
After a successful Bouldering season and everyone probably finally understanding the scoring and placings for Bouldering, we're now heading into Difficulty season and a whole 

new scoring system!  The ACA thought it might be helpful to put out a bit of a description on scoring and placing to help parents get a jump on the new learning curve. 

 

Let's start with the climbing route and how it's scored.  There are no style points in climbing.  The point is to get as high as you can and any amount of sweating, grunting, near 

falls and tears is allowed.   

 

You'll notice the judges will have a clip boards with a route maps on them.  The route map is a picture or sketch of the route, with all the handholds numbered from the lowest hand 

hold being number one, each successive hold being a number higher and the finish hold being the highest number (usually between 35 and 50 depending on the route – at the end 

of there a document there is a shortened example as a reference).  Not all the holds are numbered.  Ones that are not numbered are intended by the route setters to be foot holds 

only.  A single hold can have 2 numbers (i.e. 26/27).  These holds are intended by the route setter to have the athlete match hands on that hold. 

 

Let's say the athlete is reaching for hold number 16.  There are two scores that can be obtained off of hold 16.  The first is by controlling the hold which awards the athlete 16 

points, and the second is to use the hold which awards the athlete a plus.  So, 16+ is better than just 16.  Here's what the definition is for control vs use from the IFSC rules: 

 

Control means, for the purposes of judging and scoring, that a competitor: 

(a) has achieved a stable body position; 

(b) has arrested some dynamic movement; or 

(c) makes a climbing movement not captured by the definition of “Use”   

 

Use means, for the purposes of judging and scoring, that a competitor has made use of a Hold to: 

(a) effect a progressive movement of their centre of mass or hips; and 

(b) effect a movement of either or both hands toward: 

  (1) the next sequential handhold along the line of progression; or 

  (2) any other handhold further along the line of progression which has been successfully Controlled by another competitor from the same handhold 

 

In plain English, Control is when the athlete firmly and obviously grabs the hand hold.  Control is NOT when an athlete lightly touches a hand hold.  Control gets the athlete the 

points for that handhold (16 points for hand hold #16). 

 

Use is when the athlete uses the hold to attempt to move to the next handhold.  The judge will look for two things, movement of the center of gravity and a move of one or both 

hands in control to the next handhold.  Use of the handhold gets the athlete the plus (16+ points for hand hold #16 above). 

 



That in a nutshell is how a single route is scored.  The thing that can be confusing is how the athlete places among other athletes.  The first part placing of an athlete for a single 

route is pretty simple.  The athlete with the highest score places first, the second highest score places second and so on.  Now substitute the word place, with score.  So an athlete in 

8th place for qualifier route 1 has a score of 8. 

 

In the case of a tie between two athletes, each athlete is awarded a score that is the average of the two places the athletes are taking up.  So if 6th and 7th place both have a route 

score of 23+, then each athlete gets 6.5 points for that route (6+7=13, 13/2=6.5).  If 8th, 9th and 10th place are tied, all three athletes get 9 points (8+9+10=27, 27/3=9).  The 

athlete in 11th place then gets 11 points. 

 

Now the real confusing bit.  How the heck do they come up with the combined score for 2 qualifier routes??  Well, hate to say it, but it's a math formula.  So if you want to make 

sure the posting results are correct, better bring your calculator!  The formula specifically is: 

 

Cumulative Points = square root(Qualifier 1 points X Qualifier 2 points) 

 

Now, because this is such riveting reading, let's put it all together with a mock competition example using a screen shot from CompSeason: 

 

 
 

 

Because Sydney is sitting on the couch beside me while I write this article, this was Sydney's day at the competition.  She qualified first for finals! 



 

But let's break things down according to the explanations above.  Keep in mind, the order of the athletes in the CompSeason screenshot are due to their combined scores for both 

qualifier routes.  So when we talk about individual route scores, things are going to look out of order. 

 

Qualifier route 1 (Columns D1 -route score, R1 - placing, AR1 - points): 

 

Looking at column D1, Sydney controlled the hand hold 23 and got first place for the route shown in the D1 column.  Alexa and Tienna fell while moving towards handhold 23, so 

they got 22+ and tied on route 1 for second place.  Paige controlled hold 22, but didn't move her center of gravity and didn't get the plus, so she got 4th place on route 1. 

 

Because Sydney got first place on the route she gets a score of 1 in the AR1 column.  Alexa and Tienna tie in the second and third place spots, so they each get the average of 2 + 3 

points, which is 2.5.  Paige is alone in fourth spot and gets 4 points.  

 

Qualification route 2 (Columns D2 -route score, R2 - placing, AR2 - points): 

 

Sydney topped this one and got first place again.  It was really her day!  Paige controlled hold 45 and was moving to hold 46 (the last hold!) when she fell so she got 45+.  Alexa 

and Tienna controlled holds 45 and 44 respectively.  Alexa moved her center of gravity, but could not move her hand towards hold 46, so she got 45.  Tienna firmly grabbed hold 

44, but could not move her center of gravity, so she ends up with a score of 44. 

 

If you've read up to here, you should be getting the swing of things.  Sydney gets 1 point, Page gets 2 points, Alexa gets 3 points and Tienna gets 4 points. 

 

If you run the combined points through the formula given above, you will get the total number of combined points in column QAR.  So take Alexa for example.  If you multiply 

2.5 points from the first qualifier route and 3 points from the second qualifier route and take the square root you get 2.7386, which is used to rank Alexa among the other athletes 

across the 2 qualifier routes and she qualifies second going into qualifiers.  Don't worry about breaking out your calculator to verify the 2.7386.  I already did! 

 

Good luck in finals, girls!! 

 

Beyond qualifiers: 

 

After qualifiers, whether there are semi-finals and finals, or just finals, there is no longer a need to combine routes with the formula.  There is only one route in either semi-finals or 

finals.  If there is a tie, the tie is broken by counting back to the previous round.  So if both Sydney and Alexa top the final's route, Sydney would win the competition because she 

placed higher in qualifiers.  Want to know how the competition turned out after finals??  Sorry, but you'll have to ask Sydney! 

 



I hope this article was helpful in understanding the scoring for Difficulty competitions.  There are of course, other nuances to judging a route, that we won't get into here, but a 

couple of them are use of a foot hold without a number, and matching hands on a hold that was planned for a match, vs only using one hand on the match hold.  We do have ways 

of dealing with these scenarios, but you're probably falling asleep, so another time.   

 

As always, any of the Jury President staff at a competition are more than happy to answer any questions you may have on the scoring or any other aspect of a competition.  Please 

don't hesitate to ask them if you would like something clarified.   

 

I'm also more than happy to answer all questions as are the other ACA board members! 

 

Thanks for reading! 

 

Mark Kozak, ACA Board Technical Chair 

 

 

 

(See the image on the next page for a shortened example of a route map) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


