
Article 1.1 
 
What is a sailing handicap number? - an introduction. 
 

• Sailing handicaps are unusual in that the equipment, rather than personal skill, is a 
key component. 

 
• The exception is  'One Design' racing, which is confined very largely to dinghy racing. 

The America's Cup is a famous exception and groups such as Dragons. 
 (The first challenge prize for racing yachts was put up in 1851 by the Royal Yacht 
 Squadron  and was won by the yacht  'America', and hence the name of the trophy. 
 The cup stayed in the US for the next 100 years.) 
 

• There is still an absence of a unique solution to the problem of how to allow boats of 
different types to race fairly against each other. 

 
• Worldwide, a variety of ad hoc, past performance measures and formula based 

approaches have been tried. 
 

• There has been, and still is, much secrecy in the procedures adopted.  This is partly 
motivated by a wish to discourage the challenging of handicaps and the possibility of 
yacht builders 'designing to the system'. 

 
• A sailing handicap is a time allowance applied time-on-time or time-on-distance. The 

former tends to be preferred. 
 

• The time-on-time  correction is applied to the elapsed time as a multiplier or divisor 
in order to produce a corrected time (in seconds).  Fast boats have corrected time  > 
elapsed time;  slow boats have corrected time < elapsed time.  A multiplier time 
correction factor (TCF) might be in the range 0.8 - 1.2 for a typical club fleet. 
Finishing positions  are then determined on the basis of corrected times. 

 
• Handicap systems are not easily translated one to another because the 'base boat' 

i.e. a boat for which elapsed time = corrected time, will be different in each system.  
In other words, handicap numbers are relative, not absolute. 


