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Honey Judging Course 
 

 

Designed by John Grafton and Jim Thompson 

 

 

 

 

A two step program 

 

Step 1. Take course to improve skill in entering displays at honey shows, add to the requirements of 

       the Ohio master beekeeper program, and/or work toward becoming a certified honey judge. 

 

Step 2.   Pass a written test concerning judging criteria, serve a successful apprenticeship with a 

  certified judge, and acquire judging equipment,  
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January 2013 

 
 
One very important factor that must be remembered is that the results of a honey show, or 
any judged show, are that they are one person’s opinion at a given point in time. Someone 
will get a blue ribbon and be completely pleased with the judge’s performance on a 
particular class and everyone else will be disappointed.  As the judge you must compare 
the entries in a particular class then based on your knowledge and experience choose the 
one that you believe to be a better representation of that class. 
 
This program is designed to give you a better overall understanding of the duties of a 
judge. It will not tell you which entry to choose or how to resolve every question at a show. 
It is a goal to provide you with more knowledge to help you make a qualified decision. 
 
Honey shows have changed over the years. At one time they basically consisted of liquid 
honey in various types of containers with no color class and a comb honey class. Today 
you not only need the type of container specified in the show rules, there may be as many 
as seven color classes. Then there are the different types of honey classes, the beeswax 
classes, pollen, observation hives, and the list goes on. Today’s judge cannot simply hold 
the bottle up to a light and tip it to watch the bubble rise.  
 
Thus the need for a class such as this in an attempt to standardize the methods used to 
judge a show. Admittedly it will make the job of judge more difficult as those competing will 
be aware of the criteria they will be scored on and will improve in those areas. 
 
Professionalism is something that is the responsibility of every judge. As a judge 
you need to look and act the part. That is not to say that a three piece suit is 
mandatory but sandals, cut off jeans, and tank top is inappropriate. Your speech and 
actions are also being viewed by those around you. 
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Systems of Judging: 

There are two major systems used in judging honey.  The Welsh system is widely used in Europe 

and the judges must serve an eight year apprenticeship.  The judging is usually done in the privacy 

of a show room and the jars are compared against each other.  Thus the first place is the best exhibit 

in the class.  It takes time as the pieces in the entry are moved around to achieve the ranking order.  

The judge will use a torch (flashlight), a stick for testing density and tasting, and his/her years of 

experience.  The judges also can be identified by their white uniform. 

 

The American system uses specialized equipment to test the density, color, and impurities.  Many 

times the judge will fill out judging sheets indicating the deficiencies.  Judging may be done in front 

of those interested in the exhibits or done in the privacy of a closed off area.  The entries are judged 

on several criteria and awarded points.  Those entries with the most points earn the top places.  I like 

to say that the entries are judge against a mythical standard. 

 

If a show were judged by a qualified judge from each system, the placing of the results should be the 

same. 

 

Honey Discussion 
Discussion will cover Colors, Sugars, Granulation, Fermentation, Toxic honey, Honey from diseased 

hives, How stored in hive by bees and processed, Removing Moisture, Heating, Storage, Filtering, 

and honey that was found in the Pyramids. 

 

Labeling Honey 
Information that is required on the label.  Producer’s Name and Address as found in the telephone book. 

When one should use the weight of product in pounds and ounces?  When should the metric system on the 

label be used  Size of print, order of ingredients in a mixture, when to use product from other suppliers or 

countries. 
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Curriculum for Honey Judge Accreditation Class 

 
1) Equipment used in Honey Judging 

 Polariscope 

 Refractometer 

 Color Comparator 

 Scales 

 Scoring Forms 

 Cleaning Supplies 

 Extension Cord 

 Misc. (pencil, pen, tape, stapler, hole punch) 
 
2) Possible Classes (each will be covered in more detail later) 

 Observation hive  

 Extracted 

 Comb 

 Cut Comb 

 Chunk 

 Extracting Frames 

 Granulated, Creamed or Whipped 

 Beeswax 

 Pollen 

 Gift Package 

 Arts & Crafts 

 Specialty Items 

 Producers Display 

 Cooking 

 Photography 

 Mead 

 Gadgets 

 Etc. 
 
3) Rules and Regulations 
 
4) Judging Forms 
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Equipment 
 
Almost anyone can become a judge, the key is to have the proper equipment and know 
how to use it. A good judge must understand processing techniques, the properties of 
honey, the proper tools to test and grade honey, and the experience of taste. 
 
A judge also needs a working knowledge of honey bees in order to judge the other areas 
that come under the heading of a Honey Show. A truly qualified judge will have entered 
hive products in enough shows and variety of classes that he/she will have hands on 
knowledge of how to obtain a quality product. 
 
A judge should take the following equipment and materials to the show. You should not 
expect the Sponsor to have judging materials.  
 

1. Polariscope 

2. Refractometer 

3. Color Comparator 

4. Scale 

5. Extension cord and adapter 

6. Flat toothpicks and/or taster spoons 

7. Water for cleaning 

8. Towels 

9. Score Sheets 

10. Copy of show rules (previously obtained when agreed to judge the show) 

Polariscope 

 
The polariscope is basically a box that holds two pieces of polarized film, with a space 
between them, to set the honey jar and a light source behind the lenses.  There is currently 
no bee supply catalog that lists the polariscope.  If you are able to find copies of the articles 
from Bee Culture page 577, November 1983 or Bee Culture page 124, March 1984 there 
are instructions for constructing your own. The most difficult part being to obtain the Type J 
polarized film.   
 
The polariscope reveals any foreign material that may be present in the jar of honey. This 
would include such items as lint, bee parts, pollen, sugar granules, wax, hair, air bubbles, 
or any other items. 
 
Points are awarded or deducted on the score sheet according to what is revealed by the 
polariscope. 
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An example of a possible point system would be; 
 

Large debris  -20 or all 
Medium debris  -15 
Small debris  -10 
Some lint -5 
Pollen  -2 
Wax pieces  -5 
Air bubbles  -2 
Sugar crystals  -20 

  
These points can vary, depending upon the severity of the foreign material.  However the 
judge should develop their own sense of consistency. 

Refractometer 

 
The refractometer measures the moisture content of the honey. Most judges use the hand 
held type that reads moisture content between 12 and 26 percent. There are many types of 
refractometers, so if you are buying one, be sure to get one calibrated for honey.  
  
The refractometer may the more expensive piece of your equipment and should be treated 
with care.  Check your refractometer on a regular basis to be sure you are getting proper 
readings.. Recalibrate the refractometer if you are getting incorrect readings.  If incorrect 
readings are obtained the refractometer should be recalibrated. 
 
Some people will argue that a true moisture reading is not being obtained if  the sample is 
taken from near the surface. However, if you are consistent with the sampling technique 
and all the samples are taken from the same area, the comparisons are valid.  
 
Once you obtain a moisture reading, the points are given based upon a predetermined 
scale. The entry may, and should, be disqualified if the moisture content is too high (18.7 or 
higher) as honey in this range will easily ferment. Some judges also take off points if the 
moisture is to low (14 percent or lower). That is usually not a problem and is entirely up to 
the individual judge. 
 
The point system is shown on the back of the Judging Handbook as well as additional point 
systems within the book. 
 

Color Comparator 

 
According to the United States Department of Agriculture there are seven different color 
classes of honey. These classes are measured in millimeters by an accurate color grader 
called a Pfund Color Grader. The seven classes are; 
 
 
The average beekeeper does not have access to a pfund grader nor the reason to justify its 
cost. There are now less expensive color comparators on the market such as the Lovibond 
Honey Grader that most judges use because it is portable and uses less honey than the 
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pfund grader. It is up to the individual judge as to the device he/she desires to use for this 
portion of the contest. 
 
Many fairs do not have the seven classes and will instead use a three class system such as 
white (1---34mm) amber (34---114mm) and dark (above 114 mm). The judge needs to 
know the system before the judging begins.  
 
Some fairs allow an individual to enter the same honey in all classes while other shows will 
limit the beekeeper to only the color class in which the honey belongs. 
 
In some cases the show superintendent has already placed the entries before the judge 
arrives and in most cases the beekeeper has done an excellent job of selecting the right 
color class for the entry. 
 
The book has a “recipe” for making  a set of jars that can be made up using corn syrup and 
corn oil.  These jars will help you determine which class your honey should be placed.  An 
update of the mixtures will be covered in class. 
 
Once the color of the entry has been determined it is simply a matter of awarding the points 
if it is in the right class or not awarding them if it is out of class. 
 

Scales 

 
The scale should be easily recalibrated. It will be needed for entries where a specified 
weight is given such as beeswax, gift packages, etc. The judge should weigh the items 
where the entry rules call for a specified weight or weight range. Items not falling within the 
stated range would not be eligible for judging. 

Miscellaneous Equipment 

 
The next items on the equipment list are either self-explanatory or support type of 
equipment. This is not to say that they are not important as you would soon learn if you 
arrive at a show without them. It is best to have a box or container which contains all of the 
material so that you will have it when you arrive to judge. This not only makes your job of 
judge easier but it will also help to give the professional appearance. Scoring Forms 

 Misc. (pencil, pen, tape, stapler, hole punch) 

 Extension cord and adapter 

 Flat toothpicks or taster spoons 

 Bread knife and disposable plates 

 Water for cleaning and towels 

 Cork screw and small cups if judging mead 

 Score Sheets, some shows will have their own 

 Special forms for figuring Best of Show and Sweepstakes 

 Copy of show rules (previously obtained when agreed to judge the show) 
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CLASSES 
 

The classes for a show are set by the sponsor of the show.  The judge cannot change or 
alter them in any way from what was published as the possible classes.  Many times after a 
show the sponsors may ask the judge for suggestions on improving the next show.  It’s at 
this time that the judge should make suggestions concerning classes, size of entries, 
general rules, etc. however they will affect future shows not the one just judged. 
 
As we review some of the possible classes a honey judge may be asked to judge, general 
comments will be included. These are not to be construed as defining classes but merely 
as possibilities and no doubt there are others. 
 

Observation Hive 

 Variety classes (light, dark, specific strain) 

 With or without Queen (marked or unmarked) 

 Single or double frame (side by side or above each other) 

 Many times specified to have Plexiglas 

 Uniformity of color of bees 

 Solid brood pattern 

 Three types of bees (Queens, Drones, and Workers) 

 Amount of stored honey sufficient to keep the bees for the show 

 Proper amount of bees in hive (not sparse and not overcrowded) 
 
Extracted Honey sometimes referred to as Liquid honey 

 Three one pound, glass, queen line (or classic) style containers (multiple jars for 
comparison) 

 Anywhere from three to seven color classes 

 Containers to be unlabeled unless fair rules stipulate a marketing clause 

 Produced in current season or since last show (contestant’s own product) 

 Why plastic jars should not be used 

 Check for Debris, particles, Granulation, moisture, adulteration, filling of jar. 

 What to look for in the flavor test. 
 

Comb Honey 

 Three selections per entry type (for comparison purposes) 

 Wooden section, Round section, Half Comb, Bee-O-Pac 

 Cleaning of the section, was it cleaned and taped prior to installation in hive 

 Manipulation of section to prevent travel stain 

 Check to see if any open cells are present and other floral sources 

 Sections should have been frozen to kill wax worm eggs 

 Properly wrapped for show 
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Cut Comb 

 3  approx. 1 x 4 x 4 clear plastic cut comb container 

 Product visible from all sides 

 Center rib of foundation straight 

 The use of thin surplus, starter strip, or the old Amish trick 

 Samples cut from a template, to fit the container 

 The use of a very sharp, clean knife; a hot knife and not the square box cutter. 

 Well drained, no loose honey  

 Clean straight cuts and uniform size comb throughout sample 

 Freeze comb to aid in cutting and to kill wax moth eggs 
 

 

Chunk Honey 

 3  one pound straight walled style glass container 

 3  2 ½ pound square chunk honey glass container 

 Comb portions should be cut from a template so they are uniform 

 Straight clean cuts on the comb, mitering the corners is allowed 

 Select the comb for color and completeness 

 Clean comb before inserting into jar to avoid “free” wax 

 Fill jar and check the level several times as honey seeps into the open cells. 

Extracting Frames 

 1 or 2 Deep frames (9 1/8) 

 1 or 2 Medium frames (6 1/4) 

 1 or 2 Shallow frames (5 3/8) 

 Separate classes for wood, plastic, extracting, and cutting 

 Enclosed, leak-proof container 

 Frames should give the appearance of being a new frame – cleaned thoroughly 

 Fully capped, straight, and bulging for easy uncapping 

 One floral source is preferred  

 Free of travel stain 

Granulated or Creamed or Whipped Honey 

 3 one pound straight walled glass containers 

 Separate class for granulated, creamed, whipped (very little whipped shown) 

 Separate class for fruit added 

 Prefer the Dyce method so honey will stay solid during the show 

 Acquaint yourself with the following terms: seed, natural crystals, optimum 
temperature 

 Sometimes there are different classes due to color, the white honey gives a nicer 
product 

 The filling of the containers should be uniform without foam and up to the neck ring. 

 The consistency should be smooth and hold its shape. (like creamy peanut butter) 

 It should have a pleasant flavor. 
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Beeswax 

 Natural, unbleached, straw colored 

 Block (of various sizes) 

 Molded 

 Carved 

 Novelty 

 Candles 
1. molded pair 
2. dipped pair 
3. fancy pair 
4. novelty pair 

 Some classes allow additional painting 

 Important to keep in mind the natural color of beeswax and what causes it to 
become yellow, green, brown, or black 

 Also know the proper temperatures to prevent shrinkage, cracking, and mold marks 

 Review processing, filtering, pouring, cooling, and removal from molds. 

 Entry must be current for this year, avoid displaying beeswax that has bloom 

Pollen 

 1 one pound straight walled glass container (multiple containers add comparison 
ability) 

 2 eight ounce glass jars 

 Either solid color or mixed 

 Uniform particle size (no dust) 

 Has the pollen been cleaned so it doesn’t clump together? 

 Samples should have been frozen to kill wax moth eggs 

 The taste should be fresh and not moldy 

Gift Package 

 Size, weight must be within limits 

 Shippable or not 

 Limit amount not own product 

 Own products may be labeled 

 Product variety verses variety of extracted colors preference is usually given to the 
larger variety. 

 Check for quality of items, most shows are going to personally produced items. 

Producers Display 

 Booth display, fair guidelines 

 Educational and/or promotional 

 Professional look (spelling, typed verses free hand) 

 Arrangement should be attractive and not like a grocery store shelf. 

 Use Color, Pictures, Signs that can be read from about 10 to 15 feet 

 Do not overdo the information, the viewer takes about 30 seconds to comprehend 
the material that is presented. 
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Arts and Crafts 

 Related to beekeeping 

 Wood items 

 Sewing items 

 Painted items 

 Ease of building or making 

 Affordable 

 Ease or practicable to use 
 

Specialty Items 

 Lip balms 

 Creams 

 Soap 

 Recipe attached 

 Meeting fair rules 

 Pleasant aroma 

 Not greasy 

 Uniform amounts 

Gadgets 

 Related to beekeeping activities 

 Self-made 

 Large 

 Small 

 Practical and easy to use 
 

Cooking 

 Breads (yeast/quick) cookies, candies, cakes, pie, canning 

 Number of items and on correct display materials for fair rules 

 Recipe attached 

 Correct amount of sweetening used 

 Texture 

 Taste 

 Correct temperature used – over or under cooked 

 Uniform pieces 

Mead 

 Usually in another area with other types of wine and judged by that judge 

 Growing in popularity 

 Some legal issues due to alcohol content 

 In correct bottles 

 Correct for class 

 Aroma and Flavor 

 Clarity 
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Other 

 Photography 
Correct category – usually a single picture or a story of pictures 
Attractively displayed 
In focus and large enough for audience 
Centered and cropped correctly 
Print not grainy 
 

 Honey pots 
 

 Comb honey dishes 
 

 Honey bee related nic nacs 
 

 

Rules and Regulations 

The rules and regulations for a show, like the classes, are set by the sponsors and should 
define the exhibition requirements. They may include such items as:  
 

1. when entries will be in place 

2. cost to enter 

3. official tag required 

4. number of entries in each class by same person or family member 

5. no exhibit may be shown more than one year 

6. all entries produced in current year or since last show 

7. entries must be produced by exhibitor 

8. judges decision final 

9. all entries must be unlabeled unless specified for a particular class 

10. type of containers for each class 

11. weight limits for particular class 

12. percentage of honey required in baked goods 

13. sweepstakes award based on cumulative point score 

14. not mandatory to have a first place chosen 

15. may be moved or disqualified if entered in wrong class 

 
This is just a sample of possible rules there may be more or may even be fewer. A judge 
should be familiar with the ones for the show that is being judged. The rules will be the 
guidelines for that particular show. 
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Judging Forms 

 
Sample judging forms are listed in the book.  However some fairs will require you to use 
their forms.  Some judges simply assign values to the forms while others will make 
comments.  The beekeepers enjoy the comments more than the plain scores.   The use of 
forms can be a judge’s decision based upon time restraints and fair rules.  
 
If it is a closed show, the judging is done in an undisturbed area.  The beekeepers have 
only the judging sheet to give them an idea of what was wrong with the entry. 
 
The judge should keep a record of the entries judged so best of show and sweepstakes 
can be figured.  This record is also important in cases where disputes could arise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Articles of Interest or updates: 
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Judge’s Report 
Class ___________ 

 Exhibitor Points     Place   Exhibitor Points     Place 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 

 

Class ___________ 

 Exhibitor Points     Place   Exhibitor Points     Place 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 

 

Class ___________ 

 Exhibitor Points     Place   Exhibitor Points     Place 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 

Class ___________ 

 Exhibitor Points     Place   Exhibitor Points     Place 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____ 

 __________ ______    _____   __________ ______     _____  
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This article is included as Ann used a picture of my polariscope and has an address 
where one may obtain the film. 


