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How to Make Shrink Plastic: A Creative DIY Guide

how to make shrink plastic is a question that pops up often among crafters,
hobbyists, and DIY enthusiasts looking to create personalized charms,
jewelry, or decorative pieces. Shrink plastic, also known as shrinky dinks,
is a fascinating material that shrinks and thickens when heated, transforming
a simple flat design into a miniature, durable plastic piece. If you've ever
wondered how to make shrink plastic yourself or want to try a homemade
version before buying commercial sheets, this guide will walk you through the
process, tips, and creative ideas to get started.

What Is Shrink Plastic?

Before diving into how to make shrink plastic, it’s helpful to understand
what it actually is. Shrink plastic is typically a thin sheet of polystyrene
plastic that shrinks to about one-third of its original size when exposed to
heat, usually in an oven. This dramatic shrinking process thickens the
plastic, making it rigid and durable, which is perfect for crafting
keychains, pins, jewelry, and even small toys.

Commercial shrink plastic sheets are widely available and often come pre-
coated for easy coloring with permanent markers or colored pencils. However,
making your own DIY shrink plastic can be a fun and cost-effective
alternative, especially if you want to experiment with different materials.

Materials Needed for Making DIY Shrink Plastic

Choosing the Right Plastic

One of the most important steps in how to make shrink plastic is selecting
the appropriate plastic material. Not all plastics shrink safely or
predictably, so here are some options to consider:

Polystyrene Sheets: The best and safest choice for DIY shrink plastic is
clear polystyrene, which is often found in disposable CD cases, report
covers, or some food packaging.

Plastic Food Containers: Some rigid plastic containers labeled with
recycling code #6 (polystyrene) can work, but make sure they contain no
additives or coatings.



Plastic Lids or Packaging: Thin plastic lids from yogurt containers or
similar products might shrink but tend to be less predictable.

Avoid plastics that release toxic fumes when heated, such as PVC (#3) or
polyethylene (#2 and #4). Always work in a well-ventilated area and handle
heated plastic with care.

Additional Supplies

Besides the plastic itself, you’ll need:

Permanent markers or colored pencils: For decorating your shrink plastic
before shrinking.

Scissors: To cut your designs out of the plastic sheet.

Oven or heat gun: To apply heat and cause the plastic to shrink.

Baking tray and parchment paper: To protect your oven and prevent
sticking.

Pencil and paper: For sketching your designs to trace onto the shrink
plastic.

Step-by-Step Guide on How to Make Shrink
Plastic at Home

Step 1: Prepare Your Plastic Sheet

If using a recycled plastic item like a CD case or food container, carefully
cut it into a flat sheet. Clean and dry the plastic thoroughly to remove any
dirt or oils that might interfere with your design.

Step 2: Sketch or Transfer Your Design

Using a pencil, lightly sketch your design onto the plastic. If your plastic
is transparent, you can place your sketch underneath and trace it with
permanent markers. Keep in mind that the plastic will shrink to about one-



third of its size, so make your original drawing larger than your desired
final piece.

Step 3: Color and Decorate

Once your design is traced, color it with permanent markers or colored
pencils. Bright colors tend to show up better after shrinking, but experiment
with shading and blending for unique effects. Avoid using water-based
markers, as they may smear or fade during heating.

Step 4: Cut Out the Design

Carefully cut out your design with scissors. Smooth the edges if necessary,
as jagged edges can look less polished after shrinking.

Step 5: Bake or Heat the Plastic

Preheat your oven to around 325°F (160°C). Place your plastic pieces on a
baking tray lined with parchment paper, ensuring they don’t overlap. As the
plastic heats, it will curl, buckle, and then flatten out as it shrinks. This
usually takes 1-3 minutes.

Keep a close eye on the process—once the plastic flattens again, remove it
promptly to avoid over-baking. Let the pieces cool; they will harden as they
do.

Alternative Heating Method: Using a Heat Gun

If you don’t have access to an oven, you can use a heat gun to shrink your
plastic pieces. Hold the heat gun a few inches away and move it evenly around
the piece until it shrinks completely. This method requires patience and care
to avoid burning or warping.

Tips and Tricks for Successful Shrink Plastic
Projects

Scaling Your Designs

One of the key learning points when figuring out how to make shrink plastic



is understanding the scale. Because the plastic shrinks to about one-third
its original dimensions, design your artwork accordingly. This ensures your
final piece isn’t too small or too detailed to appreciate.

Using Color and Texture

Permanent markers are great, but experimenting with colored pencils, stamps,
or even paint can add interesting textures to your shrink plastic. Just be
sure any medium you use is compatible with the heat process to avoid melting
or smudging.

Adding Holes for Jewelry

If you plan to make earrings, keychains, or pendants, punch holes in your
plastic pieces before baking. Use a hole punch or a sharp needle. Doing this
after shrinking can be difficult because the plastic gets very hard.

Safety Precautions

Always work in a well-ventilated space when heating plastics to avoid
inhaling fumes. Use oven mitts when handling hot trays, and supervise
children closely during the heating process.

Creative Uses for Shrink Plastic

Once you master how to make shrink plastic, the crafting possibilities are
nearly endless. Here are some ideas to inspire your projects:

Custom Jewelry: Earrings, charms, and pendants personalized with your
own drawings or monograms.

Keychains and Bag Tags: Durable and lightweight accessories for everyday
use.

Decorative Magnets: Add magnets on the back of your shrunk designs for
fridge art or office décor.

Miniature Models: Create tiny figurines or decorative accents for
dollhouses.

Gift Tags and Labels: Personalized tags that stand out on presents or
storage containers.



Understanding the Science Behind Shrink Plastic

To truly appreciate how to make shrink plastic, it helps to peek into why the
material behaves the way it does. Polystyrene sheets are manufactured by
stretching plastic into thin sheets, aligning the polymer chains. When
reheated, these chains relax and retract to their original, more compact
state, causing the sheet to shrink.

This process is irreversible and results in a thicker, more rigid piece that
maintains the color and shape of the original design, just miniaturized. This
unique property makes shrink plastics especially popular for crafts and
educational projects exploring material science.

Exploring how to make shrink plastic can open a world of creative crafting,
combining art and a little bit of science. Whether you’re using commercial
shrinky dink sheets or experimenting with homemade versions, the joy of
watching your designs shrink and transform under heat is truly satisfying.
Grab some polystyrene, your favorite markers, and start crafting your own
tiny masterpieces today!

Frequently Asked Questions

What materials do I need to make shrink plastic at
home?
To make shrink plastic at home, you need clear plastic sheets (such as from
plastic packaging or report covers made of polystyrene), permanent markers or
colored pencils for decorating, scissors, an oven or toaster oven, and
parchment paper or a baking sheet.

Can I use regular plastic bags to make shrink
plastic?
Regular plastic bags are usually made from polyethylene, which does not
shrink properly when heated. It is best to use polystyrene sheets or plastic
from items labeled with #6 plastic for shrink plastic projects.

How do I prepare the plastic before shrinking?
First, cut the plastic into your desired shapes. Then, decorate the plastic
using permanent markers or colored pencils, as the colors will become more
vibrant after shrinking. Optionally, punch holes if you want to make charms
or keychains.



What is the proper way to bake shrink plastic?
Preheat your oven to around 325°F (160°C). Place the decorated plastic pieces
on a parchment-lined baking sheet and bake for 1-3 minutes. The plastic will
curl up and then flatten out. Once flat, remove from the oven and let cool.

Are there safety precautions I should take when
making shrink plastic?
Yes, work in a well-ventilated area to avoid inhaling fumes. Use oven mitts
when handling hot trays. Avoid using plastics not designed for shrinking, as
they can release harmful chemicals when heated.

Can I use shrink plastic for making jewelry or
keychains?
Absolutely! Shrink plastic is popular for making custom jewelry, keychains,
and charms. After shrinking, you can add jump rings or attach your pieces to
chains or key rings.

Additional Resources
How to Make Shrink Plastic: A Detailed Exploration of Techniques and
Materials

how to make shrink plastic is a question that has intrigued crafters,
educators, and hobbyists alike for decades. Shrink plastic, also known as
shrink film or shrinky dinks, is a versatile material that transforms when
heated, shrinking in size while becoming thicker and more durable.
Understanding the process behind creating shrink plastic not only empowers
creative projects but also provides insights into the science of polymers and
their practical applications.

Understanding the Basics of Shrink Plastic

Shrink plastic is primarily made from thermoplastic polymers, which have the
unique property of softening when heated and hardening upon cooling. The most
common type used in crafts is polystyrene, a lightweight and rigid plastic
that responds well to heat. When polystyrene is stretched during
manufacturing and then cooled, it retains an internal tension. Heating the
material later causes it to snap back to its original size, resulting in the
shrinking effect.

The process of how to make shrink plastic starts with selecting the right
type of plastic sheet. Commercially available shrink plastic sheets designed
for crafting are typically pre-stretched polystyrene. However, manufacturing



shrink plastic from raw materials involves precise polymer extrusion and
stretching techniques under controlled conditions, which are usually beyond
the scope of home crafting but crucial to industrial production.

The Chemistry Behind Shrink Plastic

Thermoplastics like polystyrene are composed of long chains of molecules
called polymers. When heated above their glass transition temperature, these
chains gain mobility and can be reshaped. In the case of shrink plastic, the
initial stretching aligns and elongates these polymer chains. Cooling locks
them in place, creating internal stress. Upon reheating, the chains revert to
their relaxed state, causing the plastic to shrink.

This reversible transformation is a physical change rather than a chemical
one, meaning the material does not degrade but changes its shape. This
characteristic is essential for applications in crafts, packaging, and even
industrial uses such as shrink-wrapping.

How to Make Shrink Plastic at Home: Step-by-
Step Process

While industrial production of shrink plastic requires specialized equipment,
making shrink plastic crafts at home is accessible and rewarding. The key
lies in using pre-made shrink plastic sheets and applying heat correctly.

Materials Needed

Shrink plastic sheets (available at craft stores or online)

Permanent markers, colored pencils, or paint for decoration

Scissors

Baking tray and oven or a heat gun

Parchment paper or silicone mat

Punch tool (optional, for making holes)



Instructions

Design: Draw or print your design on the shrink plastic sheet. It’s1.
important to remember that the image will shrink to about 1/3 of its
original size, so scale your design accordingly.

Cut: Carefully cut out your design with scissors. Smooth edges yield2.
better results.

Prepare for Heating: Place your cut pieces on a baking tray lined with3.
parchment paper or a silicone mat to prevent sticking.

Heat: Preheat your oven to approximately 325°F (160°C). Bake the pieces4.
for 1-3 minutes, watching closely as they curl and then flatten.
Alternatively, use a heat gun to evenly apply heat.

Cool: Once flattened, remove from the oven and allow to cool. The5.
plastic will harden quickly.

Finish: Add any additional details, attach jump rings or keychain6.
hardware if desired.

This method provides a simple yet effective way to utilize the unique
properties of shrink plastic for jewelry, ornaments, and educational
projects.

Comparing Homemade and Commercial Shrink
Plastic

For those interested in the DIY aspect beyond using craft sheets, some
experimenters explore making shrink plastic from everyday materials like
polystyrene food containers or CD cases. These items are usually made of
expanded polystyrene or high-impact polystyrene, which can shrink when
heated.

However, there are important considerations:

Material Safety: Not all plastics are safe to heat; some release toxic
fumes. Polystyrene is generally safe when heated briefly in ventilated
areas.

Consistency: Homemade shrink plastic may not shrink uniformly or
predictably compared to commercial sheets.



Thickness and Clarity: Containers tend to be thicker and less
transparent, affecting the finished appearance.

While these approaches are intriguing, for consistent and safe results,
commercially produced shrink plastic sheets are recommended.

Advantages and Limitations of Shrink Plastic Crafts

Shrink plastic offers several benefits, including ease of use, affordability,
and versatility. It allows for intricate designs, vibrant colors, and
dimensional stability after shrinking. Educationally, it serves as a
practical example of polymer science and heat transformation.

On the downside, shrink plastic has limitations:

Size Constraints: Due to shrinking, designs must be planned carefully.

Durability: Although thicker after shrinking, the material can be
brittle and prone to breaking under stress.

Environmental Impact: As a plastic product, it contributes to plastic
waste unless recycled appropriately.

Considering these factors is essential when incorporating shrink plastic into
projects or educational curricula.

Innovations and Alternative Materials in Shrink
Plastic

Recent developments have introduced eco-friendly shrink plastic alternatives
made from biodegradable polymers or recycled materials. These innovations aim
to reduce environmental impact while maintaining the characteristic shrinking
properties.

Additionally, some manufacturers offer colored or textured shrink plastic
sheets, expanding creative possibilities. The integration of digital printing
technology also allows for high-resolution designs to be transferred onto
shrink plastic, enhancing precision and detail.



Applications Beyond Crafting

While crafting remains the most common use, shrink plastic technology has
practical applications in packaging, electronics, and even medical devices.
Shrink films are used to protect products, provide tamper evidence, and
bundle items securely. Understanding how to make shrink plastic on an
industrial scale involves complex polymer chemistry and machinery,
illustrating the material's versatility.

The craft community’s exploration of shrink plastic offers a microcosm of
this broader technological field, bridging science and creativity.

---

Exploring how to make shrink plastic reveals a fascinating intersection of
polymer science, material engineering, and artistic expression. Whether using
commercial sheets or experimenting with household plastics, understanding the
underlying principles enhances both the creative process and appreciation for
this unique material. As innovations continue, shrink plastic remains a
dynamic medium for education, art, and industry alike.
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