Declines in ten-pin bowling performance
with advancing age

SIR—One approach to studying the effects of ageing on
functional capacity in humans is to analyse peak physi-
cal performance of trained athletes with increasing age [1].
Because top master athletes are highly motivated, train vig-
orously, and experience minimal body composition changes
or diseases, analyses of athletic records provide a possible
biomarker of ageing [2]. We have previously characterised
the age-related reductions in the physically demanding tasks
of running, swimming and weightlifting [3—5]. Unlike these
athletic events that are determined by muscular strength,
cardiovascular endurance or agility, ten-pin bowling offers
an unique opportunity to explore the relation between age
and athletic performance because the sport is highly skill
and technique dependent, and can be performed success-
fully by many individuals across a wide age-span for many
years. Bowling is also distinctive in that its performance is
largely determined by skill and technique rather than mus-
cular strength and endurance [6,7]. The primary aim of the
present study was to determine ten-pin bowling performance
with increasing age in active professional and master bowlers.

Subjects and methods

Cross-sectional analysis of the average scores of the
2002 Professional Bowlers Association (PBA) World
Championship and the 2002 Senior Wotld Championship
was performed on 147 male bowlers. Participants whose ages
could be found on the PBA.com website or those whose
ages wete revealed by using an internet search engine were
included in the analysis. Average scores were calculated as
the total points divided by the number of games. Correlation
and regression analyses were performed to determine the
relation between age and bowling performance.

Results

As depicted in Figure 1, ten-pin bowling scores declined
curvilinearly with advancing age. Performance appeared to be
maintained until approximately 45 years of age and started to
decrease more rapidly thereafter. Correlation and regression
analyses suggested that ageing accounted for approximately
40% (R?* = 0.39) of the decline in bowling performance. The
overall magnitude of decline was very small with less than
a 10% (approximately 8%) decline in the span of 50 yeats
(from 216 pins at age 20 to 188 pins at age 70).

Discussion

Since the seminal report by Shock [8], a number of
physiological functions and tasks have been characterised
as to how they decline with advancing age. This is an
important topic of investigation from a gerontological point
of view. However, the effects of age per se are very difficult to
address because age-related changes are often confounded
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Figure |. Average ten-pin bowling scores with advancing age.

by simultaneous changes in lifestyle, motivation and co-
existing disease processes. To minimise these confounding
issues, master athletes have been used to study age-related
changes in function and performance as they are active, highly
motivated and experience fewer chronic diseases. In contrast
to studies dealing with frail elderly (one end of the extreme),
master athletes (the other end of the extreme) provide
another example of what is possible in human ageing. In the
present study, we assessed how ten-pin bowling performance
changes with advancing age.

A salient finding of the present study was that the overall
decline in ten-pin bowling performance with advancing age
was small. From ages 20 to 70, average bowling scores
declined less than 10%. This magnitude of decline is
considerably smaller than that seen in other athletic events
(e.g. running, swimming, etc.), which are known to decrease
approximately 10% per decade |2, 4, 9]. Bowling scores do
not appeat to be dependent upon typical physiological
functions like muscular strength and endurance [0, 7], but
rather by skill and technique. In this regard, it is interesting
to note that the rate of decline in the present study is
considerably lower than those observed in other skill-
dependent functional tasks in normal older adults [10]. These
results suggest that the components of skill and technique
that are necessary for some athletic events may be well
maintained with advancing age.

Bowling performance declined in a curvilinear fashion.
The performance appeared to be maintained until approxi-
mately 45 years of age and started to decrease more rapidly
thereafter. Interestingly, the curvilinear decline in bowling
performance was similar to other athletic events including
running and swimming [2, 4, 9]. It seems likely that depend-
ing on athletic events, there may be a given threshold age up
to which athletic performance can be maintained. In bowl-
ing, this occurred at approximately 45 years of age. Possible
limitations in this study are the inclusion of only men’s scores
and also the lack of information regarding the participants’
training regimen and bowling experience.

In summary, we have demonstrated that the overall
magnitude of decline in ten-pin bowling performance with
age was very small with less than a 10% decline in the span of
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50 years. These results suggest that the skills and techniques
required for the maintenance of bowling performance may
be well preserved with advancing age.

Conflicts of interest

No conflicts of interest.

Key points

® Based on this cross-sectional data, the overall magnitude
of decline in ten-pin bowling performance with age is
extremely small with less than a 10% decline in the span
of 50 years.
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