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Back Bearings  

 There are several techniques to help pinpoint your location on a map. Pinpointing your 
location is useful to make sure youôre moving in the right direction or can help you to relocate if 
you are lost. These techniques can be used very effectively once youôve learned to interpret 
the features of a map. Some methods will rely on your eyesight while others use your 
compass. The method explained below is Back Bearings this method uses a compass. 

Back bearings are useful when checking your own position when moving across country 

where it is impossible or difficult to check it without the assistance of a compass. What you are 

actually checking is your line of travel. They can also pinpoint your location if you are following 

a track, river, wall, etc. 

 The correct way to take a back bearings is: 

  If the bearing is less than 180° add 180°. 

  If the bearing is more than 180° take away 180°.           

          Set the compass to the new bearing and point it at the location you are walking from, 

you should be directly in line with it. If not move yourself to the left or right to correct yourself. 

 A Quick way to check your going in the right direction with a back bearing is turn 

the compass around until the south end of the compass needle is in the red north arrow box. 

How would this work in the field? 

 At night or during low clouds/fog it is difficult to see where you are going. It is best to 

stay put until you can see where you are going. Should you need to moveé! Have someone 

walk forward on the bearing till they can just be seen, using a back bearing to confirm that you 

have travelled in a straight line, if not move to the left or right until you are correct. Then the 

other person leapfrogs until they can just be seen keeping going until you have reached the 

objective or safer area to wait.  

How can you use Back Bearings to pinpoint your location? 
 

If you are on a known track with an identifiable 
feature in sight (which also appears on your map) you 
can take a bearing in the direction of the feature and 
use it to calculate your location. Looking at your 
compass, detect the direction the feature is from your 
current location. With the direction of travel arrow 
pointing at the feature, turn the compass housing so 
the orienting line sits under the red half of the 
compass needle.  

This bearing is a magnetic bearing rather than a 
grid bearing, which your map uses. You need to 
deduct magnetic variation from the compass reading 
to convert it. The magnetic variation is currently 2º to 
6º throughout Great Britain (this amount changes 
annually, so check your Ordnance Survey map to work out the most current value). Revolve 
the compass housing 4º clockwise (for example) to deduct magnetic variation, and place the 
compass on your map.  

Line the meridian lines up with the eastings (northïsouth grid lines) on your map. Now 
carefully slide the compass across the map so one of the edges of the base plate crosses the 
feature you spotted on the landscape on the map. If possible, draw a line along the base plate. 
Where the line crosses the track you are on is your approximate current location. 


