Indoor Climbing Study Guide

Indoor Climbing is an increasingly popular form of rock climbing performed on artificial structures that attempt to mimic the experience of real rock climbing but in a more controlled environment.

The first indoor walls tended to be made primarily of brick leaving little scope for interesting routes as the steepness of the wall and variety of the hand holds were somewhat limited.

The most common construction method involves screwing resin hand holds on to wooden boards. The boards can be of varying height & steepness (from completely horizontal 'roofs' to not even vertical 'slabs') and have a large variety of holds attached. This variety, coupled with the ability for the climbs to be changed by attaching the holds onto the wall differently has resulted in indoor climbing becoming a very successful sport.

Indoor climbing has also seen an increase in popularity in areas with rainy climates where climbing outdoors is sometimes difficult. Besides offering an alternative during inclement weather, many working adults find that they can get to the gym after work and still climb even though it is too dark outside. In order to improve in any sport, consistent practice is crucial. With the advent of indoor climbing, weather, seasonal difficulties, and busy schedules are less of an obstacle to consistent improvement, and enjoyment of the sport.

The proliferation of indoor climbing gyms has increased the accessibility, and thus the popularity, of the sport of climbing. Since environmental conditions (ranging from the structural integrity of the climbing surfaces, to equipment wear, to proper use of equipment) can be more controlled in such a setting, indoor climbing is perhaps a safer and more friendly introduction to the sport. In fact birthday parties and children's teams are common at many rock gyms.

This sense of security has a downside of course - a new gym climber may head to the cliffs and find they do not have all of the necessary skills for climbing in a setting without preplaced anchors, and explicit routefinding.  

To safely climb, it is important that climbers know how to properly fit a harness, a climbing helmet and tie the figure-eight-follow-through knot The figure-eight-follow-through knot is recognized world-wide as the safest knot to trust human life to.  It has the advantage of not slipping under a load but still being able to be untied without cutting and without tools, even when the knot is extremely tight. A climbing helmet is designed to protect a climber’s head in the event they hit it on an obstacle while climbing or when swinging on the rope. It is important when fitting a harness that the waist strap is tight with less than 1 inch of space.

The climber is protected by a belayer or a belay team that controls the climber’s safety rope as the climber climbs.  Before beginning to climb, the climber and the belayers utilize a series of commands, designed to ensure that the climber and the belayers are paying attention and ready to safely begin the climb.  The safest system of commands use a series of communications that is based upon syllables.  These commands are “Ready to climb” stated by the climber when their harness, their knot, and their helmet are all properly adjusted.  The belayers take up any slack in the safety rope and then state “On Belay”.  The climber does a double check by saying “Climbing?” and the belayers repsond positively by saying “Climb”.  This system allows communication without words by using flashlights, whistles, or hand claps to relay the message via the syllables used for each command.

To effeciently climb, climbers develop techniques to minimize the strain placed on their muscles by using their skeletal system effectively.  For their hands, climbers use a “bat-claw” hooking method with their fingers, placing the finger tips on the climbing hold and making sure their knuckles are above their finger tips.  It is also important that the thumb be placed next to or on top of the pointer finger to ensure all the muscles of the forearm are used to hold on to the climbing hold.

An efficient way for a climber to keep in balance on a foot hold is to place the side of the foot on the hold, move their knee over the foot, and then move their head over the knee so that they can then straighten the knee and lift their body in balance over the foothold.  This formula can easily be remembered as “foot, knee, head, stand”.

Climbers learn to control their movements by attempting to maintain 3 points of contact (for example, two handholds and one foothold) at all times, moving only 1 limb at a time, in effect climbing as a human tripod.

Various cable supported elements are used to challenge climbers on other surfaces besides climbing walls.  These include events such as the “centipede”, the “giant ladder” and the “vertical obstacle course”.  Though these elements are much different than a stationary climbing wall, the same safety system with a climber and a belay team is used.

