Optimization Examples for section 3.5

We now move on to one of the most important kinds of applications of calculus—Optimization. Better, faster,
stronger; we have the technology! To optimize something means to make it as good as it can be. In many cases,
this can be formulated in terms of maximizing or minimizing it—that is, finding where maximums and minimums
occur—hey! The derivative helps us with that! So let’s say you make a function that represents the profits you
make by selling a product, then of course you’d want the best way to maximize this function (and hence your
profits). Or if a function represents your costs, you’d want to minimize that one. You can have a function that
describes the amount of material that is used to build something. What's the best way to build it to fulfill its
purpose, but use the minimum amount of material possible?—because save the whales and help the Earth and
all that; and of course, minimize the cost of spending on materials (because it always comes back to money...).
Another dimension to this kind of problem though, is the idea of constraints. We usually don’t have unlimited
resources to get something done. So optimizing something within constraints is also important (the amount of
material we can use is often limited, or the amount of money we can spend, etc.). Calculus helps us with all
these considerations. And the star is, once again, the derivative.

Like Related Rates, there is a sequence of steps that can be used to solve virtually any optimization problem.

The steps (to optimize something):

1. Read the problem carefully! Read the problem. Understand the problem. Be the problem.?

2. If possible/necessary, draw and label a diagram which describes the problem. The geometry of the
situation will often give you ideas of what equations you want to set up for the next step.

3. Set up your constraint and objective equations. These equations will be based on the information given
(and sometimes the diagram). The constraint equation is an equation that describes your constraints or
restrictions in terms of the variables you set up. The objective equation describes the quantity that you want
to maximize or minimize, i.e. your objective.

4. Solve for one of the variables in your constraint and plug it into your objective. Your objective will often
have more variables than you can handle with single variable calculus. Using your constraint equation(s) to
solve for one or more variables in terms of the others, allows us to plug these expressions into our objective
and write it as a single variable function. We can then use calculus as we’ve learned. This step can become a
lot harder with multivariable calculus. Thank heavens for calculus 3.

5. Find the (absolute) maximum or minimum of this new objective function. Whether you should find the
max or min depends on the problem. Sometimes you’ll want to maximize (like profits) sometimes you want
to minimize (like cost), keep in mind what it is your objective to do: make something as large as possible or
as small as possible. Of course, this step requires finding the derivative and its critical points for the
objective function. In practice, it is often the local maximums or minimums that will solve your problem, and
the endpoints will rarely give the solution, but consider them anyway.

6. Answer the problem! Give the people what they want. Pay attention to what you want to find!

And that’s it. Following the steps above will help you solve pretty much any optimization problem, certainly any
one that you’d be given in calculus 1.

(FYI: 1 would hope this is obvious by now, but | will mention this just in case. On all the handouts that I've given
that shows steps, the words in bold describe the memory cues | want you to assimilate. Read through the steps

1 Become the solution!



carefully the first few times you do the problems, but eventually, you want to get to the point where
remembering only the things written in bold is enough for you to solve a problem.)

We will illustrate the above steps with an easy problem (problem 1), then move on to problems more like what
you’d see on an exam or final.

1.

A farmer has 100 feet of fencing and he wishes to make a rectangular enclosure. If he wants the enclosure
to encompass the maximum possible area so that he can plant the maximum number of crops, what should
the dimensions of the enclosure be?

Design an open rectangular box with square ends (on left and right side), having a volume of 36 cubic inches,
that minimizes the amount of materials required for construction. Save the Earth! (Taken from Math 205
Spring 2010 final.)

A rectangular corral of 162 square meters is to be fenced off and then
divided by a fence into two sections, as shown in the figure to the right. Find
the dimensions of the corral so that the amount of fencing is minimized.
Save the whales! (Taken from Math 205 Fall 2009 final.)

A cylindrical can without a top is to be made to hold 80007 cubic meters of liquid. Find the dimensions of
the can which will minimize the amount of material needed to make the can. That is, minimize the surface
area of the can.? (Taken from Math 205 Fall 2010 final.)

The manager of a department store wants to build a 600-foot rectangular enclosure in the store’s parking lot
to display some equipment. Three sides of the enclosure will be built of redwood fencing at a cost of $14 per
running foot. The fourth side will be built of cement blocks, at a cost of $28 per running foot. Find the
dimensions of the enclosure that will minimize the cost of the building materials. (Taken from Math 205
Spring 2009 final.)

(Bonus to try on your own): A storage shed is to be built in the shape of a box with a square base. It is to
have a volume of 300 cubic feet. The concrete for the base costs $8 per square foot, the material for the
roof costs $4 per square foot, and the material for the sides cost $5 per square foot. Find the dimensions of
the most economical shed. (Taken from Math 205 Fall 2009 final.) How would things change if the last
sentence asked: What is the cost to build the most economical shed?

(Brownie points bonus. If you can get it by the end of the day that you learn optimization): A travel agency
offers a boat tour of several Caribbean islands for 3 days and 2 nights. For a group of 12 people, the cost per
person is $800. For each additional person above the 12-person minimum, the cost per person is reduced by
$20 for each person in the group. The maximum tour group size is 25. What tour group size produces the
greatest revenue for the travel agency? (Taken from the Math 205 Spring 2009 final.)

Zn a 201 final, this last sentence would be omitted. You’d be expected to figure out that surface area is what you
need to minimize.



