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Bouldering Competitions 

Judging Instructions for Top/Bonus Scoring 

 

There are three styles of competition climbing: timed Speed climbing, Lead (or “difficulty”) climbing, and Bouldering. 

These instructions focus on judging for bouldering competitions. First some common terminology... 

1. Terminology 
Bouldering is a form of rock climbing that is performed without the use of ropes or harnesses.  Climbers use 

climbing shoes to help secure footholds, chalk to keep their hands dry, and thick foam mats to prevent injuries 

from falls. Bouldering Problems (the path that a climber takes in order to complete the climb) are usually less 

than 6 meters (20 feet) tall. Bouldering competitions, which employ a variety of formats (Scramble, 5-On/5-

Off, World Cup, etc.), take place in both indoor and outdoor settings. 

Artificial climbing walls are used to simulate boulder problems in an indoor environment. Holds, usually made 

of plastic, and Volumes (larger holds made of plastic or wood) are then bolted onto the wall to create 

problems. The walls often feature steep overhanging surfaces, forcing the climber to employ highly technical 

and gymnastic movements while supporting much of their weight with their upper body strength. 

Climbing gyms often feature multiple bouldering problems within the same section (or zone) of wall. One 

common method route setters use to designate the intended route for a particular problem is by placing 

Colored Tape next to each hold or volume — for example, holds with red tape would indicate one bouldering 

problem, while green tape would be used to identify a different problem in the same area. Another common 

method to differentiate is to use only one Color of Plastic Hold to indicate a particular problem. 

The Judge’s Role in bouldering competitions is to observe the climber to: 

a) ensure the Safety of the climber;  

b) confirm legal Starts; 

c) confirm permitted Movement; 

d) valid Tops; and  

e) address any Technical issues that arise. 

2. Safety  
Some potential issues can be identified ahead of time, but if it becomes obvious that a particular move could 

endanger the climber or others either: 

a) assign a spotter to protect against a potential awkward fall; 

b) ensure landing areas are clear of other climbers or spectators; or  

c) stop the climber and ask for assistance and advice from the head judge (Jury President) or gym 

manager. 
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3. Starts  
A legal start occurs when the climber has all four limbs touching the designated start holds (each identified by 

coloured tape) and is Static (motionless) on the wall before moving to the next hand or foot hold. Each of the 

start holds will be identified by a single piece of tape and it is up to the climber to decide which limb goes 

where. Sometimes all four start points will be identified on a single volume.  

A climber who: 

a)  moves dynamically before achieving a legal start position, 

b)  who touches the mat after all four limbs are off the ground,  

c)  who touches any hold other than the start holds before leaving the ground 

d) chalks any hold other than the start holds before leaving the ground 

is charged with an Attempt by the judge, called down and asked to start the problem over.  

 

One exception to the Static start requirement is when the problem is set to include a run or jump start. The 

head judge will identify these types of boulder(s) prior to the start of the competition. 

 

Official Rule 

Each boulder shall have a clearly marked start which shall consist of:  

a) Marked handhold(s) for both hands; and  
b) Marked foothold(s) for both feet. 

Having left the ground, competitors must have achieved the starting position marked before making any other 

climbing movement. 

For the purposes of scoring, an attempt will be counted each time a competitor:  

a) An attempt shall be deemed to have started when every part of the competitor's body has left the 

ground; 

b) Touches, with hands or feet, holds other than the starting holds;  

c) Adds any “tick marks”. 

4. Movement 
A permitted move occurs when the climber uses only the designated holds or the in-bounds surrounding walls 

to ascend the boulder problem. Climbers are permitted to use a designated hold’s attaching bolt hole (by 

typically inserting a finger), but are not allowed to use an empty bolt hole on the wall or on a volume (doing so 

counts as an Attempt). A climber can put a foot or hand on the in-bounds wall.  

Unfinished edges or top of the climbing surface are out-of-bounds, as are Black Taped areas. Touching 

the wall or a hold on the other side of the black tape counts as an Attempt, and the climber is asked to come 

down and start again.  

Zone Tape (colour other than black) may be used to show separation between boulder problems. In this case, 

a climber may touch the wall but not any hold on the other side of the zone tape.  In Scramble format, where 

there are many boulder problems in one area, a climber might inadvertently brush a non-designated hold with 

a hand or foot. This is ok and an attempt is not charged so long as the climber’s progress is not aided by the 

inadvertent brush (i.e. – hooking, pushing, pulling, leaning against or balancing on a non-designated hold is 

an Attempt).  
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5. Top  
A valid top occurs when the climber touches the top hold (designated by coloured tape) of the boulder with 

both hands or a finger from both hands (can be one hand or finger on top of the other) and is in control for 

approximately 2 seconds. A swinging body is ok so long as it is obvious that the climber is in control of the top 

hold and is not going to slip off due to the swing. Anything else – touching the top with only one hand, or one 

hand at a time, or slapping the top hold, or not being in control, or swinging off the top hold is an Attempt. 

Sometimes the top of the boulder is designated by only a square box of tape on the wall. In this case the 

climber must touch the tape or any area inside it with both hands and be in control to count as a top. In order 

to signal a successful top to the climber, the judge should say “TOP” very loudly and raise an arm in the air 

holding the scoring clipboard. 

Official Rule 

An attempt on a boulder shall be considered successful when the Boulder Judge has announced “OK”, having 

determined that the competitor has either: 

a) controlled the marked finishing hold of the Boulder with both hands; or 
b) achieved a standing position on top of the boulder 

 

6. Technical  
A technical issue occurs when a climbing hold shifts or spins or breaks, or a climber is interfered with by 

another climber or person. In such case the climber must immediately declare a technical issue to the judge 

and come down from the wall (in which case they are not charged with an attempt). If a climber continues on 

and subsequently falls they are charged with an Attempt. If a technical is declared, the judge should get the 

gym manager or head judge or route setter to fix the issue before climbing resumes. 

7. 5-On/5-Off Format 
In “5-On/5-Off” format bouldering competitions each climber progresses through 4 or 5 designated problems 

by coming out of isolation and first sitting in a rest chair facing away from the wall for 5 minutes (“5-Off”), then 

attempting to climb the first problem for 5 minutes (“5-On”), then sitting in a rest chair facing away from the 

wall again for 5 minutes, then attempting to climb the second problem for 5 minutes, etc.  

This format is typically used for qualifiers and semi-finals (and sometimes finals) at provincials, nationals, or 

world competitions as it is deemed to be more fair for each climber (they can’t watch how their competitor 

completes a problem). The climber can attempt the problem as many times as they want in 5 minutes, but 

must come off the wall when 5 minutes is up. 

In addition to the Top hold, each problem in this format is assigned an intermediate Bonus hold (identified by 

tape). The judge awards and signals “TOP” in the same way, however the award of Bonus is silent. To 

achieve Bonus, the climber must use the Bonus hold with one hand and use it to create a stable position on 

the wall. The judge scores each Attempt with an “l”, scores the first time to Bonus when it is achieved by 

marking a “+”, and scores a Top by marking “T” when it is achieved.  

The winning climber is the one who has the most tops in the least amount of attempts and (if there is a tie in 

that category) the most Bonus’ in the least amount of attempts. Thus a climber with a score of 2t6, 3b4 (2 tops 

in 6 attempts, and 3 bonus’ in 4 attempts (see Sample Score Card below) is ahead of a climber with a score 

of 2t6, 3b5.  At the end of the 5 minute time period the judge initials the score card and hands it back to the 

climber. 

Official Rule 

The Bonus Hold shall be considered as “controlled” where a competitor has made use of the hold to achieve a 

stable or controlled position 
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8. World Cup Format 
 In “World Cup” format bouldering competitions there are typically 4 designated problems per climber, but only 

a pair of climbers (one of each gender) is on the wall at any time (the other climbers are in isolation). Each 

climber has typically “4 minutes plus” to complete each problem. The “plus” means that if they are on the wall 

when 4 minutes is up, they can continue as long as necessary in an attempt to complete the problem, or fall 

off. This format is typically used for finals at Tour de Bloc, provincials, nationals, or world competitions.  The 

scoring for this format is the same as “5-On/5-Off”. 

9. Sample Score Card 

 

 


