
From the millimetres that separate losers from winners in archery to the 42,195 metres of 
a marathon, exact distances are part of many Olympic events.

Rods and rulers are often used to mark out distances – but they need careful design. 
Objects change length as temperature rises and falls, and as a result, rulers are longer at 

the Summer Olympics than at the Winter games. So it is essential to choose a material 
that expands very little with temperature. 

And how do we know a metre rod really is a 
metre long? Until 1960, the ultimate standard 

of lengths were actual rods held in national 
laboratories, but length standards are now 

optical and based on the unchanging 
properties of light.
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World Metrology Day 20 May 2008

Metrology 
Measurement in Sport

Distance

100m
200m

400m
800m

1500m

19.32s (37.3 km/h)

43.18s (33.4 km/h)

101.11s (28.5 km/h)

206s (26.2 km/h)
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