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1. When was it 
made? 1840-1880

1880-1900

1900-1925

1925-1940

1940-1950

1950-1965

BD, rubber

BD, CN, rubber

CF, CN, PF, rubber 

CF, CA, CN, MF, PF, (PMMA), (PVC), rubber, UF

CF, CA, CN, MF, PF, PA, polyester, (PE), 
(PMMA), PS, PUR, PVC, rubber, UF

CF, CA, (CN), MF, (PF), PA, polyester, PE, 
PMMA, (PP), PS, PUR, PVC, rubber, UF 

1965-1980 ABS, CF, CA, (CN), (MF), PA, PC, polyester, 
PE, PMMA, PP, PS, PUR, PVC, rubber

1980-now ABS, (CF), (CA), (MF), PA, PC, polyester, 
PE, PMMA, PP, PS, PUR, PVC, rubber



© 2015-2020, Victoria and Albert Museum

2. Has it a specific 
odour?

No

Yes Acetic acid / vinegar

Camphor

Carbolic acid / phenolic

Sweet smell

Waxy

Rubbery / sulphur

CA

CN

PF

PVC, PUR

PE, (PP)

rubber

Bad smell CF, MF, PF, UF

Plastic smell
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3. Has it 
any specific 
properties?

No

Yes Imitation of 
tortoiseshell

Imitation of ivory

Imitation of leather

Imitation of amber

Contains a living hinge

Tinny sound

(CF), CA, CN

(CF), (CA), CN

CN (early), PUR, PVC

CN, PF, PS

PP

ABS (slight), PS

Waxy touch 
and softness

PE

ABS, BD, CF, CA, CN, MF, PF, PA, PC, polyester, 
PE, PMMA, PP, PUR, PVC, rubber, UF



4. Are there any signs 
of manufacturing?

No

Yes Mould lines

Sprue/
ejector pin

Blown hollow 
object

Sandwich effect

Foam

(ABS), CN, (PA), (PC), polyester: 
PET, PE, PP, (PUR), PVC, (rubber)

Most likely MF

(PE), PS: EPS, PUR, rubber

ABS, BD, CF, CA, CN, MF, PF, 
PA, PC, polyester, PE, PMMA, 
PP, PS, PUR, PVC, rubber, UF

ABS, CA, PA, PC, polyester, PE, 
PMMA, PP, PS, PUR, PVC, rubber

Sheet (ABS), CA, CN, PE, PMMA, 
polyester: PET, PS, PVC 
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5. Is there a trade 
name or number 
present?

No

Yes Trade name

Recycling triangle

2

3

4

Search the internet for 
more information

5

6

7
ABS, (CF), (CA), (CN), (MF), PA, PC, 
polyester, PMMA, PUR, rubber

1 PET

HDPE

PVC

LDPE

PP

PS
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6. What is its 
translucency? Transparent

Translucent

Opaque

CA, CN, PF (cast), PA, PC, polyester, 
(PE), PMMA, PP, PS, PVC

CF, CA, CN, PF (cast), PA, PC, 
polyester, PE, PMMA, PP, PS, PVC

ABS, BD, CF, CA, CN, MF, PF, PA, 
PC, polyester, (PE), (PMMA), PP, 
PS, PUR, PVC, rubber, UF 
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7. What is the 
flexibility? Flexible

Slight flex

Rigid

PE, PUR, PVC, rubber

CF (very slightly), CA, CN, PA, polyester: PET, 
PE, PP, PUR, PVC, rubber

ABS, BD, CF, CA, CN, MF, PF, PA, PC, 
polyester, PMMA, PP, PS, PUR, rubber, UF 
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Pale in colour

Bright in 
colour

ABS, CF, CA, CN, MF, PF (cast), 
PA, PC, polyester, PE, PMMA, 
PP, PS, PUR, PVC, rubber, UF 

ABS, CF, CA, (CN), MF, PF, PA, 
PC, polyester, PE, PMMA, PP, 
PS, PUR, PVC, (rubber), UF 

Dark in 
colour

8. What is the 
colour?
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9. What is its 
finish? Matte

Glossy

Highly 
glossy

(ABS), BD, CF, CA, CN, PF, PA, 
PC, polyester, PE, (PMMA)  PP, 
(PS), PUR, PVC, rubber, UF 

ABS, CF, CA, CN, MF, PF (cast), PA, 
PC, polyester, PMMA, PP, PS
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10. Has it got any 
specific appearance?

No

Yes

Orange peel

Pearl effect

Mottled/marbled

MF, PF, UF

CF, CA, PS

PF, PS, UF

Parallel lines CN
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11. Is the plastic 
finger nail soft?*

No

Yes

Does it feel dense?

PE, PP, PUR, PVC, rubber

No

Yes CF, MF, PF, UF

* be aware of degradation that can change the 
hardness of a polymer

ABS, BD, CF, CA, CN, 
PF, PA, PC, polyester, 
PMMA, PS, (rubber)

NoYes

Does it feel cold?

CF, PFMF, UF
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12. Are there any signs 
of degradation present?

No

Yes Bloom

Crazing

Crumbling

Discolouration/
yellowing

Warping

(CA), (CN), PUR, rubber

CF, CA, CN, PE, PMMA, rubber, (UF)

PUR, rubber

CA, CN, PA, PE, (PMMA), 
PS, PUR, PVC, rubber

CF, CA, CN, PVC

Weeping CA, CN, PUR, PVC

Dull surface PF, UF

Sugary CN

Shrinkage (film) CA, CN
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13. Does the object have 
a general use?

No

Yes Hair accessories

Toys

Containers

Cheap items / high production

Buttons

CA, (PA), PS

ABS, CA, CN, PE, PMMA, PP, PS, PVC, rubber, UF

ABS, CN, PE, PP, PS  

CF, (CN), (PF), (PMMA)

Spectacle frames CA, CN, PA

Jewellery (CA), PA, PMMA, PS 

Small household articles CN, MF, PE, PP, PS, UF

Photographic film 
/negatives CA, CN, polyester (PET)

PS


