920 at age of 
45, which is almost impossible in present days. We are 
witnesses of decreasing of the age when an athlete is 
capable to win a medal in a high level competition and 
also decreasing the duration of the sport career on a top 
level in artistic gymnastics.

The tendency of decreasing of the sport career dura-
tion in artistic gymnastics (especially by female gym-
nasts) intensified in the 1970s and the main reason is in-
creasing of the level of difficulty of the exercises in this 
sport. The national gymnastic federations rarely asked 
a special permission from IOC (International Olympic 
Committee) or FIG (International Federation of Gym-
nastics) to participate in a senior level for athletes who 
did not reached the required minimum age. Such was 
the case of the Canadian Karen Kelsall, who became 
the youngest competitor at the 1976 Summer Olym-
pics in Montreal. She was at age of 13 and the minimal 
age limit of participation was 14, completed before the 
start of the Games.

In response to the changing demands of the sport 
and the criticism for its athletes being deemed too young 
and fragile, at the 58th Congress of the FIG, held in July 
1980, just before the Moscow Olympics, the minimum 
age was raised from 14 to 15. Under this rule, which 
went into effect in 1981, gymnasts were required to 
be 15 years of age in the calendar year to compete in 
senior-level events (Within the International Federa-
tions, 1980). This age requirement remained in place 
until 1997, when it was raised, from 15 to 16. And the 
latest changes were made from beginning of 2013 but 
only for male gymnasts. The new required age limit for 
the official senior FIG Competitions and for the Olym-
pic Games is 18. (Technical Regulations from the Main 
Rules of FIG, 2013).

The studies concerning different age aspects among 
Olympian athletes are rarely and most of them discuss 
the mortality and longevity. Clarke at al. (2012) com-
pared longevity of Olympic medallists to the general 
population matched on age, sex, and country. The re-
searchers state that Olympians were observed to live 
2.8 years longer. Zwiers al. (2012) analysed 9889 ath-
letes (with a known age at death) who participated in 
the Olympic Games between 1896 and 1936. Their con-
clusions are that those who engaged in disciplines with 
high levels of physical contact had higher mortality than 
other Olympians later in life.

METHODS
The research is spread to all participants in 14 male 

artistic gymnastics tournaments in Olympic Games 
from Rome’60 to London’12, who won medals from 
all-around competition and apparatus finals. The general 
sample consisted of 143 medalist-holders from 32 na-
tions all over the world. The samples for the separate 
aspects range according to the available information.

The data was collected from different information 
sources and databases:

•	 FIG athletes database (2014)
•	 GYMN-FORUM (2013)
•	 Database Olympics (2002)
•	 Wikipedia (2001)
•	 Biographical and historical sources (Батов, 

2012)
 The data was separated in 2 groups:
•	 General parameters − name, nationality in the 

moment of winning, year of birth, year of death (if any), 
start year to practice artistic gymnastics, year of retire-
ment, start year in senior level, duration of sport career 
and duration of sport career in senior level, average life 
expectancy related to world male population.

•	 Specific parameters – average age of win of 
Olympic medals, age deviation to win the medals be-
tween the Olympic Games in researched period, aver-
age start and final age to win medals, distribution of the 
medals according to different age in all-around competi-
tion and apparatus finals.

The general and specific parameters were also ana-
lyzed according to the nations of the Olympic medal-
holders. The results for Germany, East and West Germa-
ny were combined, but the results for Russia and USSR 
are presented separately. Only nations with minimum 4 
Olympic medal-holders were taken into consideration.

The minimum age limits for seniors are as followed: 
after 1980 – 15, after 1997 – 16.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
General age parameters

Table 1. shows the average starting age to practice 
artistic gymnastics for sample of 110 Olympic medal-
holders. This parameter is represented by decades at 
birth of the athletes. We can see the tendency of decreas-
ing of the starting age at which the boys enter in the 
gymnastics halls for the first time. In the beginning of 
the researched period 1920-30s the starting age was 14, 
but in the end of the period 1991-2000 it is 6.2, or there 
is a drop with more than 50%. The youngest starting age 
is detected in 1981-90 decade – 5.8 and the average age 
for the entire period is 7.7. In present days the boys enter 
in the gymnastic preparation groups before the school 
age.

The next parameter is the average age at which the 
athletes retire (Table 1.). In the beginning of the time 
period (1920-30) the average retirement age is 36 and 
at the end (1981-90) – 26.4. There is decreasing with 
almost 10 years or drop for the sport longevity in male 
artistic gymnastics. 

Now we can calculate the average duration of the 
sport career by elite gymnasts (Table 1.). The time pe-
riod begins with average 22 years and ends with 19.6 
or only 2.5 years decreasing for the entire period. The 
sport longevity in male artistic gymnastics is average 20 
years.

The specific sport longevity only in senior’s age 
group starts with average 12 years and ends with 9.4 or 
decreasing of 2.6 years. Averages for the entire period of 
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years are almost 10. So we can divide the sport longev-
ity in male artistic gymnastics into two equal periods: 
10 years before senior and 10 years in senior age group.

From general sample of 143 elite gymnasts the de-
ceased persons are only 11. The number is small but 
nevertheless a comparison with the overall world male 
population concerning life expectancy is possible (Table 
2.). The data for overall world male population are taken 
from the CIA World Factbook for 2012. The difference 
is only 1 year in favour of world male population. 

Specific age parameters
It is interesting to detect which is the most produc-

tive “golden” age for winning Olympic medals in artis-
tic gymnastics for the researched time period. The data 
by this parameter is distributed by Olympic Summer 
Games (Table 3.).

There is a rapid drop between Rome’60 and Barce-
lona’92 from average age 27 to 20.8 or difference from 
almost 6 years. The medal-holders became younger, but 
after that period to the games in Athens’04 the trend is 
reversing – age of 24.8 and again is decreasing for the 
last two Olympic cycles to age of 23.3 for London’12. 
The average age for the entire period is 23.9 or the 
“golden” age to win an Olympic medal in male artistic 
gymnastics is 24.

The difference in the number of years between 
youngest and oldest winning medal age spreads as the 
next parameter (Table 3.). Rome’60 has the biggest 
age medal spread of 21 years: two medals are won 
from gymnasts at age 19 and one from Japanese athlete 
Massao Takemoto at age 40. On the other side is Barce-
lona’92 with medal distribution in only 4 years between 
ages 19-22 – the youngest Olympic artistic gymnastic 
tournament for the researched period. 

From overall 308 won medals (all-around competi-
tion and apparatus finals), the most of them (50) go to 
gymnasts of age 23 and less (1) at age 30, 34 and 40. 
There are 2 medals won at age 18 – the youngest age 
(Table 4.).

Let’s take a look at the medal age by apparatus: floor 
exercise, pommel horse, rings, vault, parallel bars, high 

bar and all-around (Table 3.). In Rome’60 the age diapa-
son is wider; the “youngest” apparatus is floor exercise 
and the “oldest” – high bar. In the next games the dif-
ferent apparatus are grouping close with a lowest age 
decreasing in Barcelona’92 after that the differences 
begin to grow. The champion are the rings, they differ-
ent strong among the other apparatus. The age top is in 
Athens’04 – 30.7 average age. Nowadays the “young-
est” apparatus is vault with average medal age of 19.3 
in London’12.

The average medal age for entire period generalize 
the apparatus ranking. The “youngest” is floor exercise 
with age of 23 and the “oldest” are rings – 25.1. Obvi-
ously the difference between the two apparatus comes 
mostly from the different physical skills needed for the 
performance: speed and endurance strength of the legs 
by floor exercise and upper body strength and endur-
ance by rings. Interesting is the overall medal age in all-
around competition – 23.7, almost equal to the “golden” 
medal age of 24.

General and specific age 
parameters by countries

28 nations have won Olympic medals in male artis-
tic gymnastic Olympic tournaments for the researched 
time period 1960-2012 (Table 5.). The two leading pow-
ers are Japan − 24 medals and former USSR with 21 
and China is making an attempt to chase them with 14 
medals.

Ukraine has the lowest average starting age in male 
artistic gymnastics – 6.2 (Table 5.). But it has to be con-
sidered that the medals were won after the collapse of 
the former Soviet Union when there was a trend of de-
creasing the starting age. Close to Ukraine are Germany, 
China and Russia. The high age of South Korea is in-
teresting –10 which means that the training preparation 
on junior level is much intensified in purpose to reach 
the other countries athletes which are started their prepa-
ration 4 year earlier. The two powers Japan and USSR 
have close results – above age of 9.

Longest gymnastics career have the Italians – to 
average age of 32 (Table 5.). The athletes of the Apen-

Table 1. General age parameters of male Olympic medal-holders 1920-2000
 by decades at birth

1920-
30

1931-
40

1941-
50

1951-
60

1961-
70

1971-
80

1981-
90

1991-
2000

Entire 
period

Sample-
athletes

Average 
starting age

14 12,2 9,7 9,6 7,3 7,2 5,8 6,2 7,7 110

Average retire 
age 

36 30,1 29,2 27,4 26,4 27,7 26,4 27,9 120

Sport 
Longevity

22 19 20,5 17,1 18,7 20,9 19,6 19,8 90

Sport 
Longevity in 
seniors

12 11,5 10,5 8,9 8,9 10,2 9,4 9,8 117

P. Andreev
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Ttable 2. Life expectancy for world male population
and elite male gymnasts
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nine’s are the single team with age over 30. The USA 
medal-holders retire earliest at average age of 24.5. With 
age of 27.8 the Bulgarians are amongst the group of old-
er teams and basic contribution for this result has Jordan 
Jovchev who retired on age of 39.

The data concerning overall sports career and sports 
career in seniors are similar (Table 5.). The Italians have 
longest career 26/14.2 years and in the reverse side USA 
15.3/7.4 years.

The lowest medal age belongs to the teams of Rus-
sia 21.9 and China 22 (Table 5.). This low average age 
means a big competition between the athletes in the team 
and a policy of enter of younger gymnasts on the place 

of the older ones. But the management of the national 
teams have the difficult task to find a balance between 
experience and youth. The oldest medal-holders are 
from Japan and Hungary – average age of 25.7.

CONCLUSION
The average starting age to practice artistic male 

gymnastics is dropping more than 50% 14 to 6.2 from 
the beginning to the end of the researching time period 
1960-2012. The average retirement age also has a trend 
of decreasing from the age of 36 to 26.4 or nearly 10 
years. The average Olympic medal age is rejuvenating 
from 27 in Rome’60 to the age of 23.3 in London’12 

Table 3. Specific average age parameters of male Olympic medal-holders
1960-2012 by Olympic games

Olympic
 Games

Medal 
age

Medal age 
spread

Average medal age distribution by apparatus

Floor 
exercise 

Pommel 
horse

Rings Vault
Parallel 

bars
High 
bar

All 
around

Rome’60 26.5 21 22.7 24 28.2 28.7 25.7 32.3 27

Tokyo’64 26.1 10 25 25.3 26.3 25 25.3 28 27.5

Mexico’68 23.9 13 24.3 25.3 23.3 26.3 22.3 22.7 23.3

Munich’72 24.9 11 24.3 24 26.7 23.7 24.7 24.7 26

Montreal’76 24.6 11 22.3 23 22.3 24.7 26.7 26.2 26.7

Moscow’80 23.5 7 24.3 23.7 22.7 24.3 22.7 23.3 23.3

L. Angelos’84 23.5 10 22 21.7 23.3 23.4 26 25.7 23.3

Seoul’88 22 7 20.7 21 22,7 23.3 22.3 22.2 21.7

Barcelona’92 20.8 4 20.3 20.7 20.7 20 21.2 21.3 21

Atlanta’96 23 11 20.3 23 25.3 23 24.3 23 22

Sidney’00 23.8 12 24.3 25.3 26.7 21.3 23.3 23.7 22

Athens’04 24.8 15 25.3 23.7 30.7 23.7 24 25 21.3

Beijing’08 23.9 13 23.3 21.3 25.3 25.3 25.3 21.3 25

London’12 23.3 13 22.3 23 27 19.3 24.3 25 22.3

Average for entire period 23.9 10.7 23 23.2 25.1 23.7 24.1 24.6 23.7

Table 4. Olympic medals distribution according to age of elite male 
gymnasts in period 1960-2012

 

Age 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 34 40

Olympic medals 2 20 29 19 35 50 41 29 13 24 20 14 1 6 3 1 1

Average life expectancy in years

66.09

65.8

Contingent

World male population

Male gymnasts – Olympic medal holders
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and the “golden” age to earn the Olympic medal in male 
artistic gymnastics is 24. The rings are the “oldest” ap-
paratus with an average age of 25.1 for medallists and 
the floor exercise is the “youngest” – 23. The Ukrainian 
athletes begin practicing gymnastics earliest at age 6.2 
and the South Koreans latest at the age of 9.9.  The dura-
tion of an Olympic medallist sports career has an aver-
age of 20 years, 10 of them at senior level. The Italians 
have the longest sports career – an average age of 32 and 
the USA athletes retire earliest at an average age of 24.5. 
The leading countries in male artistic gymnastics China 
and Russia won Olympic medals at the lowest average 
age of 22 and the Japan and Hungary have the “oldest” 

medallists at an average age of 25.7 .
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