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LIFE-EXPECTANCY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN OLYMPIC HIGH JUMPERS AND DISCUS THROWERS
J. Lee-Heidenreich, J. Myers
VA Palo Alto Health Care System, Palo Alto, CA and Stanford University, Stanford CA, USA
Background: Several studies have demonstrated that body habitus is associated with survival.   We sought to determine if survival differed between elite ectomorph (high jump) and mesomorph (discus) athletes.  

Methods: For each Olympics between 1924 and 1948 we identified the top (up to 20) Olympic male and female finishers in the high jump (HJ) and the discus. We determined date of death using internet searches and calculated age-specific expected survival using published US life tables.  We adjusted life-expectancy for country of origin based on Global Burden of Disease data.

Results: We identified a death date for 182 of 224 (81%) Olympic athletes (61 male HJ, 59 male discus, and 32 female HJ, 30 female discus).  Discus throwers were older during the Olympics by a mean of 2.8 ± 0.6 years, p<0.0001), heavier by 33 ± 4 lbs, p<0.0001, and taller by 0.9 ± 0.4 inches, p=0.04. Survival was higher for HJ (Figure). Observed-expected survival was 8.9±14.8 years for HJ and 5.0±13.5 years for discus athletes (p=0.06). In multivariate analysis, mortality was lower for HJ compared to discus throwers (HR 0.64, 95% CI 0.46-0.88, p=0.006) after adjustment for age, year of Olympics, and gender.  However, after additional adjustment for weight, the effect of HJ was no longer significant (HR 0.89, 95% CI 0.56-1.40, p=0.61).
Conclusion:  We found that elite high jumpers live longer than elite discus throwers, and this is explained in large part by body habitus (weight).
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