
Map references
The National Grid provides a unique reference system, which 
is used on all Ordnance Survey maps of Great Britain, at 
all scales. It gives us the map references we need to find 
locations across the country. These map references are made 
up of letters and numbers.

The National Grid works by dividing Great Britain into 100 kilometre 
(km) grid squares. Each square is identified by two letters. It is 
important to include these letters in all map references as they 
define which area of the country you are dealing with.

The numbers represent grid lines which start in the bottom left hand 
corner of the map. One set of lines runs vertically: these are known as 
eastings. The other set runs horizontally and are called northings.

To find a location using a 6-figure map reference – in this example 
TL623317 – you need to look at the:

1. Letters: In this example TL represents a specific 100 km area of 
Great Britain. We find this square using this diagram of Great Britain. 
(Diagram A). These letters are sometimes represented by numbers, 
shown on the diagram in brackets.

2. Eastings: The first three numbers are the eastings. The first two 
numbers represent the figures running along the north or south sides 
of your map. The third figure is the number of tenths east of that line to 
the next, in this case 3. Diagram B shows you how.
 
3. Northings: The last three numbers are the northings. The first two 
numbers represent the figures running along the east and west sides 
of the map. The third figure is the number of tenths north of that line to 
the next, in this case 7. Diagram B shows you how.

4. The map reference: Putting the letters and numbers together gives 
us the map reference, in this case TL623317.

A 6-figure map reference will give you a location to within 100 m.

A 10-figure map reference is possible within the National Grid and 
defines a location to a precision of 1 m. The same letter and number 
configuration is used with two letters followed by 10 numbers, for 
example: TL62356 31722. Sometimes, for example, when using the 
Garmin 12™ hand held GPS, the eastings and northings are separated 
by the letters BNG indicating that the map reference is in the British 
National Grid, for example: TL 62356 BNG 31722.

Ordnance Survey and the OS Symbol are registered trademarks of Ordnance Survey, the national mapping 
agency of Great Britain.
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1:25 000 scale (4 cm to 1 km or 2½ inches to 1 mile)

1 metre = 3.3 feet
100 metres = 328 feet
1 kilometre = 0.62 mile   1 mile = 1.6 kilometres
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1:50 000 scale (2 cm to 1 km or 1¼ inches to 1 mile)

Other map scales are available, more details at: 
www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk

1:10 000 scale (10 cm to 1 km or 6 inches to 1 mile)1:2500 scale (40 cm to 1 km or 25 inches to 1 mile)
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