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JUDGING RULES AND REGULATIONS 

for competitions organized by ONWF, 

valid in 2026 
§ 1. 

Definition of Nordic Walking 

Nordic Walking (NW) is walking while maintaining alternating arm and leg movement 
and proper technique utilizing Nordic Walking poles. 
In NW walking, a flight phase must not occur (lack of contact of both feet with the 
ground); at least one foot must maintain contact with the ground at all times. 

§ 2. 

Key elements of Nordic Walking technique 

1. Natural movement of the lower body. 

2. Alternating movement of arms and legs. 

3. Arm movement should originate from the shoulder. 

4. Natural shoulder alignment. 

5. The hand finishes the movement behind the hip line. 

6. Arms move parallel to each other. 

7. In the front, the hand is closed on the pole grip, and behind the hip, it is open. The 
closing and opening of the hand occur at the hip line. 

8. The pole plant occurs at the moment the heel of the leading foot contacts the 
ground, enabling an active push-off. 

 
§ 3. 

Nordic Walking Poles 
1. A competitor taking part in the competition is required to use Nordic Walking poles 

of the appropriate length. 
2. Nordic Walking poles: 

a) must have an appropriate glove strap, 
b) b) can be of fixed or adjustable length. 
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§ 4. 
Pole Verification 

1. The verification of the correct pole length is conducted with the competitor 

standing upright and the pole resting vertically on the ground. The angle 

between the upper arm and the forearm should be 90° +/- 5° (a right angle or 

slightly obtuse). 

2. All poles used by competitors in a given event are subject to verification. Poles 

are marked with an appropriate organizer's sticker; for adjustable poles, the 

sticker is placed over the adjustment mechanism. 

3. In the recreational Nordic Walking category, the use of poles other than those 

specified in § 3 section 1 (e.g., trekking poles) is permitted. 

4. If incorrect poles (e.g., trekking poles) are discovered at the starting line or 

during the walk, the competitor is automatically transferred to the recreational 

NW category. 

§ 5. 

Mistakes resulting from incorrect walking technique 

Correct elements 
Benefits of a correctly 

executed element Most common 
mistakes 

Overloads resulting from 
mistakes 

 

 
Natural lower 

body 
movement 

 

 
Natural movement 

of lower body 
muscles and joints. 

Race walking 
technique 
elements. 

Strain on knee joints. 

 
Lowering the 

center of 
gravity. 

Overload of the lumbar 
spine. Strain on hip 

joints. 

Alternating arm 
and leg 

movement 

Natural arm 
movement. 

Lack of 
alternating 
movement. 

Unnatural arm 
movement. 

Arm movement 
should originate 

from the 
shoulder (elbow 

in a natural, 
slightly bent 

position) 

Engaging large muscle 
groups (back, arms). 

Generating significant 
offloading for lower 
limb joints and the 

spine. 

Movement from 
the elbow only. 

Strain on elbow joints. 
Exclusion of large 

muscle groups. Less 
offloading for lower 

limbs. Excessive tension 
in neck and shoulder 
muscles. Inability to 

pass the hip line. 

Movement 
from the 
elbow in the 
front, and 
from the 
shoulder in the 
back. 
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Natural shoulder 
alignment 

 
 

 
Natural tension and 
muscle balance in 
the shoulder joint. 

Moving by 
dragging/rolling 
the pole. 

No active pole work 
or push-off; back 
muscles are not 
engaged. 

Movement 
with fully    
locked/ 
straight 
elbows. 

Excessive, isometric 
(continuous) tension of 

shoulder and neck 
muscles, with no 
relaxation phase. 

 

 

Shoulders 
pushed 

forward (in 
protraction). 

 
Excessive tension and 

shortening of chest 
muscles, anterior 
deltoids, or the 

sternocleidomastoid 
(SCM) muscle. 

 
 

The hand 
finishes the 
movement 
behind the 

hip line 

Shoulder retraction 
(natural 

straightening of 
posture). Opening 

the chest, stretching 
tight chest muscles, 

and engaging 
shoulder blades. 

Arm movement 
ending at or in 
front of the hip 
(often causing a 
forward lean). 

Arm movement 
only in the front 
combined with 
an attempt to 
straighten the 
posture. 

Overload in the 
lumbar section of 
the spine. 
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Arms move 
parallel to each 

other in the 
sagittal plane 

 

 
Combining the 
forces of push-off 
and offloading. 

Arm movement 
that is narrow in 
the front and wide 
in the back, or 
narrowing in both 
directions. 

 

 
Failure to combine the 
forces of push-off and 
offloading. 

 

Hand is closed 
in the front and 
open behind the 
hip (action 
occurs at the 
hip line) 

 
 

 

Control of arm 
movement throughout 
the entire range of 
motion. 

 
 
Walking with 
open hands, or 
delayed closing 
(closing only 
upon planting the 
pole). 

 

 

Lack of pole control – 
high risk of the pole 
tripping the walker or 
others. 

 
 

 
Pole plant 
occurs at heel 
strike of the 
leading foot, 
enabling an 
active push-off 

 
 
 

 
Engaging large upper 
body muscle groups. 
Offloading lower 
limb joints and the 
spine. 

 
 
 
Walking with 
completely 
closed hands. 

 
 
 
Inability to extend the 
movement behind the 
hip line. 

Faking the push-
off – lack of a 
solid plant and 
push-off 
generation at 
heel strike. 
 
Failure to 
generate push-
off force (e.g., 
pole slipping or 
multiple pole 
plants during the 
backward 
movement). 

 

 

 

 

Failure to engage large 
upper body muscles. 
No offloading of lower 
limb joints and the 
spine. 
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§ 6. 

Penalties for technical faults 

Error Description Error Type  Education / Penalty Type 

 
Cutting the course, behavior 

contrary to fair play rules 
(unsportsmanlike conduct), 

stepping on poles, preventing 
overtaking, vulgar or aggressive 
behavior towards competitors, 

judges, etc. 

 

 
Unsportsman

like conduct 

     (Not fair play) 

 
 

 

 Red Card 

Running up (flight phase – lack 
of contact of both feet with the 

ground). 

 

 Running up 

  

Red Card 

 

Lack of alternating arm and leg 

movement. 

 

(Alternate operation 

mistake) 

 

 

 Education/Warning 

 

Lowering the center of gravity. 
 (Low posture mistake)  (Warning/Yellow Card) 

 
Hip rotation elements resulting 
from race walking technique. 

 

 (Hip rotation mistake) 

 

 (Warning/Yellow Card) 

Movement from the elbow 
only. 

 

 

 (Elbow mistake) 

 

 

 (Warning/Yellow Card) 
Movement from the elbow only 
in the front, and from the 
shoulder in the back. 

Dragging/rolling the pole. 

Arm movement only up to the 
hip line. Arm movement ending 
in front of the hip, which often 
results in a forward lean. 

 (Motion 

range 

mistake) 

 

 (Warning/Yellow Card) 

Arm movement that is narrow 
in the front and wide in the 
back. Arm movement narrowing 
in both the front and back. 

 
 (Parallel motion 

mistake) 

 

(Warning/Yellow Card) 
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Lack of push-off consisting of a 
delayed pole plant relative to 
the heel strike of the leading 
foot. Faking or failing to plant 
the pole. Dragging the poles. 

 
 

 

 

 (Push active mistake) 

 
 

 

 

 (Warning/Yellow Card) 

Walking with open or 
completely closed hands. 

 

(Palm mistake) 

 

 (Education/Warning) 

Shoulder positioned in 
protraction (lack of torso 
rotation). 

  

(Sholder mistake) 

  

(Education) 

 

 
Using over-ear or in-ear 

headphones. 

 

 

 (Headphones) 

 
Stopping the competitor and 
ordering the removal of the 

headphones. Failure to 
comply with the judge's 

order results in a Red Card. 

 
 
 
 
Illegible or covered starting 

number, missing starting 

number. 

 
 
 

 
 

(Number) 

 
Stopping the competitor, 

requesting to adjust or 
uncover the starting number. 
If the number is missing, the 

judge reads the number 
from the chip and notes this 

on the judge's card. This 
does not result in a penalty. 
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§ 7. 

 Penalties – General rules 

1. Issuing a penalty to a competitor consists of showing the appropriate color card 

and informing them of the type of penalty and the error. Example: "Number 

222, warning, elbow mistake." 

2. A judge who issues a penalty to a competitor for a committed error does not 

stop the competitor, unless safety on the course requires it. 

3. In international competitions, informing the competitor about the type of 

penalty and the error is done in English. 

4. A competitor's claim of not hearing the information regarding the type of 

penalty and the error does not affect the judge's decision. In such a case, the 

competitor has the right to receive information about the penalty from the 

issuing judge up until the official results are announced. 

5. A judge may waive a penalty if there is a documented physical dysfunction that 

prevents the competitor from walking with proper NW technique. In the 

absence of such documentation, the competitor may start and be judged 

according to the general rules, or be classified as an e-start. 

 
§ 8. 

Education 
1. A judge may educate a competitor in order to improve elements of their NW 

walking technique 

2. Education does not result in a penalty, nor is it recorded in the judge's report. 

 

§ 9. 

Warning (White Card) 
1. A warning is issued by a judge in the event of errors in NW walking technique, as 

specified in § 6, and in the case referred to in § 18, paragraph 3, sentence one. 

2. Receiving multiple warnings results in the issuance of a yellow card, 
correspondingly for the specific distances: 

 approx. 5 km – 2 warnings, 

 approx. 10 km – 3 warnings, 

 approx. 20 km and 42 km – 4 warnings. 
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§ 10. 

Yellow Card 

 

1. A yellow card is issued by a judge in the event of:  
a) severe errors in NW walking technique, as referred to in § 6, and in the cases 
specified in § 18, paragraph 3, sentence two, and paragraphs 4 and 6.  
b) failure to comply with safety rules that could lead to the injury of another 
competitor, e.g.: raising both hands with poles in an area marked as dangerous, 
raising both hands during the walk (including after crossing the finish line), or 
checking time, heart rate, and other walking parameters on chronometers/sports 
watches. Outside the area marked as dangerous, a competitor may raise one hand 
to check walking parameters or perform necessary actions (e.g., wiping sweat from 
the forehead, etc.), provided safety rules are observed. 

2. Receiving multiple yellow cards does not result in the issuance of a red card. 

3. A yellow card entails imposing a time penalty on the competitor for each card, 
correspondingly for the specific distances: 

 approx. 5 km – 30 seconds, 

 approx. 10 km – 1 minute, 

 approx. 20 km and 42 km – 2 minutes. 

 
§ 11. 

Red Card 

1. A red card is issued for:  
a) behavior contrary to fair play rules,  
b) unsportsmanlike behavior towards, among others, competitors or judges (e.g., 
vulgar or aggressive behavior),  
c) failure to comply with a judge's instructions,  
d) preventing overtaking (blocking another competitor),  
e) running up (flight phase),  
f) cutting the course,  
g) moving outside the designated course, excluding the cases referred to in § 19,  
h) behavior that endangers the safety of competitors, spectators, and judges, 
resulting in harm or injury. 

2. A competitor may receive a red card before the start as well as during the walk. 

3. A competitor who has received a red card before the start has the right to 
participate in the competition and be judged according to the general rules. 
However, they will not be classified in the results unless they file a protest that is 
upheld (reviewed positively). 

4. A competitor who has received a red card during the walk has the right to continue 
the walk. However, they will not be classified in the results unless they file a 
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protest that is upheld. 

5. A red card results in disqualification if the competitor does not file a protest, or if 
the protest they filed is rejected (reviewed negatively). 

 
§ 12. 

Competitor Disqualification 

 

1. A competitor who, after finishing the walk, behaves in an unsportsmanlike manner 
towards the judges and other participants is disqualified and has no right to file a 
protest. 

2. A competitor may be disqualified for unsportsmanlike conduct on the competition 
course if video evidence revealing such behavior is provided, strictly up until the 
end of the protest acceptance period (i.e., the announcement of the official 
results). The video footage must clearly show situations that qualify the 
competitor for disqualification. 

3. The Chief Judge reserves the right to disqualify a competitor after reviewing video 
evidence, within a period not exceeding 48 hours after the conclusion of the 
competition. 

 
§ 13. 

Green Card 

1. A green card is awarded to a competitor in the event of an outstanding NW 
walking technique. 

2. A judge may award a point towards a green card and is required to communicate 
this fact to the competitor. 

3. A judge cannot award a green card directly. The green card is the sum of points 
received from the judges and amounts to the following, correspondingly for 
specific distances: 

o approx. 5 km – two points, 

o approx. 10 km – three points, 

o approx. 20 km and 42 km – four points. 

4. Receiving a warning results in the cancellation of one point towards the green card 
(the 1:1 rule). 

5. Receiving a yellow card results in the cancellation of all points towards the green 
card. 
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§ 14. 

           Athletes with disabilities 

1. Competitors with disabilities are subject to evaluation by the judges in accordance 

with the general rules set forth in these regulations 

 
§ 15. 

Competitors – children up to 9 years of age 

1. For children up to 9 years of age, the judge evaluates technique exclusively in 
an educational manner. 

2. In the event of an outstanding NW walking technique, a judge may award the 
child a point towards a green card. The provisions of § 13 apply accordingly. 

3. A penalty will be imposed only in the case of unsportsmanlike conduct or 
running up. 

 
§ 16. 

Overtaking 

1. Overtaking a competitor is permitted. 

2. For safety reasons, the overtaking competitor should announce to the competitor 
being overtaken: "attention: passing on the left/right," depending on which side 
they intend to pass. Upon hearing this announcement, the competitor being 
overtaken must not change their walking path. This rule also applies to children 
and competitors with disabilities. 

3. Special caution must be exercised when overtaking competitors with disabilities 
and children. 

 
§ 17. 

Headphones 

1. The use of over-ear or in-ear headphones during the competition is prohibited. 

In justified cases, the use of a single in-ear headphone is permitted, but only 

with the prior consent of the Chief Judge. 

2. Using over-ear or in-ear headphones results in stopping the competitor and 

ordering their removal. Failure to comply with the judge's order results in a red 

card. 

3. The use of bone conduction headphones during the competition is permitted. In 

such a case, the competitor must inform the Chief Judge about the use of such 

headphones before the start. The obligation to inform the Chief Judge also 

applies to individuals with hearing aids. 
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§ 18. 

Watering and feeding 

1. Hydration takes place in an area marked as dangerous. A competitor using the 

hydration station is required to unclip one pole from the hand taking the drink. 

A competitor not using the hydration station is not required to unclip their pole, 

but their walk must take place in the lane furthest from the drink distribution 

point, exercising extreme caution while walking through this zone. 

2. Separate corridors may be designated in the hydration zone for those using and 

not using hydration. The provision of paragraph 1 applies accordingly. 

3. In the event of failing to unclip the pole, the competitor receives a warning. If a 

real threat is created to people located in this zone, the competitor is penalized 

with a yellow card. 

4. If, despite unclipping the pole, a competitor creates a real threat to people 

located in the zone, they are penalized with a yellow card. 

5. NW walking technique is not evaluated in the hydration zone. 

6. In case of the need to hydrate, consume energy gels, glucose, or other 

supplements in a place other than the designated zone, the competitor must 

stop in a safe place (they must not obstruct the walk of other competitors) and 

unclip their pole. After consumption, they return to the walking course without 

causing a collision. Failure to meet these conditions results in receiving a yellow 

card. 

7. The use of wearable containers such as a "camelback," backpack, or water 

bladder, which allow for the consumption of fluids hands-free, is permitted. In 

this case, there is no obligation to stop. 

8. The setting up of additional hydration and nutrition stations ("support") is 

permitted only in designated hydration zones, in compliance with the rules 

specified in paragraphs 1-5, and exclusively with the consent of the organizer, 

who informs the Chief Judge of this fact. 

 

§ 19. 

Leaving the trail 

1. A competitor is permitted to leave the course in justified cases. If possible, the 

competitor should inform a judge of this fact. The competitor must return to the 

course strictly at the exact point where they left it. 

2. A competitor who deviates from the correct route may return to it and continue 

the walk from the point where they went off course. 
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§ 20. 
Judge as a competitor 

1. A competitor holding an NW judge license, participating in the competition and 

not performing duties related to this event, is treated equally to other 

competitors. 

§ 21. 
Filing protests 

1. A competitor has the right to file a protest against a judge's decision upon 
payment of a deposit in the amount specified by the organizer. 

2. Protests can be filed after the completion of the march until the official results are 
announced. 

3. If the protest is rejected, the deposit is non-refundable. 

§ 22. 

Additional provisions 

1. Only competitors participating in a given distance, as well as guides and guardians 
of the competitors referred to in § 14 and 15, are permitted on the competition 
course. 

2. Cheering is allowed only outside the course, without the possibility of entering it, 
and must not interfere with the work of the judges and competition staff. 

3. A competitor registered for an on-site start who has suffered an injury that 
prevents them from walking with proper NW technique (e.g., a broken arm) may 
still participate in the competition, but will be classified as an e-start. 

4. These regulations also apply to relay competitions to the extent not otherwise 
regulated in the Relay Regulations. 

 
§ 23. 

These regulations apply to all competitions organized by ONWF in 2026. 

 


