
 

How to take a grid reference 
 
There are several ways of taking a grid reference. A six-figure grid reference can be found using a map. To do 
this you need to identify the horizontal lines called ‘northings’ and vertical lines called ‘eastings’. These are 
located at every 1km interval on a map, creating a series of squares covering the UK and each 1x1 km square 
is called a monad. Grid references are easy if you can remember that you always have to go along the 
corridor before you go up the stairs.  
 
To find the number of a monad, first use the eastings to go along the corridor until you come to the bottom 
left-hand corner of the monad you want. Write this two-figure number down. Now imagine this monad is 
divided up into 100 tiny squares with 10 squares along each side. Still remembering to go along the corridor, 
mark down the number of small squares where your point falls. This creates the first three digits of a grid 
reference.  
 
To create the next three digits, repeat this process using the northings to go up the stairs until you find the 
same corner of the monad. Mark down these two numbers and then imagine the monad is spilt into 100 tiny 
squares with 10 squares along each side. Still remembering to go up the stairs mark down the number of 
small squares where your point falls. To get the two letter code for the front of the grid reference, look at 
the corner of the map. The UK is split into 100 x100km squares and each of these huge squares is given a 
code so that it can be located across the country. Altogether this creates the grid reference for example, 
Stonehenge is at SU122422. 
 
Ordanance Survey have produced a graphical guide to taking a grid reference available at 
https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/docs/leaflets/using-the-national-grid-leaflet-for-children.pdf. 
 
An alternative way to get a more detailed grid is to use a hand-held GPS unit. This can give up to 10-figure 
grid references with varying degrees of accuracy depending on the satellites available. Each GPS unit is 
different, and you may need to read the instructions to find out how to use it. 
 
There are good mobile apps that can provide a six, eight or ten-figure grid reference1

• GPS to Grid Ref (green icon with OS on it). It currently costs £0.79 but will convert longitude & 
latitude from the phone's internal navigation into a ten-figure OS grid reference. 

.  
 
For Windows Phones (and tablets); 

• Grid Ref UK and Ireland (UK map icon) which will give you a six-figure OS grid reference and is free. 
 
For Android and iPhones (and tablets); 

• OS Mapfinder (map with the OS logo on top) will project your location onto an OS map at a large scale 
(more detailed maps can be downloaded for a fee). By pressing on the icon hovering on your position, 
you can get a ten-figure grid reference. This app and small-scale maps are free but more detailed 
maps are charged extra. However, these should not be needed to create a six-figure OS grid 
reference. 

 
All of these apps use satellite technology so you do not need to be in mobile reception to get a grid 
reference, but where satellite access is restricted, such as under a tree canopy in a woodland, in gorges and 
tunnels they may not be able to connect to a satellite to provide a grid reference, or the grid reference may 
be inaccurate.    

                                            
1 Apps sourced on 1st February 2015. Newer or alternative apps may be available. 
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