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Custom-Compounded Synprene™ 
Thermoplastic Elastomer
To develop a variation of its INSTEAD® Softcup® feminine 
hygiene product targeting the China market, INSTEAD Inc. 
relied on PolyOne to customize its Synprene™ thermoplastic 
elastomer and to provide creative financing and local 
manufacturing and technology resources.

     Case Study 

    Specialty Engineered Materials

Situation
INSTEAD Inc. has marketed the Softcup® internal period protection solution in the 
United States for more than 10 years, selling tens of millions as an alternative to 
traditional sanitary pads and tampons. However, Softcup remained a niche product 
in the U.S. relative to the very large potential national market for sanitary protection. 
In contrast, China – where women tend to be very pragmatic and open to new options – 
presented a huge, untapped market opportunity. So INSTEAD Inc. partnered with a 
Chinese manufacturer, Health Sciences Ltd., to launch a version of Softcup tailored to 
the specific requirements of Chinese and other Asian consumers, one with a smaller, 
less-obtrusive appearance.

“To make the Softcup appear more diminutive, our partner wanted 
us to modify the design and aesthetics slightly, making the rim 2 
millimeters (mm) narrower and changing the pink tint to a neutral 
bone color,” said Wendell Guthrie, a consultant to INSTEAD Inc. 

INSTEAD had been using PolyOne’s Synprene™ thermoplastic 
elastomer since 2002 to mold the rim of the Softcup device. The 
PolyOne material, based on styrenic block copolymer technology, 
delivers a soft, rubber-like feel combined with exceptional 
resilience, or “hoop strength.” This latter property enables the 
Softcup to be compressed for easy insertion into the vagina; it 
then regains its circular shape for maximum protection. The rim 
is heat-welded to the reservoir cup, which is made of polyethylene 
(UHMWPE).

“Based on our success with the Synprene product, we asked 
PolyOne to provide a proposal for a customized variation that 
could enable our partner to mold the smaller rims without 
compromising on compression strength or soft touch,” said 
Guthrie. “There was a catch, of course. We needed this material in 
three weeks.” 

The PolyOne Dif ference
INSTEAD Inc. received proposals from other suppliers but chose 
PolyOne because of the company’s superior service offerings. 
“PolyOne was willing to work with us -- a small, one-product 
company – to provide creative and flexible financing of large 
volumes of material needed for the product launch,” Guthrie said. 
“Equally important, the PolyOne team was able to develop and 
produce the custom Synprene TPE with practically no advance 
notice.”

INSTEAD found another major advantage to expanding its 
relationship with PolyOne. “When we learned that the company had 
acquired GLS Corporation, it was a very pleasant surprise,” stated 
Guthrie. “As part of PolyOne, GLS offers us local manufacturing 
and technology capabilities in mainland China. Otherwise, we might 
have had to find a local compounder, and that would undoubtedly 
have raised issues and caused delays. Working with GLS as part of 
PolyOne enabled us to make a seamless move to China.”
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Delivering a Value-Added Solution

Rapid development of a custom-colored and formulated Synprene TPE grade enabled INSTEAD and its Chinese partner to meet a very 

tight schedule for the introduction of a Softcup product tailored for the Asian market.  

	 • Global supplier resources = ability to leverage new market opportunity:  The global financial, development and 		

   	    manufacturing resources of PolyOne made it easier for INSTEAD to take advantage of a major new opportunity in China. 

	 • Customized TPE = Asia-specific product:  The Synprene TPE material enabled market-specific modifications to 		

  	    the Softcup design that will make it appealing to Chinese consumers and boost market acceptance.  

	 • Superior properties = consumer satisfaction:  The customized material delivers a combination of softness for comfort 	

	    and compression strength for performance. Synprene TPE bonds very well to Softcup’s web, saving INSTEAD both the time 	

	    and costs of secondary processes in assembly.

	 • FDA approval = user safety: The PolyOne material meets FDA requirements for Class II devices. Further, 			 

  	    PolyOne’s compounding expertise, technology and quality systems ensure a consistent result from batch to batch. 

	 • Local manufacturing = systems cost savings: Having a local PolyOne manufacturing facility in China enables INSTEAD 	

	    to quickly obtain material without high shipping costs. Also, technical resources are on hand to assist with any further 	

	    customization requirements.  

PolyOne, with the welcome addition of GLS, provided INSTEAD with invaluable support and assistance in the ramp-up of the Softcup 

launch in China with a proven, high-performance material, local manufacturing and technical support, and a hands-on team. With 

PolyOne’s support, INSTEAD foresees further expansion of the Softcup line into other geographies.

Americas
U.S. – Avon Lake, Ohio 
+1 866 POLYONE
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+0054 11 4200 5917
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+55 19 3206 0561
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+52 722 2790200

GLS – McHenry, IL  
+1 815 385-8500

Asia 
China – Shenzhen 
+86 (0) 755 2969 2888

China – Suzhou 
+86 (0) 512 6823 24 38 

India – Mumbai 
+91 9820 194 220 

Singapore 
+65 (0) 6861 9325

GLS – Hong Kong 
+852 2690 5332

GLS – Suzhou 
+86 (0) 512 6265 2600

GLS – Taipei 
+88 6 9396 99 740

Europe
Germany – Gaggenau 
+49 (0) 7225 6802 0 
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Turkey – Istanbul 
+90 (0) 212 549 2256

GLS – The Netherlands 
+31 (0) 165 331 293


