Chapter 2

Case Study: Nadia’s Story

In 1976 Nadia Comaneci was the first woman in Olympic gymnastic history to score a perfect 10. She won one bronze medal and three gold medals.  In 1979  she came to the United States to compete in the World Gymnastics Championships. Everyone expected a brilliant performance, but after a few competitive rounds, she was hospitalized with what was called a minor infection on her hand. Due to a delayed healing response, she had to remain hospitalized.  Newspaper reports from the Fort Worth Star Telegram (December 10, 1979) revealed that Nadia had been dieting, eating only one full meal every 2 days and snacking on occasional fruits and vegetables to maintain her slim, lithe figure.

It had taken tremendous teamwork to get Nadia into this world-class position; yet the team had neglected the need for optimum nutrition.  Although the team included someone who was responsible for nutrition, the gymnastic coaches were concerned with maintaining Nadia’s body weight and continuing her long practice hours.  As a result of the imbalance, Nadia’s body became so depleted that it was unable to fight off  a simple infection.  The malnourished body is susceptible to infections because the immune defense system and the antibody response are decreased.

In Nadia’s case, the functional breakdown came first in her body.  It was only after she became ill that her coaches realized what inadequate nutrition had caused.  Lack of sufficient calories affected other body functions resulting in a diminished ability to heal wounds.  Only when hospitalized and dispirited and depressed because she could not compete did Nadia and her caregivers understand how all parts function together and that to neglect one is to neglect the others.

1. What could have been done to prevent this condition?

2. What needed to be done to bring Nadia back to good health?

3. Discuss how nutrition can affect an athlete’s performance and the role of the athletic trainers in promoting good nutrition.
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