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With an inclinometer and a tape measure you can easily determine 
the distance and the angle between two locations. Then, using 
basic high school Trig., you can calculate the unknown parts of the 
triangle. These tools will allow you to estimate the following: 
• The steepness of property or head of a water pipe 
• How high to build a foundation wall 
• The height of trees or buildings 

Use the steps outlined here. 

Take a stick and 
wrap a mark at your 
eye level with 
something bright like 
surveyors' tape. If 
you have a helper, 
note where your eye 
level hits on them and 
they can serve as 
your “eye level” 
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Measure the distance and 
angle between the “eye 
level” stick or your helper 
and where you want to 
measure from. This can be 
either higher or lower than 
the other location. 
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tape this distance 

This is the distance
from the tapeThis is the

drop or
height

Angle
from the
inclinometer

R

X θ
This is the distance you would
measure on flat ground (or on a
site plan.)

Use a scientific calculator with sin and cos. functions to 
calculate the drop and flat plan distance. Here's the formula:  
               Y = Sin Ø x R   
               X = Cos. Ø x R 
Make sure the calculator is in degree mode, punch in the 
angle, then the appropriate trig function and finally multiply 
this by the taped distance. See the examples at right and use 
the rest of the table for your own measurements. 

The built-in Windows calculator works fine for this. Make 
sure you are in scientific mode. 

Y 

Angle Distance
"R"

Drop "Y" Flat plan
Dist. "X"

Note

7º 75' 9'-2" 74'-5" Example

12º 150' 31'-2" 146'-9" Example

Ø � �	� �� � �
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Final Thoughts 
I hope you try the simple uses of solar outlined 
in this booklet. Please let us know how they 
work out for you.  

If you would like more ideas and help with your 
house plans, please visit  www.planhelp.com.    
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• On relatively flat ground tape the distance between you 
and the tree or building. Using the inclinometer, measure 
the angle to the top of the object. Find the angle in the top 
row and the distance (feet) in the left column. The inter-
secting cell has the height in feet. Add 5’ for your eye 
height. 

 
 
• Cutting a tree? Use the inclinometer to determine where it will 
land. Walk backwards in the direction you hope the tree will 
fall. When the inclinometer reads 45º you are standing where the 
top should land. 

How to Use This Chart: 


