
TOPIC: IDENTIFYING FIBER 
WITH A BURN TESTING
Burn testing was one of the first skills veteran carpet cleaners 
learned, like learning to walk. But fewer and fewer carpet (and 
upholstery) cleaners practice this skill, and fewer still realize the 
marketing value of performing a burn test in front of the customer 
and being able to discuss the special and specific cleaning needs 
of the fiber being examined. This is the procedure in short form.

TIPS:

• Use a butane lighter so that the lighter is not adding an odor. 
Using a match would add the odor of burning Sulphur.

• Do the test over a saucer, sink, ash tray or some surface where 
it will not cause trouble if a few strands of hot fiber drip down.

• Hold the fiber being tested with a paper clip or alligator clip. 
Do not hold with fingers as the smell of burning flesh throws 
off the results.

DIRECTIONS:

1. Light the lighter.

2. Slowly bring the fiber toward the flame but do not touch the 
flame, yet. Look to see if the fiber shrinks back and melts as it 
gets close to the flame. Melting indicates some type of plastic 
or synthetic fiber.

3. Let the fiber contact the flame. Observe how rapidly or 
slowly it burns. Observe the color(s) of the flame. Observe the 
amount and color of the smoke.

4. Remove the flame. See if the fiber goes out. If it does, it is likely 
wool. Some silk will also go out by itself.

5. Blow out the burning fiber. Observe the color of the smoke, 
the amount of smoke. Check the odor.

6. Allow several seconds for the fiber to cool down. What color is 
the burnt portion? Squeeze the burnt ember lightly between 
the fingers. Is there ash that leaves black soot on your fingers? 
Is the ember more like a hard bead or a soft crushable bead?

7. The observations in these steps can be matched to the chart 
for a final determination of the fiber.
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TECH TUESDAY SERIES

NATURAL
Burns with glowing

embers. Leaves a 
smidging, crumbly ash.

CELLULOSIC 
(from plants)

Burns evenly with 
odor of burning paper. 
Orange flame. Includes 

cotton and jute.

NYLON
Slight odor, described

as celery or sealing 
wax. Bead may be gray, 

brown or black.

PROTIEN 
(from animals)

Burns slowly, may 
sputter out. Has odor 

of burning hair with an 
orange flame.

OLEFIN 
(polypropylene)

Burns with odor of hot 
asphalt or tar. The bead 
will be lighter, usually 

brown or gray.

Group 1
Little or no smoke, puff 
of white smoke when 

extinguished. Blue flame 
with orange tip.

ACRYLIC
Burns with an 

unpleasant, acrid odor. 
Leaves a hard, 

irregular bead which 
can be crushed.

Group 2
Produces black smoke 

when burning.

POLYESTER/TRIEXTA
Burns with a sweet
odor. Leaves a hard,

rounded bead which
can not be crushed.

SYNTHETIC
Melts. Leaves a 
non-smudging 

bead (ash).


