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(54) Thermoformable three dimensional retroreflective article and method of manufacture

(57) The present invention relates to a three dimen-
sional article having a high intensity retroreflective outer
surface, comprising:
a base layer (3) of thermoformable plastic sheet material;
a layer of retroreflective microbeads (6) having variable
diameters adhered to an outer surface of the base ma-
terial (3), and
a protective sheet of transparent thermoformable sheet
material (15) having a lower surface (19) overlying the
layer of microbeads (7) the protective sheet (15) and the

retroreflective microbeads (7) contact only at a tangential
point (20) contact between the lower surface (19) of the
protective sheet (15) and tops of the highest microbeads
(7) after cooling of the protective sheet (15) resulting in
a plurality of air spaces (21a, 21b, 21c),
wherein the base layer (3), layer of microbeads (7), and
protective transparent sheet (15) are formed into a self
supporting three dimensional article having a pre-select-
ed shape and an encapsulated bead retroreflective sur-
face.
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Description

Cross-Reference to Related Application

[0001] The present application claims the benefit of
U.S. Provisional Patent Application No. 61/115,567 filed
November 18, 2008, which is incorporated herein by ref-
erence in its entirety.

Field of the Invention

[0002] This invention generally relates to articles made
from thermoformable retroreflective sheet materials, and
is specifically concerned with three dimensional retrore-
flective articles formed from thermoformable materials
that include an outer surface with a reflectivity of at least
about 200, and method for making such an article from
a thermoformable laminate.

Background of the Invention

[0003] Retroreflective articles employing an outer lay-
er of microbeads are known in the prior art. In one method
of manufacture, a bead-containing coating is applied over
the outer surface of the article (which may be, for exam-
ple, protective helmet). The coating is allowed to dry, and
is then etched to expose the microbeads. Later, a trans-
parent sheet of vinyl chloride or other polymeric material
is molded into the same shape as the article, and mount-
ed over the outside surface, advantageously encapsu-
lating them while leaving a small air space between the
transparent material and the tops of the microbeads.
Such encapsulation both protects the beads and pre-
vents direct contact between the beads and ambient
moisture, which could interfere with their retroreflective
properties.
[0004] In another method of manufacture, a flexible,
microbead-containing sheet material is applied over the
outer surface of the article. Such sheet materials are
known which have a sufficient amount of stretch to allow
them to be evenly adhered over the surfaces of em-
bossed license plates, road cones and road markers. In
still another method, a microbead containing, non-woven
fabric is used to make retroreflective vests and other gar-
ments for highway workers working at night.
[0005] Unfortunately, none of the known manufactur-
ing techniques is believed to be capable of easily and
quickly producing a rigid three-dimensional article having
an encapsulated bead outer surface capable of high in-
tensity retroreflection (defined in this application as a re-
flectivity of between about 200 to about 300 lux) without
further manufacturing or assembly steps. The application
and processing of a bead-containing coating over the
surface of such an article is relatively cumbersome and
time consuming. Moreover, it is difficult to obtain the kind
of high-density arrangement of the microbeads neces-
sary to achieve high retroreflectivities of about 200 lux or
more due to the irregular heights and distribution of the

beads in the bonding material. Finally, such a method
requires the separate fabrication and application of a pro-
tective transparent sheet material over the bead layer to
encapsulate the beads.
[0006] While the application of a flexible, bead-con-
taining retroreflective sheet material over the surface of
the article may be practical for articles having simple
shapes (such as license plates, road cones and other
generally planar items), and does allow for a uniform and
high density arrangement of microbeads, it is clearly
more difficult to uniformly apply to tightly rounded and
complex shapes, such as protective helmets with rein-
forcing ridges, protective padding or guards (e.g. knee
pads, shine guards) or highly contoured shapes, such as
automotive bumpers, body panels, grills and mirror hous-
ings. Of course, such a method might be modified such
that only strips of retroreflective were applied to the arti-
cle. However, such a modification would compromise the
visibility and total reflectivity of the surface. Additionally,
while many such flexible retroreflective sheet materials
include a protective coating of transparent material over
the bead layer, they do not include an encapsulating pro-
tective transparent sheet material that provides an air
space over the bead layer. The use of such an "enclosed
bead structure" in such sheet materials undesirably limits
the retroreflectivity of the article to about 180 lux or less.
[0007] Clearly, there is a need for method for producing
a self-supporting three dimensional article having a high-
intensity retroreflective surface which is easier and less
time consuming than the aforementioned prior art meth-
ods. Ideally, such a method would be easily applicable
to virtually any shape, and would allow the microbeads
to be arranged over the entire outer surface of the article
in a high-density configuration to maximize retroreflec-
tivity. Finally, such a method would provide a transparent
sheet material over the layer of microbeads to provide
the advantages of encapsulation without the need for ad-
ditional fabricating steps.

Summary of the Invention

[0008] Generally speaking, the invention is both a
three dimensional (substantially non-planar) retroreflec-
tive article, a laminate and method for making such an
article having an outer surface with a reflectivity of at least
about 200 lux that overcomes the aforementioned short-
comings associated with the prior art. A principle aspect
of the invention stems from the applicant’s observation
that the thermoforming of an encapsulated microbead
retroreflective sheet material, under certain conditions,
can produce a three dimensional article of virtually any
shape with a high reflectivity of about 200-300 lux. Pre-
vious to the applicant’s invention, it was thought that the
necessary softening of any transparent encapsulating
layer overlying a thermoformable microbead laminate
would cause the encapsulating layer to fuse over the tops
of the microbeads, thereby fatally destroying the neces-
sary airspace between the microbeads and the encap-
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sulating layer and creating reflection-degrading "dead
spots" over the tops of the microbeads which would make
it impossible to achieve high-intensity retroreflectivity.
Contrary to conventional wisdom, applicant observed
through experimentation that the "dead spot" phenome-
non could be made far smaller than anticipated by the
use of variable-diameter microbeads (mircrobeads which
are non-uniformly sized) and the use of selected types
of polymers for the encapsulating layer which "pull-back"
as a result of cooling after thermoforming, thereby rec-
reating the necessary air space. The problems associat-
ed with dead spots are apparently further concealed or
largely cancelled out by the overlapping zones of retro-
reflectivity caused by the contours of most three dimen-
sional articles.
[0009] Accordingly, the retroreflective three dimen-
sional article of the invention comprises a laminate
formed from a base or first layer of thermoformable plastic
sheet material, the first layer having first and second
sides; a layer of retroreflective microbeads adhered to
an outer surface or first side of said base material by a
thermoformable cushion coat, and a protective sheet or
second layer of transparent thermoformable sheet ma-
terial overlying the layer of microbeads, where there is
some variation in the diameter of the microbeads. The
laminate is thermoformed into a self supporting three di-
mensional article, which is generally non-planar, having
a pre-selected shape and an encapsulated bead retro-
reflective surface having a reflectivity of at least about
200 lux. The protective sheet may be in contact with some
of the microbeads, and may be colored. The microbeads
are configured in a high-density arrangement and are
silvered on their bottom sides to provide high-intensity
retroreflection. The cushion coat may include a phospho-
rescent pigment to further enhance reflectivity, and is
preferably a layer of binder containing a polyvinyl copol-
ymer, a thermoplastic polyurethane, and an aminoplast
resin. The transparent layer preferably has a thickness
of between about 4-8 times an average diameter of the
microbeads, and the base layer preferably has a thick-
ness of between about 4 to 12 times an average diameter
of the microbeads. Such a ratio facilitates the thermofor-
ming method of the invention while still providing the
amount of rigidity to the completed article necessary for
it to preserve its shape. Both the protective transparent
layer and the base layer may be formed from a thermo-
formable plastic material such as PETG (glycol-modified
polyethylene terephthalate). The use of PETG as the pro-
tective transparent layer advantageously results in some
degree of "pull back" from the microbeads upon cooling
after thermoforming. The use of variable diameter mi-
crobeads limits fusing contact between the protective
transparent layer and only the largest diameter mi-
crobeads. The surface of the three dimensional article
preferably is sufficiently non-planar so that retroreflective
dead spots created by limited amount of contact between
the microbeads and the protective sheet of transparent
sheet material are effectively optically cancelled by over-

lapping zones of retroreflectivity generated by the mi-
crobeads.
[0010] The method of the invention generally comprise
the steps of adhering, via aforementioned cushion coat,
a plurality of retroreflective, semi-silvered microbeads in
a high-density arrangement onto the base layer of ther-
moformable plastic sheet material; overlying the protec-
tive sheet of transparent, thermoformable sheet material
in contact with the retroreflective microbeads adhered to
the base layer to form a generally flat combination layer;
applying sufficient heat to the combination layer to render
it thermoformable, and thermoforming the heated com-
bination layer into a three dimensional article having a
pre-selected shape and an encapsulated bead retrore-
flective surface having a reflectivity of at least about 200
lux. Preferably, the thermoforming step imparts sufficient
non-planarity in the resulting retroreflective surface so
that retroreflective dead spots created by contact be-
tween the microbeads and the protective sheet of trans-
parent sheet material are effectively optically cancelled
by overlapping zones of retroreflectivity generated by the
microbeads.

Brief Description of the Several Views of the Draw-
ings

[0011] Figure 1 illustrates the first step in the method
of assembling the thermoformable laminate of the inven-
tion, wherein microbeads are adhered in a dense ar-
rangement and randomly distributed over a donor sheet
consisting of layer of adhesive overlying a support layer
of polyethylene terephthalate;
[0012] Figure 2 illustrates the step of metallizing the
bottom halves of the microbeads on the donor sheet;
[0013] Figure 3 illustrates the step of applying an ad-
hesive cushion coat over a removable substrate;
[0014] Figure 4 illustrates the step of adhering a ther-
moformable support sheet over the exposed surface of
the cushion coat and peeling off the removable substrate;
[0015] Figure 5 illustrates the step of pressing the ther-
moformable support sheet and the exposed surface of
the adhesive cushion coat onto the layer of metallized
beads on the top surface of the donor sheet;
[0016] Figure 6 illustrates how the adhesive cushion
coat removes the layer of metallized beads from the do-
nor sheet;
[0017] Figure 7 illustrates the laminate resulting from
the step illustrated in Figure 6;
[0018] Figure 8 illustrates the final step of assembling
the thermoformable laminate of the invention, wherein a
protective sheet of thermoformable, transparent sheet
material is positioned over the microbeads adhered over
the substrate of thermoformable plastic material;
[0019] Figure 9 is an enlargement of the area circled
in phantom in Figure 7 and illustrates how the natural
variation in the diameter of the microbeads causes only
some of the microbeads to tangentially contact the un-
derside of the transparent protective sheet material prior
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to thermoforming;
[0020] Figure 10 illustrates how the softening of the
protective, transparent sheet material during thermofor-
ming of the laminate causes the sheet to sag and fusingly
contact the top ends of the microbeads;
[0021] Figure 11 illustrates how the transparent, pro-
tective sheet material shown in Figure 10 "pulls back" out
of contact with many of the microbeads after cooling,
thereby leaving most of the microbeads with an air space
between the transparent protective sheet and the tops
of the microbeads, and
[0022] Figure 12 illustrates how a three dimensional
helmet shell thermoformed from the laminate illustrated
in Figure 11 is rapidly assembled over a conventional
construction safety helmet to render it brightly retrore-
flective.

Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments

[0023] Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the first steps in fab-
ricating the thermoformable laminate used in the method
of making the high intensity retroreflective article of the
invention. In these first steps, a bead donor sheet 1 is
prepared by adhering a 1 mil thick sheet 3 of low density
polyethylene over a 3 mil thick layer of a substrate 5,
which in this example is a sheet of polyethylene tereph-
thalate. Heat is next applied to the resulting bead donor
sheet 1 via a heat source (not shown) in order to soften
the 1 mil thick sheet 3 of low density polyethylene. The
substrate 5, having a higher melting point, is able to sup-
port the softened sheet 3 throughout this step. Glass or
ceramic microbeads 6 are next applied over the softened
sheet 3. Preferably, the microbeads 6 have an average
diameter of between about 40 and 90 microns, with a
variation of �15%. For example, if microbeads having
an average diameter of 50 microns are selected, the
range of diameters would vary between 42.5 microns to
57.5 microns. As will be discussed in more detail here-
inafter, such a variation in diameter advantageously cre-
ates air spaces between most of the microbeads and the
transparent protective sheet that ultimately forms the top
layer of the resulting thermoformable laminate. The
beads 6 are applied over the heat-softened, 1 mil thick
sheet 3 of low density polyethylene in a high-density ar-
rangement where the beads 6, on average, are practi-
cally touching one another.
[0024] As shown in Figures 1 and 2, the microbeads
6 sink into the heat softened sheet 3 until their bottom
halves are at least partially embedded into the low density
polyethylene forming the sheet 3. The heat source is re-
moved in order to allow the donor sheet I to cool and the
1 mil thick sheet 3 of low density polyethylene to harden,
which in turn weakly adheres the microbeads 7 to the
donor sheet 1. Next, as schematically indicated in Figure
2, the exposed hemispheres of the beads 6 are metallized
by the application of a thin layer 9 on the order of 300
nanometers of vapor-deposited aluminum. This step re-
sults in a bead donor sheet 1 having a high density layer

8 of semi-metallized microbeads 7 weakly adhered to the
sheet 3 of low density polyethylene.
[0025] Separately from the fabrication of the bead do-
nor sheet, an adhesive cushion coat 11 is applied to a
thermoformable support sheet 15, as illustrated in Fig-
ures 3 and 4. This is accomplished by first applying a
cushion coat 11 over a 2 mil thick sheet 13 of polyethylene
terephthalate, as schematically illustrated in Figure 3.
Preferably, the cushion coat 11 is formed from a layer of
white pigmented binder containing a polyvinyl copoly-
mer, a thermoplastic polyurethane, and an aminoplast
resin as disclosed in Levenstein US6586067, and as-
signed to the Avery Dennison Corporation the common
assignee of the instant application. The thickness of the
cushion coat 11 is approximately 2/3 the average diam-
eter of the beads, or about 2 mils. To enhance the reflec-
tivity of the laminate that ultimately results form these
steps, the cushion coat may include a phosphorescent
pigment. The exposed face of the cushion coat 11 is next
heat laminated to a thermoformable support sheet 15,
as schematically indicated in Figure 4. Preferably, sup-
port sheet 15 is a 20-30 mil thick sheet of glycol-modified
polyethylene terephthalate, although other thermoform-
able plastic materials may also be used. Finally, the 2
mil thick sheet 13 of polyethylene terephthalate is peeled
off of the cushion coat 11, as is also indicated in Figure
4. This is easily done as the cushion coat 11 is adhered
more strongly to the support sheet 15 of glycol-modified
polyethylene terephthalate as a result of the heat lami-
nation than to the 2 mil thick sheet 13 of polyethylene
terephthalate. This step results in a sub-laminate 16a
consisting of the support sheet 15 and cushion coat 11.
[0026] Figures 5 and 6 illustrate how the bead donor
sheet 1 of Figure 2 and the sub-laminate 16a of Figure
4 are brought together to form a beaded sub-laminate
16b formed from the layer 8 of semi-metallized mi-
crobeads 7, the cushion coat 11, and the support sheet
15. In these steps of the method, the exposed side of the
cushion coat 11 is positioned over the layer 8 of semi-
metallized microbeads 7 overlying the donor sheet 1 and
is pressed into contact so that the cushion coat 11 ad-
heres to the metallized hemispheres of the beads 7, as
indicated in Figure 5. Next, the support sheet 15 and
cushion coat 11 is lifted off of the face of the donor sheet
1, as is indicated in Figure 6. As the cushion coat strongly
adheres to the microbeads 7, and the solidified sheet 3
of low density polyethylene of the donor sheet adheres
only weakly to the microbeads 7, the layer 8 of semi-
metallized microbeads is lifted off of the donor sheet,
forming a beaded sub-laminate 16b.
[0027] Figures 7 and 8 illustrate the final steps in form-
ing the laminate used in fabricating the high-intensity ret-
roreflective articles of the invention. The beaded sub-
laminate 16b or combination layer formed in the step il-
lustrated in Figure 6 is removed from the donor sheet 1
and righted into the position illustrated in Figure 7. A ther-
moformable, transparent sheet material 17 is positioned
over the sub-laminate 16b to form the thermoformable
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laminate 18 used to fabricate the three dimensional arti-
cles of the invention. While the sheet material 17 is pref-
erably transparent, it may be colored or tinted as desired
to give the final article formed from the laminate 18 a
desired color or appearance. Alternatively, the sheet ma-
terial 17 may possess a color-neutral transparency and
a desired coloring of the final article may be achieved by
the inclusion of a coloring pigment (either phosphores-
cent or otherwise) in the cushion coat 11. The transparent
sheet material 17 may be placed over the beaded sub-
laminate 16b either before, after, or at the time of the
thermo forming of the beaded sub-laminate 16b into a
three dimensional article. In the preferred embodiment,
transparent sheet material 17 is a 20-30 mil thick sheet
of glycol-modified polyethylene terephthalate, as such a
plastic would have substantially the same thermoforming
characteristics as the support sheet 15 (which is also
formed from glycol-modified polyethylene terephthalate)
and would have sufficient thickness to both protect the
bead layer 8 and to contribute to the desired, self-sup-
porting rigidity of the final thermoformed article.
[0028] Figures 9, 10 and 11 illustrate how the laminate
18 of the invention advantageously maintains its high in-
tensity retroreflective optical characteristics through the
process of thermoforming the laminate into a three di-
mensional article. Specifically, Figure 9 is an enlarge-
ment of the area circled in phantom shown by reference
numeral 9 in Figure 8, and illustrates in particular the
interface between the tops of the bead 7 and the lower
surface 19 of the transparent protective sheet 17. Due
to the natural variation in the diameter of the beads 7, as
well as variations in the depth "D" that these beads extend
into the cushion coat 11, there are variations in the rela-
tive height "H" in the beads 7. As a consequence, the
only contact between the transparent protective sheet 17
and the beads 7 is tangential point contact 20 between
the lower surface 19 and the tops of only the highest
beads 7. Such contact advantageously leaves air spaces
21 a, 21b and 21c of varying widths between the tops of
the other beads and the lower surface 19 of the trans-
parent protective sheet 17 which in turn allows the mi-
crobeads 7 to operate at maximum retroreflectivity with
only a small number of narrow-angle "dead spots"
caused by the infrequent tangential point contact 20 be-
tween the microbeads 7 and the lower surface 19 of the
transparent protective sheet 17.
[0029] Figure 10 illustrates how the interface between
the lower surface 19 and the tops of the microbeads 7
changes when the transparent protective sheet 17 is
heat-softened incident to the thermoforming of the lam-
inate 18 into a three dimensional article. Preferably, such
heat softening of the sheet 17 occurs simultaneously with
the heat softening of the sub-laminate 16b in order to
minimize the amount of time, steps and power necessary
to thermoform a three dimensional article of the invention.
However, if desired, the transparent protective sheet 17
may be separately thermoformed over an article thermo-
formed from the sub-laminate 16b. Figure 10 is applica-

ble to both variations in the method of the invention, and
illustrates how the softening and drawing down of the
transparent protective sheet 17 over the tops of the mi-
crobeads 7 broadens the interface between the lower
surface 19 and the microbeads to areas 23a, 23b and
23c of fusing contact of varying sizes, such areas being
largest (23a) between the highest microbeads and small-
er (23b and 23c) with lower microbeads, but nonexistent
between the lowest microbeads 7 and the lower surface
19 (note air space 21b). If left uncorrected, the substantial
number amount and areas of fusing contact between the
microbeads 7 and the lower surface 19 of the transparent
protective sheet 17 could seriously impair the retroreflec-
tive ability of the beads 7 due to the number and broad
angularity of the optical "dead spots" resulting from such
interfaces.
[0030] Figure 11 illustrates how the specific thickness-
es and composition of the transparent protective sheet
17 eliminates much of the fusing contact between the
microbeads 7 and the lower surface 19 when the trans-
parent protective sheet 17 is allowed to cool after a ther-
moforming operation. The applicant has found that the
thermal contraction of a transparent protective sheet of
the aforementioned composition and thickness range re-
sults in "pull back" of the lower surface 19 from the tops
of the microbeads that either eliminates or at least sub-
stantially reduces the resulting final amount of contact
between the lower surface 19 and the microbeads 7 such
that an air space 21a,21b is restored between the surface
19 and about half or more of the microbeads.
[0031] Figure 12 illustrates a practical application of a
high retroreflectivity, three dimensional article in the form
of an outer hard hat shell 27. In this example of the in-
vention, shell 27 is thermoformed from the laminate 18
in the same shape as the outer surface of a hard hat 31.
The shell 27 may include flanges (not shown) around its
lower edge 29 that "snap fit" around the lower edge 32
of the hard hat to secure it firmly in place. The hard hat
31 is in turn formed from a layer 33 of fiberglass com-
posite to give it the strength required to protect construc-
tion workers from falling objects in a construction site.
Such shells have actually been fabricated by the appli-
cant in accordance with the method and laminate de-
scribed herein, and have a measured reflectivity of about
300 lux due to the large number of microbeads 7 that do
not come into fusing contact with the lower surface of the
transparent protective sheet 17 due to the variations in
bead height coupled with the previously described "pull
back" phenomenon that occurs upon the cooling of a
transparent protective sheet 17 selected in conformance
with the invention. Additionally, the applicant has noted
that to the extent that fusing contact between the mi-
crobeads 7 and the lower surface 19 exists after cooling
of the sheet 17, the effect of the resulting optical "dead
spots" is neutralized by the overlapping of the zones of
retroreflectivity of the microbeads 7 caused by the cur-
vature and contours which are naturally part of any three
dimensional article.
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[0032] Different modifications, additions, and varia-
tions of this invention may become evident to the persons
in the art. For example, the transparent protective sheet
17 could be separately thermoformed from the sub-lam-
inate 16b and snap-fitted over the layer 8 of microbeads
of the article.
[0033] It will thus be seen according to the present in-
vention a highly advantageous thermoformable laminate
for use in creating generally non-planar, three dimension-
al objects has been provided. While the invention has
been described in connection with what is presently con-
sidered to be the most practical and preferred embodi-
ment, it will be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the
art that the invention is not to be limited to the disclosed
embodiment, and that many modifications and equiva-
lent arrangements may be made thereof within the scope
of the invention, which scope is to be accorded the broad-
est interpretation of the appended claims so as to en-
compass all equivalent structures and products.
[0034] The inventor hereby states his intent to rely on
the Doctrine of Equivalents to determine and assess the
reasonably fair scope of their invention as it pertains to
any apparatus, system, method or article not materially
departing from but outside the literal scope of the inven-
tion as set out in the following claims.

Claims

1. A three dimensional article having a high intensity
retroreflective outer surface, comprising:

a base layer (3) of thermoformable plastic sheet
material;
a layer of retroreflective microbeads (6) having
variable diameters adhered to an outer surface
of the base material (3), and
a protective sheet of transparent thermoforma-
ble sheet material (15) having a lower surface
(19) overlying the layer of microbeads (7) the
protective sheet (15) and the retroreflective mi-
crobeads (7) contact only at a tangential point
(20) contact between the lower surface (19) of
the protective sheet (15) and tops of the highest
microbeads (7) after cooling of the protective
sheet (15) resulting in a plurality of air spaces
(21a, 21b, 21c),
wherein the base layer (3), layer of microbeads
(7), and protective transparent sheet (15) are
formed into a self supporting three dimensional
article having a pre-selected shape and an en-
capsulated bead retroreflective surface.

2. The three dimensional article of claim 1, wherein said
protective sheet (15) fusingly engages a top surface
of some of the microbeads (7).

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the retroreflective

microbeads (7) have an average diameter of be-
tween about 0.05 mm and 0.1 mm are adhered to
the layer of thermoformable plastic sheet material
(15) by a cushion coat (11).

4. The three dimensional article of claim 1, wherein the
thickness of the base layer (3) is between 4 to 12
times an average diameter of the microbeads (6).

5. The three dimensional article of claim 1, wherein the
thickness of the protective sheet (15) is between 2
to 10 times an average diameter of the microbeads
(6).

6. The three dimensional article of claim 1, wherein the
retroreflective microbeads (6) have an average di-
ameter of between 0.05 mm and 0.1 mm and are
adhered to the layer of thermoformable plastic sheet
material (15) by a cushion coat (11).

7. The three dimensional article of claim 1, wherein the
base layer (3) and the protective transparent layer
(15) are both formed from PETG.

8. The three dimensional article of claim 1, wherein the
microbeads (7) have a silvered side that is adheringly
engaged to the base layer (3) by means of a ther-
moformable cushion coat (11).
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