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Contesting for Non-Contesters



Topics
• Why contest?
• Preparation
• Operating
• Post-contest
• References



Learning About Contesting

• Contesting is a huge field
• Tonight’s presentation is just an 

introduction – there are many online 
tools and operating aids that we won’t 
cover

• References are at the end



Radiosport

• Not like other sports
• Everyone is welcome in 

the radio contests
• Any experience level
• Sometimes the rules apply 

and sometimes they don’t
• Just have fun!



Why Contest?

• It’s fun!
• Increases your expertise & confidence
• Set your own goals
• Tests your equipment
• Earn awards: WAC, WAS, DXCC

These aren’t as hard 
as you may think!



The Basics

• Hundreds of contests
• Local – Regional – Worldwide
• Basically the same format
• Work as many stations as possible
• Exchange data

• Contesting seasons
• “Traditional” bands only
• 160 – 80 – 40 – 20 – 15 – 10 and above



Contest Calendar

• WA7BNM – “Contestcalendar.com”



Contest Calendar



Contest Calendar



Contesting Basics

• Most major contests run 48 hours
• Midnight UTC to midnight UTC
• Friday evening to Sunday evening

• Some are as short as one hour
• Types of information exchanges
• Easy: signal report + simple data
• State, CQ zone, ITU zone, power, grid square

• Harder: signal report + serial number
• Difficult: ARRL Sweepstakes



Contesting Basics

• Consult the rules to see what stations 
you can work.  Examples:
• CQ-Worldwide: work anyone outside US
• CQ-WPX: work anyone anywhere
• ARRL DX: work any non-US or Canadian

• If your intent is to get a high score, be 
sure to read the rules and see how you 
can multiply your points



Contest Tools – Loggers

• A contest logger is essential
• Attributes:
• Free!
• Powerful and fast, but easy to use
• Kept current
• Knows the contest rules
• Keeps track of contacts and score
• It can make the contacts for you
• Operating aids: maps, spotter nets, etc.
• Compiles your entry



Contest Tools – Loggers

• Even though the loggers are “simple to 
use,” they require setup and practice

• Setup and configuration:
• Connections to your transceiver, internet, 

rotator, amplifier, CW keyer
• Location and contest info
• External data sources (e.g., country list, 

Super Check Partials)
• External websites (e.g., QRZ.com, LoTW, 

spotters and skimmers)



Contest Tools – Windows

N1MM: n1mmwp.hamdocs.com



Contest Tools – Mac

SkookumLogger: k1gq.com



Contest Tools – Linux

Xlog or CQRlog: Andy’s Ham Radio SW



Contest Tools: Spotter Nets

• Online: dxsummit.fi

Note: Spotted call 
signs are often wrong!



Contest Tools: Skimmers
• Two types: internal and external
• Internal: CW Skimmer (dxatlas.com)
• Takes IF from XCVR or panadapter
• Decodes CQ’s and displays calls
• Click on calls to contact

• Can decode up to 
700 signals
• Can show entire band
• $75



Contest Tools: Skimmers
• External: Skimmer & Spotter networks
• Accessed by logging program
• Connect to a local server

• N1EN (Windsor, CT)
• Click on call for 

contact



Databases: Country List & SCP
• Load these databases into your logger 

for logging assistance. Some loggers 
load these automatically.

• Country list (country-files.com) 
contains current country info.

• Super-Check Partial database has calls 
and info of contesters for the last two 
years.



Super-Check Partial



FLDigi

• Use it for copying CW and as a tuning aid

Center his signal on your sidetone 
frequency for an exact zero beat



Propagation Forecasts
• VOACAP.com



Reverse Beacon Networks

• reversebeacon.net & pskreporter.info



Operating in the Contest

• Set goals.  Do you want to:
• Get a high score?
• Work lots of new countries?
• Get an operating award?
• Just have fun?
• In a big contest, Worked All 

Continents is easy, and DXCC is 
possible

Tailor your operating style to match your goals



Operating in the Contest

• The “big-gun” stations have invested 
hundreds of thousands of dollars just 
to work YOU!



Operating in the Contest

• Read the rules so you’ll know whom 
you can contact

• Use Search & Pounce mode for your 
first contests

• Listen for the rhythm of the calling 
stations and if they’re working stations 
in your area

• Don’t be afraid to jump in



Operating in the Contest

• If your goal is just to work a lot of new 
countries,
• Don’t worry about getting the exchange 

right; your score is irrelevant
• Try working the DX stations before the 

contest when they’re checking their 
equipment – no pileups.



The Contest Exchange

• Everything is in English
• Signal reports are always 59 or 599
• “Cut numbers” in CW:
• Saves time
• Abbreviates the numbers
• 9: N, 0: T, 1: A
• 599 becomes 5NN

• Save a copy of your log frequently!



After the Contest

• Submitting a log is HIGHLY recommended
• It gets you in the SCP database
• The “big gun” stations all have their logs 

checked – your contact could make a 
difference in their scores

• The CQ magazine contests will send you 
a report of errors and “busted calls”



After the Contest

• Logs are almost always in “Cabrillo” 
format

• Your logger will generate this file for you
• Most logs are submitted via internet. The 

WA7BNM Contest Calendar has the 
website for each contest.

• Upload your log to Logbook of the World, 
too (separate lecture!).



3830scores.com

• Contest score summaries
• Real-time performance charts
• Contest submission websites



Clublog

• clublog.org
• DX’ers database
• Fast confirmations
• Some loggers will auto-upload
• OQRS



Clublog

• clublog.org
• DX’ers database
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More Information

• ARRL Operating Manual
• QST and CQ contest & DX columns
• ContestUniversity.com -- videos
• National Contest Journal (NCJ) – Free 

online with ARRL membership
• ARRL Contest Update. Free from ARRL; 

biweekly; lots of good info*
• ARRL DX Bulletin. Weekly from ARRL*

* Subscribe on ARRL website: “Edit your Profile –
Edit Email Subscriptions”


