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UNDERSTANDING LATITUDE AND
LONGITUDE: THE BASICS OF
GEOGRAPHIC COORDINATES

In  our  increasingly  connected  world,
knowing  how  to  find  latitude  and
longitude has become an essential skill
for  travelers,  hikers,  researchers,  and
even  casual  smartphone  users.  Every
location on Earth can be pinpointed with
remarkable  accuracy  using  a  pair  of
numbers: latitude and longitude. These
geographic  coordinates  form  the
backbone of modern navigation systems,
from the GPS in your car to the mapping
apps  on  your  phone.  Understanding
latitude and longitude not only helps you
navigate  unfamiliar  places  but  also
deepens your appreciation for  how we
map and understand our planet.
Latitude lines, often called parallels, run
horizontally  around  the  globe  and
measure  how  far  north  or  south  a
location is from the equator. The equator
itself sits at 0 degrees latitude, while the
North and South Poles are at 90 degrees
north and south, respectively. Longitude
lines, known as meridians, run vertically
from pole to pole and measure how far
east or west a location is from the Prime
Meridian,  which  passes  through
Greenwich, England. Together, these two
measurements create a grid that covers
the entire Earth,  making it  possible to
describe any spot with just two numbers.
Whether you are planning a backcountry
hiking  trip,  conducting  scientific

research,  or  simply  trying  to  share  a
favorite  camping  spot  with  a  friend,
knowing  how  to  find  latitude  and
longitude opens up a world of precision
and possibility. This guide will walk you
through multiple methods for obtaining
these  coordinates,  from  using  modern
technology to traditional techniques, so
you can choose the approach that best
fits your needs.

WHY LATITUDE AND LONGITUDE
MATTER

Before diving into the practical methods,
it  helps  to  understand  why  these
coordinates  are  so  valuable.  Latitude
and  longitude  provide  a  universal
language  for  location  that  transcends
street  addresses,  landmarks,  and local
naming  conventions.  A  street  address
might change if a road is renamed, but
the  coordinates  of  a  place  remain
constant  over  time.  This  permanence
makes  them  ind ispensab le  fo r
emergency  services,  scientific  data
collection,  property  boundaries,  and
global  communication.
For outdoor enthusiasts, coordinates are
often more reliable than trail markers or
written directions,  especially  in remote
areas  where  signage  is  minimal.  For
researchers  studying  climate  patterns,
wildlife migration, or geological features,
precise coordinates ensure that data can
be compared accurately across different
studies  and  time  periods.  And  for
everyday  users,  coordinates  make  it
easy to share a location with someone
on the other side of the world without
ambiguity.
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METHOD 1: USING A
SMARTPHONE OR TABLET

The  simplest  way  to  find  your  current
lat i tude  and  longitude  is  with  a
smartphone  or  tablet.  Most  modern
devices have built-in GPS receivers that
can determine your location within a few
meters,  and  the  process  requires  no
special apps or technical knowledge.

Using Google
Maps on Android
or iOS
Google  Maps  is  one  of  the  most
accessible  tools  for  finding  coordinates.
To get started,  open the Google Maps
app on your  device.  Allow the  app to
access your location if prompted. Once
the map loads and shows your current
position as a blue dot, tap and hold on
that  dot  or  on  any  other  spot  on  the
map. A red pin will  drop,  and a small
information  panel  will  appear  at  the
bottom of the screen. Swipe up on this
panel to reveal more details, and you will
see the latitude and longitude displayed
in decimal degrees format. You can tap
on the coordinates to copy them to your
clipboard for sharing or saving.
It  is worth noting that the accuracy of
these  coordinates  depends  on  your
device's  GPS signal  strength.  Outdoors
with a clear  view of  the sky,  you can
expect accuracy within about five to ten
meters. Indoors or in dense urban areas
with  tall  buildings,  accuracy  may
decrease.  If  you need higher  precision
for  surveying  or  scientific  work,  a
dedicated  GPS  unit  may  be  more
appropriate,  but  for  most  everyday
purposes,  a  smartphone  is  perfectly

adequate.

Using Apple
Maps on iPhone
If you prefer Apple Maps, the process is
similarly  straightforward.  Open  Apple
Maps  and  allow  location  access.  Your
current position appears as a blue dot.
Tap on the dot, and a small information
card appears. Below the location name
and address,  you will  see the latitude
and longitude. Tap on the coordinates to
copy them. You can also drop a pin by
pressing and holding on any part of the
map, which will display the coordinates
in the same way.

Using the
Compass App on
iPhone
Another built-in option for iPhone users
is the Compass app. Open the app, and
it will display your current latitude and
longitude  along  with  the  compass
direction.  This  method  is  particularly
handy when you need quick access to
your  coordinates  without  navigating
through a map interface. Note that the
Compass app requires location services
to  be  enabled,  and  it  works  best
outdoors.

METHOD 2: USING A COMPUTER
OR WEB BROWSER

If  you are at a desk or prefer a larger
screen,  finding  coordinates  through  a
web  browser  is  just  as  easy.  Google
Maps  on  a  desktop  computer  offers  a
slightly  different  interface  but  provides
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the  same  functionality.

Getting
Coordinates from
Google Maps on
Desktop
Open your  preferred web browser  and
navigate to Google Maps. Right-click on
the  exact  location  where  you  want
coordinates. A context menu will appear
with the latitude and longitude displayed
at  the  top  of  the  menu.  Click  on  the
coordinates, and they will be copied to
your  c l ipboard  automat ica l l y .
Alternatively,  you  can  left-click  on  a
location to place a pin, then look at the
search box at the top of the screen. After
placing a pin, the search box will display
the coordinates instead of  an address.
You can highlight and copy them from
there.
One  of  the  advantages  of  using  a
desktop browser is the ability to easily
switch  between  different  coordinate
formats.  By  default,  Google  Maps
displays coordinates in decimal degrees,
such  as  37.7749,  -122.4194  for  San
Francisco.  However,  you  can  also  find
formats  like  degrees,  minutes,  and
seconds by using other online tools or by
adjusting settings,  which we will  cover
later in this guide.

Using Bing Maps
for Coordinates
If  you  use  Bing  Maps,  the  process  is
similar. Right-click on any location on the
map, and a pop-up will appear showing

the latitude and longitude. You can also
click the location to see the coordinates
in  the  information  panel.  Bing  Maps
tends to display coordinates in decimal
degrees  by  default  as  well,  making  it
easy  to  compare  with  Google  Maps
results.

METHOD 3: USING A DEDICATED
GPS DEVICE

For  serious  hikers,  surveyors,  and
outdoor  professionals,  a  dedicated
handheld  GPS  device  offers  advantages
over  smartphones.  These  devices  are
built  to withstand harsh weather, have
longer  battery  life,  and  often  provide
greater  accuracy,  especially  in  remote
areas without cellular coverage.

Viewing
Coordinates on a
Garmin Device
Garmin  is  one  of  the  most  popular
brands  of  handheld  GPS  units.  To  find
your  current  coordinates  on  a  Garmin
device, turn on the unit and allow it to
acquire satellite signals.  Once it  has a
fix,  the  main  menu  or  satellite  page
typically  displays  your  latitude  and
longitude. You can often customize the
coordinate format in the settings menu,
choosing  between  decimal  degrees,
degrees  and  decimal  minutes,  or
degrees,  minutes,  and  seconds.  This
flexibility  is  useful  if  you  need  to  use  a
specific  format  for  mapping  or
navigation  purposes.
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Using a GPS
Device for

Waypoints
Beyond  simply  viewing  your  current
coordinates,  GPS devices  allow you to
mark waypoints. A waypoint is a saved
location with its own coordinates, which
you can name and store for later use. To
mark  a  waypoint,  navigate  to  the
waypoint  menu  and  select  "Mark"  or
"Save."  The  device  will  record  your
current position. You can later navigate
back to that waypoint using the device's
guidance  features.  This  is  incredibly
useful for marking trailheads, campsites,
gear caches, or any location you want to
return to.

METHOD 4: USING PAPER MAPS
AND MANUAL CALCULATION

While  technology  makes  finding
coordinates  almost  effortless,
understanding how to calculate latitude
and longitude  from a  paper  map is  a
valuable  skill.  This  method  is  useful
when you are in a remote area without
electronic devices, or when you simply
want to deepen your understanding of
how coordinate systems work.

Reading Latitude
and Longitude
from a

Topographic Map
Topographic maps typically have latitude
and longitude marked along the edges.
Look for tick marks or grid lines along
the  border  of  the  map.  Each  t ick
represents  a  specific  interval,  such  as
one minute or five minutes of latitude or
longitude.  To  find  the  coordinates  of  a
specific point, use a ruler or the edge of
a piece of paper to extend lines from the
nearest tick marks to your point. Then,
interpolate between the known values to
estimate  the  coordinates.  This  process
requires careful  attention to the map's
scale and the interval of the tick marks.
For example, if the nearest latitude tick
below  your  point  is  38  degrees  30
minutes north, and the tick above it is 38
degrees  31  minutes  north,  and  your
point is roughly halfway between them,
you  would  estimate  its  latitude  as  38
degrees 30.5 minutes north. The same
process applies to longitude, though you
must be mindful of whether you are east
or west of the Prime Meridian.

Using a
Protractor and
Plotter Tool
Navigational plotters and protractors are
specialized  tools  that  make  manual
coordinate reading more accurate. These
tools are commonly used by pilots and
maritime navigators.  To use one, align
the tool with the grid lines on your map
and slide it to your point of interest. The
tool  will  have scales that allow you to
read  latitude  and  longitude  directly.
While less common in the era of GPS,
these tools are still valuable for backup
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navigation and for educational purposes.

UNDERSTANDING DIFFERENT
COORDINATE FORMATS

As you begin how to find latitude and
longitude  through  various  methods,
you  will  encounter  different  formats  for
expressing  coordinates.  Understanding
these formats is  essential  for  correctly
in te rp re t ing  and  shar ing  your
coordinates.

Decimal Degrees
This is the format most commonly used
by  Google  Maps  and  many  online
mapping tools. An example is 37.7749,
-122.4194.  The  latitude  comes  first,
followed by longitude.  Positive  latitude
indicates  north  of  the  equator,  and
negative  latitude  indicates  south.
Positive longitude indicates east of the
Prime Meridian, and negative longitude
indicates  west.  Decimal  degrees  are
easy to type and share, and they work
well with most digital tools.

Degrees,
Minutes, and
Seconds
This  traditional  format  breaks  each
degree into 60 minutes and each minute
into 60 seconds. An example is 37° 46'
29"  N,  122°  25'  9"  W.  This  format  is
often used in nautical  charts,  aviation,
and older mapping systems. While it is
more  cumbersome  to  write  and  read
than decimal degrees, it provides a high
level of precision and is still widely used
in certain fields.

Degrees and
Decimal Minutes
This  hybrid  format  combines  degrees
with minutes expressed as a decimal. An
example is 37° 46.483' N, 122° 25.150'
W. Many GPS devices and some mapping
apps use this format because it balances
readability with precision. It is easier to
work  with  than  degrees,  minutes,  and
seconds for manual calculations, and it
avoids the need to convert seconds.
When sharing coordinates, it is helpful to
specify the format you are using to avoid
confusion.  Many online  tools,  including
Google  Maps,  al low  you  to  input
coordinates in any of these formats, and
they will interpret them correctly as long
as  you  use  the  correct  symbols  and
order.

VERIFYING COORDINATES WITH
MULTIPLE SOURCES

An important best practice when finding
latitude and longitude is to verify your
coordinates using a second method or
source.  This  is  especially  important  if
you  are  using  the  coordinates  for
navigation,  legal  purposes,  or  scientific
data collection. A simple way to verify is
to  check  the  same  location  with  two
different  apps  or  devices.  For  example,
you  could  use  Google  Maps  on  your
phone and a dedicated GPS device, or
you could compare the coordinates from
Google Maps with those from Bing Maps
on your computer.
Discrepancies  between  sources  can
occur  due  to  differences  in  map  data,
coordinate  system  settings,  or  GPS
accuracy.  Most  modern  maps  use  the
WGS84 coordinate system, which is the
standard for GPS, but older maps may
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use different datums. If  you are working
with a paper map, check the legend to
see  which  datum  it  uses.  Converting
between  datums  requires  specialized
software,  so  when accuracy  is  critical,
stick with WGS84 whenever possible.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF
LATITUDE AND LONGITUDE

Once  you  have  mastered  how  to  find
latitude and longitude, you can apply
this  skill  in  numerous  practical  ways.
Hikers and backpackers use coordinates
to  navigate  off-trail,  mark  campsites,
and  share  locations  with  emergency
contacts. Geocachers, who participate in
a  global  treasure-hunting  game,  rely
entirely  on  coordinates  to  find  hidden
containers. Scientists use coordinates to
document  the  locations  of  field

observations,  sample  collection  sites,
and  monitoring  stations.  Real  estate
professionals  use  coordinates  to  define
property boundaries, especially in rural
or  undeveloped  areas  where  street
addresses  do  not  exist.
In  emergency situations,  knowing your
coordinates can be lifesaving. If you call
for  help  while  hiking  or  boating,
providing  your  latitude  and  longitude
allows  rescue  services  to  locate  you
quickly  and  accurately,  even  if  you
cannot  describe  your  surroundings.
Many  smartphone  emergency  apps
automatically  share  your  coordinates
when you place an emergency call, but it
is still wise to know how to read them
yourself in case technology fails.

CONCLUSION


