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“Orienteering is a sport that combines both a physical and a mental element. The basic idea 

in orienteering is to proceed from course start to finish by visiting a number of control points 

in a predetermined order with the help of map and compass. In order to choose the best 

possible route, orienteers look at the characteristics of the terrain, and the winner is 

determined by the fastest time to complete the course. What is unique to orienteering is that 

an orienteer must navigate and make quick decisions while running at high speed.”  

International Orienteering Federation 

 

WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT AN ORIENTEERING RACE? 

What is your Category? 

Orienteering is a sport that requires both physical effort, technical understanding of the 

terrain representation on the map, as well as navigation and orientation skills using a 

compass. An adult experienced person may handle difficult orienteering tasks and longer 

running times; a child or a beginner needs easier courses and shorter distances. Therefore, 

in order to ensure a fair competition, courses are planned differently for various categories of 

runners, according to their technical and physical capacity levels. 

M – is the category of Men 

W – is the category for Women 

Open is the category for beginners, regardless of gender. 

Usually these are the categories for which courses are created in an orienteering 

competition:  

M10, M12, M14, M16, M18, M20, M21, M35,M40, M45, M50, M55, M60, M65, M70, 

M75,M80, M85, M90  

W10, W12, W14, W16, W18, W20, W21, W35,W40, W45, W50, W55, W60, W65, W70, 

W75,W80, W85, W90. 

The numbers following M or W letters state the limit of age thus: 

 M/W10 up M/W20 
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The runner is allowed to run within a certain category only if he/she is not older than the 

age of the category. For instance, a teenager boy of 17 years old is not allowed to run in 

M16 category; he must run in M18 category or higher.  

As children and teenagers get more mature and daring in thinking, as well as physically 

stronger from one year to another, it is natural that the limitation of a maximum age 

should be within a category. The courses get more technically and physically difficult, as 

the category goes higher. 

 M/W 35 and higher 

The runner is allowed to run in a category only if he/she has at least the age of the 

category. For instance, a lady of 47 years old will run in W45 category or lower; she is 

not allowed to run in W50 category, because she is not 50 years old yet. 

After 35 years the physical capacity of a person starts to diminish, therefore older people 

should run shorter races and compare themselves according to the capabilities of their 

age. The courses get less physically challenging as category goes higher. 

 M/W 21 

All runners may run if they wish in these categories, since these courses are the longest 

and the most difficult. 

Women may run into Men category respecting the restriction of age; however, Men cannot 

run into Women category, regardless of age. 

When you register for a category, make sure that you take the map with the course for your 

category! 

You know your category, but what the course looks like? 

The course is seen by runner only when he starts in the race. To ensure fair play, no runner 

is allowed to see it before; this is why decision making in orienteering is made on spot. 

 In Figure 1 there is an example of a map, where you can see the course printed with 

magenta. You have to go from Start to Finish, but passing through some mandatory control 
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points. These control points are marked with circles and numbers indicating the order they 

are to be punched. 

 

Figure 1. Example of map with orienteering in forest course drawn on it 

The Start is in the middle of the triangle. From there, you have to reach all control points in 

the order shown there: 1, 2, 3, 4.... until the end. 
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The last double circle is the sign for Finish. This is where your race ends and your course is 

checked and validated. 

The colors and symbols on a map: 

White – clear forest 

Yellow – open fields 

Green – dense vegetation 

Black – used for paths, roads, manmade objects, rocky elements 

Brown – used for representing relief forms (hills, terraces, valleys, ditches, holes etc) 

Blue – water features (lakes, springs, rivers, pits with water, marshes) 

Please see also the official list of symbols issued by International Orienteering Federation 

and available in the tutorials section on http://sna.mentorsilva.ro. 

 

Together with the course you receive a control description 

There are many control points placed in the terrain, belonging to the various courses and 

categories. Only some of them are the right ones for you. This is why you will see that the 

map contains also a control description (see Figure 2) 

http://sna.mentorsilva.ro/
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Figure 2. Example of a control description belonging to a park course with 21 control points 

On top you should see to which category the map with the course belongs to. It is important 

to run the race and have the control description for your category. Also, here you can see 

the length of the course, as measured in straight line on the map. 

In the first column you have the number of the control point: 1,2,3,4..... If you have 24 

control points mentioned on your control description, you’ll have also 24 numbered circles on 

the map, connected by a line (just like in Figure 1). 

You notice that at the end of the control description a circle and an arrow mentioning a 

distance (60 m) are drawn. It means that after your 21st control point you’ll see a marked 

passage of 60m which is mandatory for you to follow until the Finish line.  
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You may also have mandatory passages throughout the race. They must be followed 

because of various possible reasons: maybe there is a road which has to be crossed by all 

runners only through a certain place, maybe the organizers want to direct the runners 

towards the spectators’ arena, maybe there is an area which must be avoided etc. 

In the second column of the control description you can read the codes of the 

corresponding controls. These codes appear on the control points in the terrain. For 

instance, if you see on the control description that the code you must look for is 33, you 

should find at the right spot the control bearing this code (see figure  

 

Figure 3. Example of a control point with its code 

With the help of the control description, you know exactly what to look for. For example, 

when going from the 1st control - code 40 to the 2nd - code 51 (see Figure 2), if you come 

across a control point with a different code ( i.e. 47) it means that it is not yours to punch. 

You know that you find the right control point when its code matches the one from the control 

description.  
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Columns 3- 7 of the control description 

The control description has some symbols, telling you precisely what you should look for 

when you are in the vicinity of your control point. Although the controls are always located in 

the centre of the circles, sometimes it may be difficult to read and understand where exactly 

to find the orange-white control flag. 

For example: 

 There are 3 holes drawn in the middle of the circle, but the control point is placed in 

the most Southern one; so you go straight to this one, instead of loosing time 

checking the other two holes.  

 The control point is located on the Western part of a cliff, so if you come from the 

East (the opposite side of the rock) you will not see the control point. Don’t think 

immediately that you are lost or in a wrong part of the forest, looking at a wrong cliff; 

just go and check for its West side first. 

or 

 You read the map and it is not very clear for you whether you should look for a hole, 

for a terrace or for a shallow tiny valley. All these elements are located close to the 

centre of the circle (see figure 4) and, sometimes, reading the map correctly while 

running and already tired may be difficult. 

 

Figure 4. The control point area encompasses several land features, but only one contains 

the control point. 
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What do the symbols from the control description mean? 

Below are presented the symbols a runner may see in the columns 3-7 of his/her control 

description, according to International Orienteering Federation rules. 

In Column 3 you see which of the similar features inside the circle you should look for 

 

Source: http://www.orienteering.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Column 4 and 5 you may see what that feature is: 

http://www.orienteering.org/
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Source: http://www.orienteering.org 

 

In column 6  you may see other characteristics of the feature, if relevant. 

 

Source: http://www.orienteering.org 

 

 

 

 

In column 7 you may see where exactly your control is positioned on that feature 

http://www.orienteering.org/
http://www.orienteering.org/
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Source: http://www.orienteering.org 

In column 8, additional important information for competitor may be displayed  

 

Source: http://www.orienteering.org 

 

You have the map and you see the course. How do you use the compass? 

When you take the map in your hand look for the North arrows. In Figure 1 you can see on 

the map the North lines with blue and in Figure 5 the North arrow with brown.  

A map always has the North indicated on it. It is very important because it shows you where 

the North is and how the map should be oriented.  

http://www.orienteering.org/
http://www.orienteering.org/
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The numbers and the text imprinted on the map are always oriented towards North. The 

symbols for hole -“V”, for small depression-“U” and for fodder rack - “↑” are also always 

oriented towards North. 

Keep the map and the compass in one hand in the best position for reading. Compass must 

be placed above the map. 

Rotate your whole body ( not just the hand!) until the North of the compass gets aligned to 

the North of the map.  

Now, in front of your eyes you should recongnise various elements from the map since they 

are in the same configuration as in the terrain. 

 

Figure 5. Compass is placed over the map; North of the compass and North of the map are 

parallel, in the same direction 

 

You know your category, but how do you start? 

You receive a card which records the time you start, the codes of the controls you punch, 

when exactly you punched each control, as well as your finish time. At the end of your race, 

when your card is downloaded into computer, you know what your time is and you can 

compare yourself with other runners from your category. The computer also checks if you 

punched all your controls in the right order. 
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Every time you start a new race you have to clear up the memory of the card. For this, make 

sure that you introduce your card in: 

(1) Clear Station 

(2) Check Station 

(3) Start Station (not always; sometimes the start is synchronized with the computer and the 

control point and finish stations). 

 Clear Station and after that in the Check Station. Only after you receive the red light from 

these stations your card is ready for registering the information about your new race. 

 

Figure 6. Card introduced in the Clear station for erasing the old information 

At the end of the race, make sure you punch the Finish Station. 
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