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Introduction

In the world of manufacturing and engineering, the phrase geometric dimensioning and tolerancing(often

abbreviated as GD&T) is the cornerstone of clear communication between designers, machinists, and quality

inspectors. It is the language that ensures a part produced in one factory will fit and function exactly as intended in

another, no matter where it is built. While the basic idea—specifying how much a feature can deviate from its ideal

geometry—is straightforward, the practical application can be surprisingly nuanced. This article will walk you

through the fundamentals of GD&T and then dive into a series of concrete examples that illustrate how tolerances

are applied in real-world scenarios. By the end, you’ll have a solid grasp of how to read, write, and interpret GD&T

symbols, and you’ll see how these rules translate into smoother production, fewer rework costs, and higher-quality

products.

What Is Geometric Dimensioning and Tolerancing?

Geometric dimensioning and tolerancing is a standardized system that describes the allowable variation in the

shape, orientation, and location of a part’s features. Unlike traditional dimensional tolerances, which simply set a

range for a linear measurement (e.g., “length = 50 mm ± 0.1 mm”), GD&T captures how features can deviate while

still maintaining functional relationships. The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the American

National Standards Institute (ANSI) have defined the rules, but the core principles remain the same worldwide.

Why is GD&T essential? Imagine a gear that must mesh perfectly with a pinion. If the tooth height varies slightly,

the gear may slip or wear unevenly. GD&T tells you not only the maximum tooth height but also how the tooth

profile can shift relative to the gear’s hub, ensuring the gear will still engage correctly.

Key GD&T Symbols and Their Meanings

Below is a quick reference for the most frequently encountered GD&T symbols. Mastering these symbols is the first

step toward reading a technical drawing confidently.

•  Basic Dimension – The exact value of a dimension without any tolerance. It is a reference point for other 

tolerances.

•  Datum Feature – A reference point, axis, or plane from which tolerances are measured.

•  Straightness – The deviation of a surface or line from a perfect straight line.

•  Flatness – The deviation of a surface from an ideal flat plane.

•  Circularity (Roundness) – The deviation of a feature from a perfect circle.

•  Cylindricity – The deviation of a cylindrical surface from an ideal cylinder.

•  Profile of a Surface – The deviation of a surface from its ideal shape over a defined area.

•  Orientation – The angular deviation of a feature relative to a datum.

•  Position – The combined tolerance for size, shape, and location of a feature.

•  Concentricity – The deviation of the axis of a circular or cylindrical feature from the datum axis.

•  Symmetry – The deviation of a feature from perfect symmetry about a datum axis.

Each symbol can be combined with a tolerance value (e.g., “Circularity 0.02 mm”) and a datum reference (e.g.,



“Datum A”). The notation can be dense, but once you know the building blocks, interpreting a drawing becomes

much easier.

Common GD&T Practices in Design

When drafting a part, engineers follow several best practices to ensure the drawing is both clear and functional:

1.  Choose Datums Strategically – Datums should be chosen based on the part’s functional use and 

manufacturing process. A common approach is to use the datum that provides the most stable and repeatable 

reference during machining.

2.  Apply the Smallest Practical Tolerances – Overly tight tolerances increase cost. Use the smallest tolerance 

that still guarantees functionality.

3.  Use Symbol Hierarchy – Position tolerances usually dominate over shape tolerances (e.g., a Position 

tolerance may be used instead of separate Circularity and Flatness tolerances).

4.  Document All Tolerances Clearly – Include a tolerances table or a clear list of all applied tolerances to avoid 

misinterpretation.

5.  Coordinate with Manufacturing – Discuss tolerances with the machining team to ensure the selected 

tolerances are achievable with the available equipment.

Below, we’ll explore several practical examples that demonstrate how these practices are applied to different types

of parts.

GD&T Example 1: A Simple Shaft with a Keyway

Consider a steel shaft that requires a keyway for mounting a gear. The shaft must fit into a bearing housing while

allowing a key to lock the gear. The keyway’s dimensions are critical for both torque transfer and alignment.

Design Requirements

•  Shaft diameter: 20 /mm

•  Keyway width: 4 /mm

•  Keyway depth: 3 /mm

•  Maximum radial clearance: 0.02 /mm

•  Keyway alignment with bearing axis: ±0.01 /mm

GD&T Application

In this case, the shaft’s datum reference is the centerline of the shaft (Datum A). The keyway is a critical functional

feature that must be positioned accurately relative to the datum.

•  Datum Feature: The shaft’s central axis (Datum A).

•  Feature Control Frame for the keyway:

    

      Shape: Flatness 0.01 /mm

•  Orientation: Parallel to Datum A 0.02°

•  Position: Position 0.02 /mm (circular tolerance)

By specifying a Position tolerance of 0.02 /mm for the keyway, we ensure that the keyway’s centerline is within 

0.02 /mm of the datum axis, which directly controls the radial clearance. The Flatnesstolerance guarantees the

keyway surfaces are uniformly flat, preventing uneven load distribution.

GD&T Example 2: A Complex Gear with Multiple Teeth



Gear design is a classic area where GD&T shines. The functional requirement is that each tooth must mesh

correctly with a mating gear. The geometry involves circularity, profile, and position tolerances.

Design Requirements

•  Module: 2 /mm (pitch diameter = 40 /mm)

•  Tooth height: 6 /mm

•  Tooth thickness: 1.5 /mm

•  Pitch circle radius tolerance: ±0.01 /mm

•  Tooth profile tolerance: ±0.02 /mm

•  Tooth position tolerance: ±0.03 /mm

GD&T Application

For each tooth, the critical features are the tooth tip and tooth flank. The datum reference is the pitch circle (Datum

B). The tolerances are applied as follows:

•  Datum Feature: Pitch circle (Datum B).

•  Feature Control Frame for tooth tip:

    

      Shape: Circularity 0.02 /mm

•  Position: Position 0.03 /mm (circular tolerance)

•  Profile of a Surface: Profile 0.02 /mm (tolerance band)

•  Orientation: Parallel to Datum B 0.01°

These tolerances ensure that each tooth remains within the required pitch circle and that the tooth profile does not 

deviate beyond the specified band. The Profile of a Surfacetolerance is particularly useful for maintaining the

correct tooth shape, which is critical for smooth meshing.

GD&T Example 3: A Machine Housing with Multiple Mounting Holes

A machine housing often has several mounting holes that must align precisely with bolts and other components.

Misalignment can lead to vibration, uneven load distribution, and premature wear.

Design Requirements

•  Hole diameter: 10 /mm

•  Hole spacing (center-to-center): 50 /mm

•  Maximum deviation in spacing: ±0.05 /mm

•  Hole depth: 15 /mm

•  Hole alignment with housing axis: ±0.01 /mm

GD&T Application

Here, the datum reference is the housing’s central axis (Datum C). The holes are functional features that must be

positioned accurately relative to this datum.

•  Datum Feature: Housing central axis (Datum C).

•  Feature Control Frame for hole spacing:

    

      Position: Position 0.05 /mm (circular tolerance)

•  Flatness: Flatness 0.02 /mm (to ensure a flat bottom)

By specifying a Position tolerance for the hole spacing, we guarantee that the center of each hole remains within 



0.05 /mm of its intended location, which is essential for bolt alignment. The Flatnesstolerance on the hole bottom

ensures a reliable mating surface for the bolt head.

GD&T Example 4: A Precision Valve Seat

Valve seats must maintain tight tolerances to prevent leakage and ensure proper sealing. The functional

requirement is that the seat surface must be perfectly planar and aligned with the valve stem.

Design Requirements

•  Seat diameter: 25 /mm

•  Seat surface flatness: 0.01 /mm

•  Seat alignment with valve stem axis: ±0.005 /mm

•  Seat depth: 5 /mm

GD&T Application

The datum reference is the valve stem axis (Datum D). The seat is a critical feature that must be flat and accurately

positioned.

•  Datum Feature: Valve stem axis (Datum D).

•  Feature Control Frame for seat surface:

    

      Flatness: Flatness 0.01 /mm

•  Orientation: Parallel to Datum D 0.01°
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