
Speed is key to winning many Olympic events, but it is not used to score any 
of them. 

Speed is the distance travelled in a certain time, so in the Olympics it is usually 
these two quantities that are measured. 

Many Olympic cyclists make use of speedometers to keep track of their 
performance, and marathon runners use GPS receivers to determine their speeds. 
Another way to measure speed is by a Doppler radar system (see diagram).
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Metrology 
Measurement in Sport

Speed

The Doppler effect means that the light from an object 
approaching you becomes slightly more blue (or more 
red if the object is receding). The changes are too small to see. 
The effect applies to radio waves and sound too – which is why a 
motor bike or train whistle falls in pitch as the vehicle passes. For the 
Olympics, it is radio waves that are used.

70
Olympic-record speeds – which depend on distance, style and medium

Average Olympic speeds (km/h)

1 500 metre freestyle swimmer

50 metre freestyle swimmer

50 000 metre walk

Marathon

100 metre sprint

1 km time trial (cycling)

Sprint (cycling)

6050403020100

59.3 km/h

6.1 km/h

8.2 km/h

13.7 km/h

19.6 km/h

36.6 km/h

71 km/h
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