
Synthetic textiles fibres are also 
polymers and are made from the same 
source materials. In particular most 
thermoforming polymers can be used 
either as a hard plastic material or as 
a soft fibre e.g. acrylic which is often 
used for sweaters

* most polymers are made from crude oil which is a finite, non renewable resource
* Increasingly Polymers are also being made from plants and this type of polymer is called a biopolymer
* Polymers are also referred to as plastics
* Polymers can be categorised into thermoforming & thermosetting polymers

Many plastics are labelled with codes to 
indicate what material an item is made from. This 
helps make recycling & reprocessing easier. 
Note that the symbol itself doesn’t mean the 
product can be recycled & it depends on 
facilities locally. PVC, polystyrene & plastics 
categorised as ‘other’ are often too difficult or 
too expensive to be recycled. 
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Thermoforming polymers

* Thermoforming polymers are the most commonly used type of 
polymer 

* usually more flexible, especially when heated
* complex products can be formed & reshaped many times
* They can be recycled

Crude 
oil Finite Thermoforming

* Thermosetting polymers can also be shaped & formed using heat but this 
can only happen once

* This type of polymer is an excellent insulator because once set it is 
resistant to heat

* thermosetting polymers can’t be recycled
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renewable

Thermosetting BiopolymerPlastic

High density 
polyethylene 
(HDPE)

Low density 
polyethylene 
(LDPE)

Polyethylene 
terephthalate 
(PET)

polyvinyl 
Chloride 
(PVC)

polypropylene 
(PP)

High impact 
polystyrene 
(HIPS)

Acrylic

Epoxy 
resin 
(Er)

melamine 
Formaldehyde 
(MF)

urea 
formaldehyde 
(UF)

polyester 
resin (PF)

Thermosetting polymers

Polymers 
have a wide 
range of 
unexpected 
uses e.g. 
astroturf

Plastic water 
bottles made from 
PETE can be 
recycled & made 
into new products, 
including polartec 
fleece fabric used 
for hoodies & hats

Polymers are made from a finite, non renewable resources & although some can be recycled 
they have a significant impact on the environment. Biopolymers are increasingly being 
developed which are made from plants e.g. corn starch

Biodegradable polymer bag 
made from corn starch


