
Map scales 
Map scales can be written in ratios and tell you how many units of length on 

land, or sea, are equal to one unit of length on a map. 

For example, if you are travelling from one city to another and need to know 

how far it is, it would be very difficult to work this out from a map if the map 

does not have a scale. 

 

A map scale is usually given as a ratio. For example: 

1:1,000,000 

1 cm measured on the map is 1,000,000 cm, or 10 km, in real life. 

 

1:50,000 

1 cm measured on the map is 50,000 cm, or 500m, in real life. 

 

1:250 000 

1 cm measured on the map is 250,000 cm, or 2.5 km, in real life. 

 

 

 



Example The scale of a map is 1:50,000. 

Mark measures the distance from the campsite to the church. 

The distance is measured as 2 cm on the map. 

 

How many cm, m and km is this equivalent to in real life? 

1 cm on the map represents 50,000 cm.  

Therefore, 2 cm on the map represents 100,000 cm. 

 

To convert from cm to m, divide by 100. 

100,000 cm ÷ 100 = 1,000 m 

 

To convert from m to km divide by 1,000. 

1,000 m ÷ 1,000 = 1 km 

 

Example How far is the supermarket (           ) from the campsite?  

Mark measures the distance between the campsite and the supermarket and 

finds that it is 4.4 cm away. (Kindly note that the picture has been resized to fit 

on this page.) 

 

The scale is 1 : 50,000 and so, 1 cm represents 50,000 cm. 

Therefore 4.4 cm represents 4.4 x 50000 = 220,000 cm 

 

To change this into metres, we divide by 100 and get 2200 metres. 

To change 2200 metres into kilometres, we divide by 1000 and get 2.2 km. 

 

 



Example The scale of a map is 1:50,000. What distance on the map will 

represent 5 km? 

 

First convert 5 km to cm: 

5 km = 5,000 m = 5,000 x 100 cm = 500,000 cm 

 

1 cm : 50,000 cm 

?   : 500,000 cm 

 

500,000 ÷ 50,000 = 10 

Therefore, 5 km is equivalent to 10 cm on the map. 

 

 

Sometimes, map scales are given using units, such as 1cm represents 12 

kilometres. 

 

Example On a map, 1 cm represents 15 km.  

a) Amy measures the distance between Springfield and Ogdenville on the 

map as 5.6 cm.  What is the distance between the two towns in real life? 

 

1 cm represents 15 km 

5.6 cm represents  ? 

 

The actual distance is  

5.6 x 15 = 84 kilometres 

 



b) The distance between Springfield and Shelbyville on the map is 9 mm. 

What is the actual distance? 

 

1 cm represents 15 km 

Since we are dealing with cm on the map and kilometres in real life, it 

would make sense to change the 9 mm to cm. 

 

9 mm = 0.9 cm 

 

1 cm represents 15 km 

0.9 cm represents  ? 

 

The actual distance is  

0.9 x 15 = 13.5 kilometres 

 


