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Introduction 
 The 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, hosted by the People’s Republic of China, included 
outstanding performances by the female competitors in women’s artistic gymnastics (WAG). 
True to form, the women’s Chinese gymnastics team did not disappoint, boasting a gold-medal 
finish in the team competition and winning five individual medals.1  However allegations that the 
Chinese team had ineligible members underscored China’s success at the 2008 Olympics. 
 
 The Chinese women’s gymnastics team was accused of including at least three members 
who did not meet the 16-year-old age minimum for Olympic and senior international gymnastics 
competitions.2  The International Olympic Committee (IOC) asked the International Gymnastics 
Federation (FIG) to look into the age controversy further after the Olympic Games concluded, 
but the FIG determined that China adequately presented the committee with official government 
documents and passports verifying the gymnasts were all at least 16 years old.3 
 
 Age controversies have taken place since the FIG increased the minimum age 
requirements from 14 years of age to 15 years of age for the Olympic Games, World and 
Continental Championships in 1980.4  The 2008 Beijing Olympic gymnastic age-minimum 
controversy is a contemporary reminder that age minimums in women’s artistic gymnastics is 
still a relevant issue in the sport.  Subsequently, the FIG amended its 2009 Technical 
Regulations, requiring that all junior and senior international competitors have a license issued 
from the FIG Office.5  The FIG license is considered a “gymnastics passport,” used to determine 
age eligibility for competitors.6 
 
 Prior to the licensing requirement, senior competitors’ ages were determined by 
submitting a “valid” passport.7  Although age will still be determined based on passport records 
for licensing purposes, the hope is that this new system, regulated directly by the FIG, will 
establish an internal record of eligible gymnasts and their ages starting at the junior level.  The 
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1 Beijing Associated Press, IOC to Investigate Ages of China’s Gymnasts, Aug. 21, 2008, 
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FIG believes this new system will help eliminate concerns about age fabrication long before 
gymnasts compete at the senior level. 
 
 In this paper, I will tackle the issue of age minimums, given the resurgence of the age 
minimum controversy in women’s artistic gymnastics and the recent amendments to the FIG’s 
technical rules regarding age requirements.  In addition, I will explore why we have an age 
minimum in women’s gymnastics, why the age requirement is currently set at 16 for senior 
international competitions, and whether the age minimum is needed.  Assuming that the age 
minimum is a necessary requirement for the sport, and given the contemporary controversies 
over age fabrication, I will discuss whether enforcing an age minimum is a feasible standard for 
women’s gymnastics. 
 

Why Age Minimums in WAG? 
 
Physiological Reasons: 
 In 1980, the FIG increased the minimum age for women’s artistic gymnastics from 14 to 
15 years of age in order to compete in the Olympics and the World and Continental 
Championships.8  The FIG implemented the increased age minimum to refocus the sport of 
gymnastics towards artistry elements rather than acrobatic-driven competitions.9  While 
gymnasts may be very capable of learning technical skills at a younger age, artistry typically can 
only be mastered over time.  Older gymnasts add elegance and bring beauty to their routines, 
particularly through dance elements.  Given these theories of artistic development, the express 
goal of the 1980 age increase was to center senior international and Olympic competition on 
more seasoned gymnasts to revitalize artistic elements in the sport.10 
 
 As of January 1, 1997, the FIG again raised the age of competition for Olympic 
competitors and senior international competitors, this time from 15 to the FIG’s current age 
requirement of 16.11  However, the purpose of the 1997 age minimum increase appears to be 
different than the artistic goals that drove the 1980 age increase.  In fact, recent changes to the 
“Code of Points”—primarily its restructuring in 2006—suggest that artistry is no longer a 
priority for the FIG. 
 
 The “Code of Points” consist of the rules and regulations for all “international 
competitions under the official jurisdiction of FIG,” including World Championships, Olympic 
Games, World Cup Games, and qualifying competitions.12  The FIG’s “Code of Points” 
establishes the mandatory elements in routines, designates point values for technical and artistic 
skills, and dictates how routines will be judged.13  The 2006 “Code of Points” demanded greater 

                                                           
8 International Amateur Athletic Federation, supra note 4. 
9 Neil Amdur, Rift Over Underage Gymnasts, N.Y. TIMES, Dec. 7, 1981, at C4, available at 
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10 Id. 
11 Federation International De Gymnastique, supra note 5, at Reg. 5.2. 
12 Federation International De Gymnastique, CODE OF POINTS 2009–12, preface, available at 
http://www.sportcentric.com/vsite/vnavsite/page/directory/0,10853,5187-188050-205272-nav-list,00.html. 
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technical difficulty from the athletes and placed less value on artistry.14  For the first time, the 
artistic elements in routines were not counted in determining the overall difficulty of the routine, 
but evaluated in the execution score, which only amount to point deductions.  The artistic 
elements had the least influence in increasing the gymnast’s overall total score (or “start 
value”).15  These changes seemed to undermine any argument the FIG could have made 
regarding the current age minimum and its link to achieving greater artistry in the sport.16  The 
current “Code of Points” reflects a general shift in the sport from an appreciation of artistry to a 
greater focus on athleticism. 
 
 While artistry was not among the FIG’s named considerations for the 1997 age increase, 
Jackie Fie, then the president of the FIG’s women’s technical committee, listed the following 
considerations that led to the rule change: musculoskeletal development of young competitors, 
lengthening gymnasts’ careers, preventing burnout and the need to foster a more positive image 
of the sport among the general public, spectators, and the media.17  While Fie’s reasons for the 
rule change included an image-improving strategy for women’s gymnastics, the main impetus 
for the change related to physiological concerns for the athlete. 
 
 Michel Leglise, one of the FIG’s executive committee members and chair of its medical 
commission in Paris at the time of the 1997 rule change, stated that musculoskeletal problems 
were among the primary factors considered.18  Leglise stated, “The period when (gymnasts) are 
at the top (as competitors) is also the time when their growth is not finished, and the cartilage is 
not completely structured; it means a certain fragility for the articulations * * * [w]e know that 
one more year for maturation of the skeleton is appreciable.”19 
 
 There may be good reason to believe that physical adolescence is a major cause of injury 
in a young gymnast.  First, the growth process itself can cause an imbalance between strength 
and flexibility, a possible factor in injury.20  Additionally, studies have shown that growth plate 
cartilage may be less resistant to “repetitive stress than adult articular cartilage * * * causing an 
increased likelihood of injury to the open epiphysis.”21  An article in The New England Journal 
of Medicine highlighted some particularized injuries to gymnastics.  The article states that 
gymnastics may cause the following injuries: 
 

Repetitive stress on the developing musculoskeletal system, which has a much 
higher cartilage content than in adults, may cause an accumulation of minor 
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19 Id. 
20 D.J Cain & K.J. Linder. Overuse Injuries of Growing Bones: The Young Female Gymnast at Risk? 13(12) THE 
PHYSICIAN AND SPORTSMEDICINE 51 (1985). 
21 R.M. Daly et al., Balancing the Risk of Injury to Gymnasts: How Effective are the Counter Measures?, 35.1 
BRITISH J SPORTS MED 8 (Feb 2001), citing D.J. Cain & K.J. Linder, Overuse Injuries of Growing Bones: The 
Young Female Gymnast at Risk? 13 THE PHYSICIAN AND SPORTSMEDICINE 51–64 (1985), and D.J. Caine, Growth 
Plate Injury and Bone Growth: An update, 2 PEDIATRIC EXERCISE SCIENCE, 209–29 (1990). 



Age Minimums in the Sport of Women’s Artistic Gymnastics  

76 VOLUME 7, ISSUE 2 SPRING 2010 

physical insults that can result in permanent injury or deformity.  These injuries 
include stress fractures; growth-plate fractures; wrist and elbow injuries; spinal 
injuries such as scoliosis, spondylolysis, and spondylolistesis; and reflex 
sympathetic dystrophy.”22 

 
 However, both of the above studies compare the maturity of the skeletal system in 
children to that of adults.  Without empirical evidence, the studies thereby attribute a greater 
likelihood of injury in child gymnasts to the gymnast’s vulnerable skeletal system, which is 
exposed to long durations of elite training.23  These studies do not necessarily establish at what 
age a child’s skeletal system could handle elite gymnastics training and whether the age of 16 is 
an appropriate benchmark for physical development. Additionally, if injury is most likely 
associated with many years of training, the age minimum in senior competition is ineffectual in 
addressing this risk because elite-level training begins at very young ages, long before a gymnast 
enters senior competition.24 
 
 The “female-athletic-triad” has been closely associated with the sport of gymnastics.25  
The “female-athletic-triad” is characterized by three prongs of illness: (1) eating disorders26; (2) 
menstrual dysfunction; and (3) physical underdevelopment (e.g., height at maturation, or stunted 
growth) that may lead to osteoporosis.27  While data is scarce on elite gymnasts and the 
retardation of their development, two main studies have addressed these issues. 
 
 One such study anthropometrically analyzed 201 female gymnasts competing in the 24th 
World Championships (Rotterdam, 1987).28  Kinanthropometry refers to the “quantitative 
interface between human structure and function” and is considered the “measure of man,” 
including the relationship between movement and body size, body proportions, shape 
characteristics (or somatotype), body composition, maturation, and gross motor performance.29  
The mean age of the gymnasts studied was 16.5 years.30  The gymnasts’ data was compared with 
cross-sectioned reference data on non-athletic girls with the same mean age.31  The comparisons 
revealed that the gymnasts were considerably shorter and lighter with narrower shoulders and 
hips in all age groups.32  Despite being shorter on average, the gymnasts’ relative leg height was 
not significantly different from the reference group.33  The most significant difference between 
the gymnasts and the reference group was the age of attaining menarche (menstruation). At 15 
years of age, 97% of the reference group had attained menarche, while only 42% of the gymnasts 
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24 See infra discussion “Why 16 Years of Age?” 
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26 See infra discussion “Psychological Reasons.” 
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30 Claessens, supra note 28, at 756–58. 
31 Id. at 758–61. 
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experienced menarche.  By age 17 100% of the reference group had attained menarche, 
compared to 82% of gymnasts.34 
 
 Another study looked at 15 Belgian female gymnasts for an average of 6.7 years.35  The 
gymnasts studied were beginning-level gymnasts progressing to regional and national 
competition levels.  The mean age of the gymnasts at the beginning of the study was 8.7 years 
and the mean age at the end of the study was 15.5 years.36  The gymnasts trained an average of 
15 hours per week.  Again, the gymnasts were compared with reference data from the general 
population.  It was found that “peak height velocity” (or the gymnasts’ major growth spurt) 
occurred at 12.9 years, while “peak height velocity” occurred at 11.6 in the reference girls.37  The 
magnitude of the growth spurts were also similar between gymnasts’ (height increasing 6.8 
cm/year) and the reference group (7.5 cm/year). 38 The researchers ultimately concluded that the 
gymnasts’ adolescent growth standard deviation indicated overlap with the reference sample 
particularly with regard to shorter-than-average height and later-maturing reference girls. 39   
These findings arguably suggest that training in gymnastics (at least at a mean of 15 hours/week) 
during adolescence does not influence growth or maturation.  The researchers also proposed that 
a selection process for the sport occurs early on, whereby smaller females generally are 
encouraged to participate.40 
 
 While the studies discussed in this section are not conclusive regarding physiological 
harm to gymnasts and imply no correlation to age, the studies do suggest that other factors 
beyond age may need to be considered in assessing the physiological welfare of artistic 
gymnasts.  Namely, the intensity and duration of training may need to be considered along with 
age.  At the very least, it should be acknowledged that the technical demands of the sport may 
produce a natural selection for certain body types, and that the selection process may result in the 
retardation of development in gymnasts.  These concerns need to be added to the discussion 
about the physiological health of gymnasts; age minimums standing alone do not address such 
concerns. 
 
Psychological Reasons: 
 While physiological benefits for gymnasts—competing at ages where the athletes’ bodies 
are more developed—may have been the primary reason for the FIG to raise the WAG age 
minimum to 16 years of age, the age requirement may also bring psychological benefits to the 
athlete.  Aurelia Nattiv, M.D., believes that increasing the age limits for elite competition in 
gymnastics will help give gymnasts at all levels of the sport a more realistic body image 
standard. 41 Nattiv stated, “For years the picture of the elite gymnast was the pencil-thin, pre-
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pubertal, smaller ideal,” and she hopes that continuing to increase the age limit will help “foster 
healthier gymnasts.”42 
 
 Gymnast Christy Henrich is one example of how gymnastics, combined with pressures to 
succeed, can have an immense psychological impact on young athletes.  Henrich died in 1994 of 
multiple organ system failure, brought on by anorexia nervosa and bulimia.43 A judge allegedly 
commented that her scores would improve with weight loss, further catalyzing the problem.44  
Henrich was an elite gymnast, narrowly missing qualifying for the Olympics in 1988 (at the age 
of 16) and again failing to qualify for the Olympics in 1992.45 
 
 At the very least, there is a plausible correlation between an increased age minimum and 
a reduction in eating disorders.  When younger gymnasts with less developed bodies compete in 
the same arena as older, more physically developed gymnasts, there are increased pressures on 
the older gymnasts to maintain a stature similar to those younger competitors.  This especially 
may be true in gymnastics, where the traditional aesthetic involves a smaller physical frame.  As 
evidenced by Henrich and as referenced by the first prong in the female triad, eating disorders 
are a serious issue that needs to be addressed in gymnastics.  While increasing the age minimum 
for senior competition will not eliminate the problem, it is a plausible step to help minimize the 
progression of eating disorders in the sport. 
 
Protecting Children from Harmful Exposure: 
 Another reason for the age minimum may be to prevent child exploitation that can occur 
in the limelight of senior international competition. For example, Dominique Moceanu competed 
for the 1996 U.S. Olympic Team when she was 14.  She competed under the technical regulation 
exception, which allowed gymnasts not meeting the age requirement to compete if they 
eventually met the age requirement in the Olympic year.46 
 
 As part of the 1996 U.S. women’s gymnastics team—deemed “The Magnificent 
Seven”—Moceanu helped the team win its first team gold medal for the United States, despite 
competing with a stress fracture in her tibia.47  Moceanu also won the all-around title in the 1998 
Goodwill Games, and although Moceanu qualified for the 2000 U.S. Olympic trials, she was 
forced to withdraw due to a knee injury.48 
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47 Event Final Notes, USA Gymnastics, http://web.archive.org/web/19971109035234/http://www.usa-
gymnastics.org/events/1996/olympics/event2.html. 
48 Selena Roberts, Injured Moceanu Forced out of Competition, N.Y. TIMES, Aug. 18, 2000, at D2, available at 
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 In 1998, Moceanu left home and successfully sued her parents for emancipation.49  In 
addition to securing a protective order against her father, Moceanu accused him of robbing her of 
the millions she acquired in endorsements from participating in the Olympics and other 
international competitions.50 This type of exploitation from parents, coaches, and the media, 
known as “achievement by proxy,” is always a concern when children achieve international and 
national success in any sport.  Achievement by proxy is defined as a “strong parental 
encouragement of a potentially dangerous endeavor for the purpose of gaining fame and 
financial reward.”51 
 
 It is not only parents and coaches who push for the child athlete’s success; the athlete 
herself strives to be the best.  Two-time Olympian Shannon Miller stated that it’s unfair to 
characterize gymnasts as “unwilling victims” of success hungry adults: “It’s a mistake to think 
those girls aren’t choosing to do what they want to do . . . I don’t think people give girls enough 
credit for knowing their own bodies.”52 
 
 USA Gymnastics Chief Colarossi has also characterized the demand placed on young 
female gymnasts as driven by the athletes: “At the end of the day, it’s the athletes who are 
driving the train . . . [t]hey’re the ones going to the gym every day, raising the level of 
excellence.  They’re the ones trying to do things that have never been done before.  And when 
you do that, you put yourself in a position of risk.”53 
 
 However, it is not the child athlete who should be “driving the train.”  Rather, the child 
athlete may need protection from her own goals and ambitions.  By barring gymnasts from senior 
competition and the international spotlight until age 16, gymnasts may become more mature and 
stand up to demanding parents and overbearing coaches (like Moceanu54).  Also, raising the age 
minimum will eliminate the urgency to create young elite gymnasts, disseminate adult 
“pushing,” and take the pressure off all parties involved.  While reducing self-pressure and 
mitigating the unhealthy exposure of child athletes’ to parental pressures are admirable goals, it 
is still arguable that age minimums alone will not prove effective without additional measures. 
 
Why 16 Years of Age? 
 Is the age minimum of 16 really just an arbitrary number?  The FIG believes that 
gymnasts who reach the physical and emotional maturity of 16 will see “appreciable” health 
benefits in elite gymnastics, leading to success for the individual athlete and for the sport of 

                                                           
49 Moceanu v. Moceanu, No. 01-98-01383-CV, 1999 WL 93244 (Tex. App.–Hous. (1 Dist.) Feb. 25, 1999). 
50 Paula Parrish, Gymnasts are Old-lympians/Golden Girls Going for Gold in Sydney, THE COLORADO SPRINGS 
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father.html?pagewanted=1. 
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gymnastics.55  However, some in the medical field argue that if physical and psychological 
reasons truly are the impetus for the age minimum in elite women’s gymnastics, the age 
minimum should be set at an even older age. 
 
 Bert R. Mandelbaum, M.D., a physician with U.S. Soccer and orthopedist with Santa 
Monica Orthopaedic and Sports Medicine Group, suggests that, in order to see actual benefits to 
the health of elite gymnasts, senior competition should begin around 17 to 18 years of age.  
Mandelbaum goes on to say that  “gymnastics injuries are less a matter of age than of training 
hours . . . [a]bout half or more of the injuries occur during practice and we know that gymnasts 
who train more than 16 hours per week are at a higher risk of problems, including physical and 
psychological burnout.”56  Mandelbaum’s arguments are consistent with some of the medical 
studies referenced earlier in this paper that suggest physical injury in gymnasts is linked to young 
skeletal structures and intensive training over time.57 
 
 If the main source of injuries to gymnasts is the amount of time and intensity of training, 
increasing the age minimums for gymnasts at the senior level would remove some of the 
pressure of producing an elite gymnast at earlier ages.  This decreases the intensity of practice 
and allows for technical development over time.  Larry Nassar, D.O., medical services 
coordinator for USA Gymnastics, concurs: “We won’t be pushing so hard for our athletes to 
become elite level gymnasts at such early age[s] [and this] should increase their longevity.”58 
 
 However, it may not be realistic to assume that increases in age minimums will correlate 
to decreased hours and training intensity.  There is a widely held belief in the gymnastics world 
that to achieve success at an elite level training and competition must begin well before 
puberty.59  This means that gymnasts who wish to pursue elite competition often begin intensive 
training between the ages of 5 and 6 and may train 30 to 40 hours a week throughout the year.60  
The members of the United States gymnastics team train a minimum of 40 hours per week year 
round under the Karolyi plan, implemented in 1999 by Bela Karolyi and continued by Martha 
Karolyi, the current national team coordinator.61  In contrast, the NCAA restricts training for 
college gymnasts to 20 hours per week for the declared season of either 144 days or 26 weeks, 
then eight hours per week in the offseason (and these are women sometimes four to nine years 
older than the national competitors).62 
 
 It may be even less realistic to think age minimums will have any effect internationally 
when examining China’s national training program.  In China, children are selected based on 

                                                           
55 Anderson, supra note 17. 
56 Id. 
57 See supra discussion “Physiological Reasons.” 
58 Anderson, supra note 17. 
59 Daly, supra note 21. 
60 M. Dixon & P. Fricker, Injuries to Elite Gymnasts over a 10 Yr. 25(12) MED. SCI. SPORTS EXERC. 1322 (Dec. 
1993). 
61 Reid, supra note 52. 
62 NCAA Division I Bylaw 2.14, 2009; Mike Lorenzen, The Insiders Guide to College Gymnastics, 
http://www.collegegymnast.files.wordpress.com/2009/04/insiders-guide.ppt.html. 
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physical stature to become gymnasts by the time they are six years old.63  The children are 
plucked from their homes to live at sports schools where they train an average of six hours a day, 
six days a week. 64  Once in the sports program, the training regimen is enforced, regardless of 
skill level or age, further demonstrating a fundamental disconnect from the age minimum and 
training time. 
 
 International and national competitions at the junior level closely mirror the technical 
difficulty included in senior international and national competition.  Certainly the hours of 
training in preparation for junior competitions also mirror the training of the senior competitors.  
Therefore, is age the only material difference between junior competition and senior 
competition? 
 
 Bela Karolyi, the U.S. national team coordinator for the 1996 and 2000 gymnastics 
teams, does not support age minimums.  At the 2000 USA Olympic trials, Karolyi spoke out 
against age minimums, saying that it discriminates against younger gymnasts.  He remarked that 
at the trials the best American gymnast, Kristal Uzelac (whose scores at the 2000 junior nationals 
would have ranked her third at the 2000 senior nationals) would not be at the 2000 Olympics 
simply because she was 14.65  Karolyi stated, “We take away the dreams of the young ones, and 
we drive them from the sport . . .  Why?  What is the point?  Why should the little ones not be 
able to show what they can do?”66  Karolyi may have a legitimate argument. While gymnasts can 
compete in junior competitions until they are old enough for senior competition, failing to meet 
the age requirement may mean losing a chance at a future Olympic Games.  A 14-year-old 
gymnast during the year of the Olympics will be 18 the next time she is eligible to compete for a 
spot on the Olympic team, and by then it may be too late.  If the gymnast could technically 
qualify for the Olympics at age 14, it is highly unlikely that the gymnast will be able to maintain 
an Olympic level of competition for the next four years, particularly when injury is so prevalent 
in the sport.  The current age minimum requirement rewards athletes that peak competitively at 
the age of 16. 
 
 Uzelac, whom Karolyi spoke highly of in 2000, retired in 2004 due to injuries.  She never 
had the opportunity to try out for the Olympics despite qualifying for the U.S. Championships 
that year (where Olympic qualification occurs).67  Uzelac won the junior U.S. National 
Championships in 1999, 2000, and 2001, the first and only three-time junior national champion.  
Despite her age ineligibility for the 2000 Olympics, Uzelac was determined to be a participant in 
the 2004 Olympics.  In 2001, Uzelac was named to the American team for the Goodwill Games, 
but was replaced due to a sprained knee.68  Uzelac debuted in senior competition in 2002 and 
competed at the U.S. National Championships that year, but injuries forced her to withdraw from 
three events on the second day of the competition.  At Uzelac’s last major international meet—
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64 Id. 
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the 2002 Pacific Alliance Championships—she won a team gold, an individual gold medal on 
vault and placed third in the all-around.69  Injuries plagued Uzelac’s 2002 and 2003 seasons, 
leading her to take time off in 2003.70  In 2004, while training for the Olympic qualifier, Uzelac 
broke her ankle and ultimately decided to train for college; she attended Penn State and 
competed for their women’s gymnastics team.71 
 
 Uzelac’s story illustrates that the age minimum in gymnastics may not ultimately be in 
the best interest of the athlete.  Uzelac could not compete at the Olympics when she was at her 
peak, all because she was underage.  If the goal of age minimums is to increase the longevity of a 
gymnast’s career and displace the intensity of training over time, the age requirement failed in 
Uzelac’s case and arguably continues to have little impact on these goals. 
 
 It is interesting to consider what would have happened if Uzelac sued the FIG for 
deprivation of the right to compete in the 2000 Olympics because of the FIG’s age minimum.  
State ex rel. Givens summarizes the traditional sentiment of the courts’ attitude toward voluntary 
associations: 
 

A voluntary association may, without direction or interference by the courts, for 
its government, adopt a constitution, by-laws, rules and regulations which will 
control as to all questions of discipline, or internal policy and management, and 
its right to interpret and administer the same is as sacred as the right to make 
them.72 

 
 In the context of amateur sports, the courts will review rules established by private 
associations that may be “arbitrary and capricious.”  Uzelac could argue that her disqualification 
was arbitrary because her ability to perform in the Olympic WAG competition had nothing to do 
with her age.  Furthermore, she could assert that the better standard would be an individual 
evaluation of the physical development of the athlete in determining her ability to compete.  This 
would be similar to Maurice Clarett’s argument in Clarett v. National Football League.73  Clarett 
argued that “the eligibility rules are arbitrary and that requiring him to wait another football 
season has nothing to do with whether he is in fact qualified for professional play.”74  However, 
the court responded: “But Clarett is in this respect no different from the typical worker who is 
confident that he or she has the skills to fill a job vacancy but does not possess the qualifications 
or meet the requisite criteria that have been set.”75 
 
 In light of Clarett, should a court hear Uzelac’s arbitrary argument, the court would likely 
find that she freely associated with the FIG and thus is simply not eligible to compete because of 
the organization’s rules, despite being physically qualified.  Uzelac might also reference the 
FIG’s objectives for the rule, including improved wellness of the athlete, and claim the rule is 
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arbitrary because the age minimum does not achieve the FIG’s stated objectives.  But, with the 
lax arbitrary standard, as long as the court can find the age minimum is a step in the right 
direction toward accomplishing the FIG’s goals, the requirement would likely be upheld. 
 

Is the Age Minimum a Viable Standard? 
 
The Current Standard: 
 According to the FIG Technical Regulations, a participant must attain the age of 16 years 
to qualify for official senior WAG competitions of the FIG and for the Olympic Games.76  The 
gymnast must turn 16 at some point in the year of the competition.  Prior to 2009, a 15-year-old 
competitor could compete in the World Championships in the year immediately preceding the 
Olympic Games.  However, this exception has been removed from the 2009 Technical 
Regulations.77 
 
 An additional change to the 2009 Technical Regulations requires all junior and senior 
international competitors obtain a license issued from the FIG Office.78  The new licensing 
regulation is a direct response to the FIG’s historical problems with enforcing age minimums. 
The document, considered a “gymnastics passport,” will be used for determining age eligibility 
for competitors.  Prior to this licensing requirement, age was determined for senior competitors 
via submissions of a “valid” passport.79  While age will still be determined based on passport 
records for licensing purposes, the hope is that this new system regulated directly by the FIG will 
establish an internal record of gymnasts’ ages starting at the junior level long before senior 
competition.  FIG President Bruno Grandi said, “We (will) follow athletes longer in their 
career”; the hope is that this new system will help eliminate concerns about age fabrication.80 
 
Historical Problems with Enforcing Age Minimums: 
 The 2008 Beijing age controversy surrounding team China’s gymnasts is not a 
remarkable event for the sport of gymnastics.  Although the FIG concluded that the Chinese 
competitors were eligible, there are other confirmed cases of age falsification throughout 
gymnastics history.81 
 
 For example, the Romanian National Team has repeatedly disregarded the FIG age 
minimums.  In 2002, Daniela Silivas admitted that she competed in the 1985 World 
Championships at age 13 (the minimum age being 14 at the time).  Her head coaches changed 
her birth year from 1972 to 1970 and issued her a new passport.82  In 1992, when the FIG age 
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minimum was 15, Gina Gogean’s age was changed, allowing her to compete as a 14-year-old.83  
In 1994, Alexandra Marinescu’s passport was altered to allow her to compete while underage.  
Romanian Gymnastics Chief Nicolae Vieru admitted to ProSport (a Romanian newspaper) that 
the falsification occurred: “Changing the ages was a worldwide practice . . . [w]e copied this 
from others.”84 
 
 Accusations have also been directed at the former Soviet Union.  However, none of these 
accounts were officially confirmed.85  Olga Bicherova, 1981 World all-around champion, is one 
of the most disputed cases of age falsification.  However, the Soviets produced valid passports to 
verify that she was eligible for the 1981 World Championships.86 
 
 North Korea has officially been in violation of the age minimums and is currently one of 
the only teams sanctioned by the FIG for age falsification.  The FIG determined that North Korea 
falsified Kim Gwang Suk’s passport on three separate occasions between 1987 and 1993.87  It is 
estimated that Suk competed at the 1989 World Championships at age 11 or 12.88  The FIG 
penalized the North Korean team by suspending the team from competition at the 1993 
Birmingham World Championships.89 
 
 China also has been accused of violating the WAG age minimums.  As mentioned earlier, 
the 2008 Beijing gymnastics team was accused of having underage gymnasts—accusations 
eventually dispelled upon further investigation by the FIG.90  More recently, China has been 
under investigation for the age falsification of two WAG team members, Dong Fangxiao and 
Yang Yun, at the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games.91 
 
 In a 2007 interview on China’s state-run television, Yang admitted to competing 
underage at the Sydney Olympics, stating she was “only 14 years old” at the time.92  A Hunan 
Province sports administration report confirmed Yang’s statement.93  Additionally, it is alleged 
that Dong’s documents for the 2000 Olympics would have made her 14 years old during the 
competition.94  In June 2009, the FIG decided to pursue the investigation into the alleged age 
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falsification.95  The FIG Executive Committee, after seeking legal advice, determined that the 
statute of limitations had not run on the 2000 Sydney case, and that the FIG was the appropriate 
body for pursuing the investigation.96 
 
 The Executive Committee appointed a Disciplinary Commission, consisting of three 
people: Chairman Mr. Rached Gharbi (from Tunisia), Ms. Margarida Dias Ferreira (Portugal), 
and Mr. Marc Schoenmaekers (Belgium).97  Should the Disciplinary Committee find that China 
used underage gymnasts in 2000, possible punishments include suspensions in future 
competitions or stripping the competitors of their medals.98  While the Disciplinary Commission 
was charged with bringing a decision to the Executive Committee in late September 2009, the 
investigation was postponed.  As of late February 2010, the Disciplinary Commission submitted 
its final report to the International Olympic Committee.99  The Commission found Fangxiao was 
underage at the Sydney Games, but found the evidence inconclusive as to Yang’s age during the 
2000 Olympics.100   As a result, the FIG has “‘cancelled’ all of Fangxiao’s results from the 2000 
Sydney Games and recommended that the International Olympic Committee strip the Chinese of 
their medal” (China won a team bronze at the Sydney Games).101  The IOC is currently taking 
the FIG recommendations under advisement.102  The 2000 Sydney age controversy began to 
receive media attention around the same time as the 2008 Beijing age incident.  At that time, the 
IOC encouraged the FIG to investigate the Sydney issue further.103  Additionally, the FIG’s 
Secretary General, Andrew Gueisbuhler, stated in fall 2008 that “the world should know that this 
is a moral and ethical question, and we will not take this lightly.”104 
 
 Yet, it took the FIG almost a year to organize an official body to investigate the Sydney 
age falsification.  Meanwhile, China went on to compete in the 41st Artistic Gymnastics World 
Championships in London.105  Chinese team members medaled in the individual competition; 
Zou Kai earned silver on the floor exercise, while He Kexin earned gold on the uneven bars.106  
While all members on China’s 2009 World Championship team were eligible, the drawn-out 
investigation by the FIG Disciplinary Commission failed to send a strong message to national 
gymnastic teams that age requirements are taken seriously.  In fact, the FIG’s approach to 
regulating age minimums has not been aggressive over the years.  Despite multiple gymnasts 
openly admitting to competing as underage competitors and recounting details to the media of 
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government age falsification, the FIG has done little to retroactively pursue investigations of 
these accounts.   Only North Korea and China have been sanctioned for age violations, despite 
multiple accounts of the practice from other countries.107 
 
 The long history of age falsification in gymnastics, coupled with the history of successful 
underage gymnasts, may further perpetuate age fabrication.  If countries continue to have 
immense success competing at the senior level with underage gymnasts, that success may serve 
as a carrot to encourage nations and gymnasts to find new ways to circumvent the age minimum.  
Also, many underage gymnasts have successfully competed without injury at the senior level, 
further undermining the theory behind the age minimum.  The FIG’s apparent inability to 
enforce age minimums, and the actual success of gymnasts competing while underage, leads to 
the question of whether age minimums are viable. 
 
Viability of the Age Requirement: 
 Given the FIG’s lax approach to enforcing its age minimums and the protracted 
investigation into the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games controversy, the age minimum requirement 
does not seem to be a feasible regulation.  When government documents could be manipulated 
(in countries like China) and the FIG refuses to cross-reference passports with birth certificates, 
age falsification is easy to achieve.108  
 
 While many Western and European countries appear to be self-regulating when it comes 
to age minimums, the apparent disregard of the rule by other nations continuously undermines 
the regulation.  The FIG’s pattern of non-enforcement throughout the years generates an 
apathetic attitude among seemingly compliant national competitors.  For example, in the face of 
the 2008 Beijing age controversy, American competitor Alicia Sacramone made the following 
statement, “There’s nothing we can do about it, so why worry?”109  Additionally, Marta Karolyi 
said, “It [the age minimum] just causes problems, and you can’t prove if someone is following 
the rules or not,” she said, “It causes too many problems.”110 
 
 It doesn’t seem possible for the age minimum rule to hold water without the strong 
enforcement of the FIG.  Although the new licensing plan may make it more challenging for 
countries to engage in age falsification, it will still be possible to identify key prospects and 
manipulate their ages earlier in the athletes’ careers.  As long as gymnastics places an emphasis 
on technical difficulty over artistry,111 and the belief remains that younger, lighter, and more 
naïve gymnasts are more capable of fearlessly meeting those technical demands,112 age 
minimums will continue to be violated. 
 

Conclusion 
 While concerns over the potential physical and physiological harms for young female 
gymnasts, the desire to protect young athletes from injury, disorders and the potentially 
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overzealous drive of parents, coaches and the athletes themselves are admirable ends, it remains 
a question whether age minimums constitute a viable means.  The age minimum may have some 
merit in furthering wellness goals for the female gymnast, but it is likely that additional 
modifications to the sport will need to be executed to realize meaningful change.  When junior 
competition closely mirrors senior competition, potentially making the age regulation all but an 
arbitrary number, the age minimum has little effect in protecting the health of the athlete.  
Additionally, the FIG’s lack of aggressiveness in enforcing the age requirements makes the 
rule’s effect on senior international competition de minimis. 
 
 The FIG has not made a formal statement regarding what steps the Disciplinary 
Commission has taken in its more extensive investigations of age falsification—namely, the 
cases of North Korea and the 2000 Chinese Olympic Team.  However, it seems safe to say that 
scientific age testing is not being employed, and arguably would not be helpful.  Dr. David 
Sinclair, a pathologist at Harvard Medical School, studies the aging process in animals and 
people.  He said, “There are many possible methods to determine age, but they are not very 
accurate.  The error is about two years.”113  The most accurate age test is called the “Complex 
Method.”114  The “Complex Method” reviews five weighted factors, including an analysis of the 
following: (1) the pubic bone which smoothes overtime; (2) imaging of the femur or thigh bone, 
which looses density over time; and (3) dental wearing and an examination of the fusing process 
of the cranium.115  Genetic and biochemical tests have also proved to be inaccurate in 
determining age at the molecular level.116 
 
 The current age tests, with two-year margins of error, will not be helpful in the age 
controversy where age falsification is commonly employed to fabricate one-year or two-year age 
differences.  Additionally, given the early onset of bone wear in young female gymnasts, the age 
tests may prove to be even more inaccurate.  For example, U.S. elite gymnast Diane Park 
recalled her doctor consulting with three other doctors on her spinal X-ray. The other doctors did 
not know Park or her age and estimated the spinal image to be that of an individual in her 60s.117  
Park was 18.118 
 
 The error in scientific age tests only reinforces the complications with implementing an 
age minimum in gymnastics.  Furthermore, even if the “Complex Method” were precisely 
accurate in predicting age, the invasive procedures used to determine age may violate athletes’ 
privacy rights.  Despite the privacy concern, athletes freely associate with an organization and 
thereby voluntarily subject themselves to the organization’s standard for determining eligibility. 
 
 The high risks associated with gymnastics must be balanced with rules providing safety 
for the children that participate in it.  Given the FIG’s stated reason for increasing the age 
minimum in 1997 (musculoskeletal development of young competitors, lengthening gymnasts 
careers, preventing burnout and the need to foster a more positive image of the sport among the 
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general public, spectators, and the media),119 some alternatives to the age requirement should be 
considered that might achieve similar ends. 
 
Alternatives to the Age Minimum: 
 If injury in female gymnasts has been most closely associated with long training hours,120 
one alternative would be to impose training maximums on junior and senior competitors.  Such 
training maximums could mirror that of the NCAA in college gymnastics, which restricts 
training for college gymnasts to 20 hours per week for the declared season of either 144 days or 
26 weeks, plus eight hours per week in the offseason.121 
 
 However, maximums can be hard to enforce, as evidenced by the controversies 
surrounding training maximums in all sports at the NCAA collegiate level.  The 2005 NCAA 
Presidential Task Force on the Future of Intercollegiate Athletics Student-Athlete Well-Being 
Subcommittee admitted that there is a lack of enforcement of the weekly training maximums and 
that athletes can get around the maximum by practicing at their own prerogative.122  Since it has 
been shown that NCAA athletes overcome required training maximums by voluntarily electing 
to train without supervision, the FIG’s adoption of training maximums could eliminate the 
“voluntary training” option. 
 
 There is also the concern that imposed training limits could lead to more injuries.  Given 
the great physical demands of the sport, athletes with restricted training times may not be as 
properly conditioned if training maximums were implemented.  One five-year study of college 
gymnasts’ injuries found that gymnasts who trained after the onset of an enforced break reported 
more total injuries than at any other period of time in training.123  This research suggests that 
training maximums may not be the safest alternative without significant changes to the technical 
demands of WAG.  Thus, instituting training maximums may require a reduced degree of 
technical difficulty demanded of female artistic gymnasts.  This may lead to a restructuring of 
the “Code of Points” and shifting the focus toward artistry (a step that could be taken on its own 
to improve the health of gymnasts).124  Another option would be to institute training maximums 
on certain age groups of competitors, limiting the intensity of training on younger groups of 
gymnasts while still allowing for eventual training increases over time.  A graduated training 
schedule, paired with an age minimum, might be an effective alternative for the athlete’s well-
being. 
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 Enrico Casella, coach of the 2008 Italian Women’s Gymnastic National Team, has 
suggested that the FIG remove age limits and instead institute weight classes.125  Casella’s 
suggestion would mean gymnasts of similar weight could compete more equally against one 
another.  However, weight classes might negatively bring the focus of the sport back to weight, 
potentially increasing the risks of the “Female Athlete Triad.” 
 
 While weight maximums are a potential standard, any attempt to set a weight maximum 
may be as arbitrary as setting an age minimum, especially given the varying weights of elite 
gymnasts in contemporary competition.  The average weight of members of the Chinese 
gymnastics team in the 2008 Beijing Olympics was about 77 pounds, while the average weight 
of the United States Olympic team members was around 107 pounds.126  Given the discrepancy 
in weights among gymnasts, it would be challenging to preserve fair competition while setting 
meaningful weight classes or weight maximums to benefit the health of the athlete. 
 
 A final possible alternative would be to restructure the “Code of Points” to focus more on 
artistry rather than demanding technical skills that require rigorous abuse to the body.127  In the 
1950s and 1960s, the senior competition was dominated by athletes in their mid-to-late twenties.  
At the time, the “Code of Points” centered on artistry and was largely inspired by ballet. As a 
result, more seasoned gymnasts found success in the sport by bringing elegance to their routines.  
For example, Hungarian gymnast Agnes Keleti won four individual gold medals at the 1956 
Olympics at age 35.128  Larisa Latynina, a Soviet gymnast, won three consecutive Olympic all-
around medals at the age of 21, 25, and 29.129  Latynina also became the 1958 World Champion 
while she was pregnant.  Latynina’s gymnastics career demonstrates longevity in the sport, one 
goal the FIG attributes to the age minimum. 
 
 Oksana Chusovitina of Germany competed at the 2008 Olympics and won an individual 
silver medal on vault at age 33; today, Chusovitina is the exception, not the norm.130  The 
average age of Chusovitina’s competitors on vault was 19.131  The gymnasts of the 1950s and 
1960s suggest that, at the very least, longevity of a gymnast’s career may be better served by 
refocusing the “Code of Points” around artistry. 
 
Final Thoughts: 
 While age minimums may be a step in the right direction toward improving the health of 
the WAG athlete, more needs to be done in terms of enforcement and to make the age standard  
viable in application.  The sport itself needs to be restructured if true changes are to be achieved 
for the athlete’s well-being, including adjustments to training times and the technical 
requirements of the sport.  While alternatives to the age minimum are speculative, if the media 
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continues to put gymnastics age controversies at the forefront of international sporting 
competitions, changes to gymnastics are inevitable. 


