
The Cosine Rule

Intuition Pump for Understanding the Cosine Rule:

1. Triangle Shadows: Picture a sunny day when a triangular object casts a shadow. The 
lengths of the sides of the triangle and the angles at which the sun’s rays hit the ground 
resemble the relationships between the sides and angles in the cosine rule.

2. GPS Navigation: Imagine you're navigating between three locations. The direct distance 
between any two points (forming a triangle with your paths) can be calculated using the 
cosine rule, considering the distances you've traveled and the angle at the starting point.

3. Adjusting a Telescope: When adjusting the angle of a telescope, the lens and the object 
being observed form a triangle with your eye. The cosine rule can help to relate the 
observed angle with the distances, much like adjusting for the best view.

4. Projector Screen Size: If you’re setting up a projector and you know the distance from the 
projector to the screen and the angle of projection, you can calculate the size of the image 
on the screen using the cosine rule, as the situation forms a triangle.

5. Kite Strings Angle: If you're flying a kite with two strings and you know the lengths of the 
strings and the angle between them, you can use the cosine rule to find the distance of the 
kite from you.

6. Law Enforcement Crash Investigation: When investigating a traffic collision, crash 
investigators use the cosine rule to calculate angles of impact based on tire marks, which 
help determine the paths of the vehicles before the collision.

7. Hiking Path Decisions: When hiking and reaching a fork, if you know your current distance 
from the campsite and the distance between the two paths ahead, you can use the cosine 
rule to calculate the angle of your chosen path relative to the campsite’s location.



8. Star Gazing: If two stars in the sky form a triangle with the point directly above you, 
knowing the distances to each star and the angle between them from your viewpoint, you 
can apply the cosine rule to determine the distance between the stars.

These scenarios bridge the gap between the abstract formula of the cosine rule and practical 
situations, allowing for a deeper and more intuitive understanding of its applications in real-
world contexts.


