Most oils on the shelves today are Multigrades, which simply means that the oil falls into 2 viscosity grades (i.e. 10w-40 etc) 

Multigrades were first developed some 50 years ago to avoid the old routine of using a thinner oil in winter and a thicker oil in summer. 

In a 10w-40 for example the 10w bit (W = winter, not weight or watt or anything else for that matter) simply means that the oil must have a certain maximum viscosity/flow at low temperature. The lower the “W” number the better the oils cold temperature/cold start performance. 

The 40 in a 10w-40 simply means that the oil must fall within certain viscosity limits at 100 degC. This is a fixed limit and all oils that end in 40 must achieve these limits. Once again the lower the number the thinner the oil, a 30 oil is thinner than a 40 oil at 100 degC etc. Your handbook will specify whether a 30, 40 or 50 etc is required. 

PETROL

	SG 
	Introduced 1989 has much more active dispersant to combat black sludge 

	SH 
	Introduced 1993 has same engine tests as SG, but includes phosphorus limit 0.12%, together with control of foam, volatility and shear stability 

	SJ 
	Introduced 1996 has the same engine tests as SG/SH, but phosphorus limit 0.10% together with variation on volatility limits 

	SL 
	Introduced 2001, all new engine tests reflective of modern engine designs meeting current emissions standards 

	SM 
	Introduced November 2004, improved oxidation resistance, deposit protection and wear protection, also better low temperature performance over the life of the oil compared to previous categories 


Note: 

All specifications prior to SL are now obsolete and although suitable for some older vehicles are more than 10 years old and do not provide the same level of performance or protection as the more up to date SL and SM specifications. 

ACEA

This is the European equivalent of API (US) and is more specific in what the performance of the oil actually is. A = Petrol, B = Diesel and C = Catalyst compatible or low SAPS (Sulphated Ash, Phosphorus and Sulphur). 

Unlike API the ACEA specs are split into performance/application catagories as follows: 

	A1
	Fuel economy petrol 

	A2
	Standard performance level (now obsolete) 

	A3
	High performance and/or extended drain 

	A4
	Reserved for future use in certain direct injection engines 

	A5
	Combines A1 fuel economy with A3 performance 

	

	B1
	Fuel economy diesel 

	B2
	Standard performance level (now obsolete) 

	B3
	High performance and/or extended drain 

	B4
	For direct injection car diesel engines 

	B5
	Combines B1 fuel economy with B3/B4 performance 

	

	C1-04
	Petrol and Light duty Diesel engines, based on A5/B5-04 low SAPS, two way catalyst compatible. 

	C2-04
	Petrol and light duty Diesel engines, based on A5/B5-04 mid SAPS, two way catalyst compatible. 

	C3-04
	Petrol and light duty Diesel engines, based on A5/B5-04 mid SAPS, two way catalyst compatible, Higher performance levels due to higher HTHS. 


Note: SAPS = Sulphated Ash, Phosphorous and Sulphur. 

Put simply, A3/B3, A5/B5 and C3 oils are the better quality, stay in grade performance oils. 
