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In the Customize Keyboard dialog box, select the menu category or toolbar containing the 
command that will be used for the shortcut key from the left pane of the dialog box.

Speed Up ArcMap Tasks 
  with Shortcuts
By Monica Pratt, ArcUser Editor

One way to work more quickly in ArcMap is 
to create shortcut keys (i.e., keystroke com-
binations such as the familiar CTRL + C for 
copying text in many Windows applications). 
Make shortcuts for the menu choices that are 
used most often. For example, if selecting 
features by attribute is a frequent task, assign-
ing a shortcut to this menu choice will give 
direct access to the Select by Attribute dialog 
box. For items located in nested menus, short-
cuts can eliminate three mouse clicks for each 
operation.
 Although both access and shortcut keys 
activate menu choices from the keyboard, 
shortcuts are more efficient because they exe-
cute the command directly without opening 
and navigating a menu. Assigning shortcut 
keys is easy in ArcMap, but remember that 
while one command can have many shortcuts 
assigned to it, each shortcut can be assigned to 
only one command.
 The highly customizable ArcMap work 
environment can be tailored to the work flow 
of each user. Customizations, such as short-
cuts, can be stored at one of three different 
levels—in the Normal template (Normal.mxt), 
in the base template (*.mxt), or in the map doc-
ument (.mxd). The read order for these docu-
ments—Normal template, base template, and 
map document—is important because succeed-
ing documents overwrite previously loaded 
ones (i.e., customizations specific to the map 
document will override conflicting customiza-
tions in the base or Normal templates).
 The Normal template contains all the origi-
nal ArcMap graphical interface settings. Copies 
of the Normal template for each user login are 
kept in the user’s Profile folder in Windows 
NT or in the user folder in the Documents and 
Settings folder in Windows 2000. This means 
each user can have different customizations 
even though all users are running the same 
ArcGIS installation. Base templates store map 
elements so all the maps produced by a depart-
ment or for a particular project will be stan-
dardized. ArcMap comes with a set of base 
templates, but any map document can be 
saved and used as a base template. For more 
information on creating and using base tem-
plates, see the article “Have It Your Way with 
ArcMap Templates” in the July–September 
2001 issue of ArcUser magazine, available 
from the ArcUser Online Web site.

Assigning a Shortcut Key
1. In ArcMap, choose Tools > Customize 

from the menu.
2. In the Customize dialog box, click on the 

Commands tab. Click on the Keyboard 
button.

3. In the Customize Keyboard dialog box, 
select the menu category or toolbar con-
taining the command that will be used for 
the shortcut key from the left pane of the 
dialog box.

4. The commands associated with the selected 
menu or toolbar category will appear in 
the right pane. Select the command that 
will be used for the keyboard shortcut. 
Any shortcuts assigned to command will 
appear in the Current key/s: text box. 

5. Click in the shortcut key text box and 
press the keys on the keyboard that will be 
used for the shortcut. If those keys have 
been assigned to another command, that 
command name will appear on the dialog 
box next to the label “Currently Assigned 
To:”.

6. Click on the drop-down box next to Save 
In and choose the template in which the 
shortcut will be saved.

7. Click the Assign button. The new shortcut 
appears in the Current Key/s: list.

8. Close the Customize Keyboard and Cus-
tomize dialog boxes. 

 The key combination for the shortcut will 
now appear next to the command in the menu. 
If the shortcut was saved in the Normal tem-
plate, it will be available for use with new and 
existing map documents, provided those docu-
ments were not created using a base template 
or map document containing a shortcut using 
the same key combination applied to a differ-
ent command. Saving the shortcut to a base 
template will make it accessible anytime that 
template is used to create a new map docu-
ment. Saving a shortcut to a map document 
will limit it to just that document. 
 In a similar fashion, ArcCatalog stores 
all customizations in the Normal template 
(.gxt). Shortcuts can be added to ArcCatalog 
by choosing Tools > Customize from the 
ArcCatalog menu and using the procedure out-
lined for ArcMap shortcuts. Search on “cus-
tomizing” in the ArcGIS online help to learn 
more about the many ways that ArcMap can 
be modified to enhance productivity.

New/Casual Advanced

User Level




