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Setting a Map With and Without a Compass 

 
 Setting a map is the technique of positioning the map so that all the features are lined 
up with your own location as the central point. What is in front of you on the ground will be 
in front of you on the map, what is to your left on the ground will also be to your left on the 
map and so on. This means you can read the map in relation to the ground. The writing on 
the map may be upside down or sideways but this is OK - having the map set is far more 
useful in relating the map to the ground than being able to read the writing. 

 

*REMEMBER: The top of the map always points to north* 
 

Setting a Map without a Compass  
 If visibility is good and there are visible features 
around you, you can set a compass by eye, without 
using a compass. First you need to work out where you 
are by looking at what landmarks are around you. Once 
you think you have found your position on your map, 
turn the map around the centre point of where you are 
until features and landmarks on the map begin to line 
up with the land. You should identify prominent features 
on the ground such as hills, forests, ridges, valleys and 
tracks (maybe there's a village within view). The map 
will now only be roughly lined up with the land but as Mr 
Tesco says ñevery little helpsò. To orientate your map 
more accurately use a compass. 
 
 
Setting a Map with a Compass 
 If you canôt see any prominent features, or you 
want to set the map more accurately you can set the 
map by using the compass. To do this place the 
compass on the map and line the meridian lines in the 
compass housing with the vertical grid lines or the 
northings. Turn the compass housing until north (N) is 
facing the direction of travel arrow. Now turn the 
compass and the map together until the north end (red 
end) of the needle is in the red north arrow on the 
compass housing, (put the mouse in the hole). Your 
map is now set or orientated. To fully orientate your 
map even more accurately you will need to make 
adjustments for magnetic variation.  
 
 
 

Keep the map set when you change direction. As you turn to face another direction you 
must also turn the map to keep it correctly set. 
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