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Fourier transformation liquid chromatography:
increasing sensitivity by a factor of 50

Markus Matz, †a Carlo Botha, †a Timo Beskersb and Manfred Wilhelm*a

Methods that increase sensitivity are a constant topic in research. To increase the sensitivity for high-per-

formance liquid chromatography (HPLC) a continuous injection method with a sinusoidal analyte con-

centration profile was developed. The sinusoidal analyte concentration profile is obtained by a sinusoidal

variation of the relative volume contents between two solvent reservoirs, one containing a pure solvent

and the other an analyte stock solution prepared with the same solvent. Discrete Fourier transformation

enables the analyte-specific phase angle shift to be calculated from the chromatograms. The proposed

method is established and evaluated for size exclusion chromatography (SEC). Accordingly, the phase

angle shift is used for molecular weight determination by establishing a molecular weight calibration

using different narrowly distributed polystyrene (PS) calibration standards. In a comparison with conven-

tional SEC, the Signal-to-Noise ratio (S/N), normalized to the square root of the time of the evaluated

data set, increases by a factor of approximately 50.

Introduction

One of the most widely used analytical separation techniques
is high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC).1

Consequently, HPLC method development for increasing sen-
sitivity and selectivity is the subject of ongoing research.2–8 A
commonly used measure of the sensitivity in HPLC is the
Signal-to-Noise ratio (S/N) of a chromatogram, which can be
defined as the maximum intensity of the analyte peak (i.e.
signal) divided by the standard deviation of a peak-free region
(i.e. noise).1 Options to increase the S/N depend on the
method used. Some examples include: (1) increasing the
amount of analyte by including pre-concentration steps or by
enlarging the injection loop volume;4,5 (2) derivatizing the
analyte before detection;5,6 (3) optimizing chromatographic
conditions;3 (4) implementing post-acquisition suitable data
processing methods;3 and (5) using a more sensitive detector.7

A less investigated way to increase the S/N is to modify the
sample injection procedure. In 1962, Reilley et al.2 discussed
theoretical injection profiles in gas chromatography as a poss-
ible alternative to the conventional injection method (i.e.
single injection). Two suggested injection profiles, proposed

by Reilley et al., are multiple (single) injections and a continu-
ous sinusoidal “injection”. In subsequent publications, both
methods have been further investigated.8–19 Methods with mul-
tiple random injections have been applied to liquid and gas
chromatography where the chromatogram is evaluated using
cross-correlation or Hadamard transformation to increase the
S/N and for process control.8–10,14–18 However, continuous sinu-
soidal “injections” have only been established in rare cases for
gas chromatography for process control purposes.11–13 To date,
none of these modified injection methods have been used
extensively or fully developed. This is probably mostly attributed
to the more complex data processing compared to the conven-
tional injection method (i.e. single injections) and to the fact
that current chromatographic issues can already be answered
using the conventional injection method.9

The application of numerical transformation methods like
Fourier- and Hadamard transformation to increase sensitivity and
selectivity is already described for several methods, e.g. for
nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) spectroscopy, mass spec-
trometry, and electrophoresis.20–25 To date, however, Fourier trans-
formation has not been applied to liquid chromatography (LC).

In this work, a sinusoidal “injection” was developed and
applied to LC specifically in size exclusion mode, named
Fourier transformation size exclusion chromatography
(FT-SEC). A schematic of the difference between conventional
SEC and FT-SEC is depicted in Fig. 1.19 Please be aware that
the injection in conventional LC can be approximated as a
delta function in the time domain, which is the respective
Fourier pair of a sinusoid in the frequency domain.26 For the
FT-SEC method, the time and frequency domains are inverted,
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i.e. a sinusoidal excitation signal is present in the time domain
which corresponds to a delta peak in the frequency domain.
The phase angle of the delta peak in the frequency domain
provides information about the analyte specific retention time.

SEC was chosen because of its isocratic nature, well-defined
separation range, and relative to other LC techniques, simple
separation mechanism, making it the ideal starting point for
experimental developments. However, the continuous sinusoi-
dal “injection” should theoretically be applicable for certain
LC methods, e.g. reversed phase HPLC and normal phase
HPLC. This will be subject of future investigations. The
method was established using polystyrene (PS) calibration
standards with different molecular weights at peak maximum
and narrow molecular weight dispersity. The sinusoidal “injec-
tion” is realized by using a solvent gradient capable quaternary
pump which sinusoidally changes the relative volume contents
between two solvent reservoirs. One solvent reservoir contains
the pure solvent and the other a stock solution of the sample
to be analyzed prepared with the same solvent. As a result, a
sinusoidal concentration profile of the sample is continuously
introduced into the system. Similar to this sinusoidal exci-
tation signal before the column, the detector after the column
has a time-delayed sinusoidal response signal, instead of the

common response of resolved and broadened peaks. The dis-
crete Fourier transformation (DFT) of the sinusoidal chromato-
grams decomposes the chromatograms into their frequency
components. Each frequency component is characterized by a
magnitude and a phase angle. The frequency component
equals the excitation frequency of the sinusoidal analyte con-
centration profile is used for sample evaluation. The phase
angle shift between the excitation and the response signal cor-
relates to the retention time in a conventional LC experiment
and, therefore, to molecular weight in SEC. The FT-SEC
method is expected to have higher sensitivity than the conven-
tional SEC method for the following two reasons: (1) in
FT-SEC, as the sample is continuously introduced into the
system, more analyte is measured within the same time. (2)
The random noise is equally distributed over all data points in
both, the time domain and the frequency domain. The
number of complex data points in the frequency domain is
equal to the number of real data points in the time domain
and depends on the acquisition time and the sampling rate.27

However, only one data point in the frequency domain with
known location is of importance for the proposed experi-
mental evaluation. This argument can be seen in analogy to
the benefit of “lock in amplifiers” in electronic devices.

The phase angle shifts between the excitation and response
signals are expected to differ according to the molecular weight
of the different PS standards and these phase angle shifts are
used for establishing a molecular weight calibration. After estab-
lishing a calibration for FT-SEC, mixtures of PS standards were
measured and the problem of the superposition of signals was
studied. The method was optimized by investigating the effect
of the period of the sinusoidal analyte concentration profile on
the S/N. Finally, a sensitivity comparison between the developed
FT-SEC method and conventional SEC was conducted.

Realization of the FT-SEC method

The system set-up is depicted in Fig. 2 and consisted of a qua-
ternary pump, two variable UV/VIS wavelength detectors
(VWD-1 and VWD-2) installed in front of (VWD-1) and behind
an SEC column (VWD-2). The quaternary pump and the VWDs
were connected to a universal data center (UDC). The UDC was
modified with a manual injection trigger for starting the
FT-SEC measurement. The solvent reservoir composition table
in the quaternary pump interface was programmed to vary
sinusoidally the composition between two solvent reservoirs,
one solvent reservoir contained an analyte stock solution (PS +
THF) and the other pure solvent (THF) as shown in Fig. 3. The
solvent reservoir composition table was split into 100 equidi-
stant time steps of 3.6° phase angle increment, which was the
maximum possible number of time steps of the used quatern-
ary pump. For each time step, the relative volume contents of
the solvent reservoirs were adjusted to align with two sinusoi-
dal curves shifted by 180° to each other. Between each con-
secutive time step, the quaternary pump changes the relative
volume contents with a constant rate so that the obtained rela-
tive volume content profiles approximate a sinusoid. In the
enlarged window of Fig. 3 the relative volume content profile

Fig. 1 Comparison between the chromatograms of VWD-2 (see Fig. 2)
of (A) conventional SEC (single injection) and (B) Fourier transformation
SEC (FT-SEC, continuous sinusoidal “injection” by applying a sinusoidal
analyte concentration profile).19 The elution phases are subdivided into
regions of delay times, tDelay, and information time, tinfo. To compare the
efficiency of both methods, the percentage ratio between the infor-
mation time and the total measurement time (i.e. the sum of delay times
and info time) can be used, which is referred to as duty cycle. For (A) the
duty cycle is around 17% and for (B) 63%.
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of the solvent reservoir containing THF + PS is shown to high-
light the constant rate of relative volume content change between
two consecutive time steps (visualized as a straight line between
two time steps). For the best approximation of a sinusoid, the
highest number of time steps available in the solvent reservoir
composition table of the quaternary pump interface should be
used. The solvent reservoir composition profile used in this work
started always at relative volume contents of 50%. However,
different starting relative volume contents are possible. The mag-

nitude of a sinusoid is the same in time as well as in frequency
domain. Therefore, to obtain the highest sensitivity, the relative
volume content of the analyte stock solution was varied from 0%
to 100%. Because of the approximated sinusoidal change of the
relative volume content of the analyte stock solution, an analyte
concentration profile with a similar shape is obtained prior to
the column. Accordingly, the period of the solvent reservoir com-
position profile in Fig. 3 is equal to the period of the resulting
analyte concentration profile. The period was pre-set based on
the separation range of the column as discussed in section
“Molecular weight calibration”. For an FT-SEC measurement, the
solvent reservoir composition profile was repeated by the qua-
ternary pump for a predefined number of times (oscillations).
The minimum number of oscillations is discussed in the follow-
ing sections. In this work 5–12 oscillations were typically used.
The VWD-1 records the excitation signal before the column and
the VWD-2 the response signal behind the column where the
length of the sinusoidal chromatograms depends on the number
of oscillations. Subsequently, the phase angle shift between both
chromatograms was determined using Fourier transformation. In
the consecutive two sections, the chromatographic fundamentals
and the data processing procedure of the sinusoidal chromato-
grams are explained in more detail.

Chromatographic and Fourier-related considerations

The driving forces for separation in HPLC can be mainly
enthalpic or entropic. In ideal SEC the separation is based on
entropic forces as a partial steric exclusion mechanism is
dominant.7 The extent of the partial steric exclusion is
described by the distribution coefficient, Kd,SEC (−), given by7

Kd;SEC ¼ cstationary
cmobile

; ð1Þ

where cstationary and cmobile are the concentrations (mol L−1) of
the analyte in the stationary and mobile phase, respectively.

The distribution coefficient affects the respective retention
volume, VR (mL), according to28

VR ¼ Vdead þ V i þ Vp � Kd;SEC; ð2Þ
where Vdead is the chromatographic dead volume (mL), Vi the
interstitial column volume (mL) between the stationary phase
particles, and Vp the porous volume (mL) of the stationary
phase particles.

As the flow rate, v̇ (mL min−1), is predefined, the average
retention time, tR (min), can be derived from the retention
volume, VR (mL), by7

tR ¼ VR

v̇
; ð3Þ

where VR is the elution volume at peak maximum.
For consistency throughout this work, the time unit of

seconds is used instead of minutes, although the latter is
more common in HPLC. With this choice, the time domain
data units are consistent with the frequency domain unit of 1/s
(Hz), as it is the most commonly used unit.

Fig. 2 System set-up for FT-SEC, consisting of a quaternary pump, two
variable wavelength detectors (VWD), one in front of (VWD-1) and one
behind (VWD-2) the column. A universal data center (UDC) was equipped
with an injection trigger for starting the FT-SEC measurement. For evalu-
ation of an FT-LC measurement, the phase angle shift between the sinu-
soidal detector response from VWD-2 to VWD-1 was determined.

Fig. 3 Relative volume content profiles used for sinusoidal “injection”.
The relative volume content profiles were split in 100 equidistant time
steps, i.e. 3.6° phase angle increment per time step. The black “+” mark
the programmed relative volume content per time step for the solvent
reservoir containing THF + PS and the grey “○” for the solvent reservoir
containing THF. Between consecutive time steps, the quaternary pump
changes the relative volume content with a constant rate according to
the programmed relative volume contents to approximate a sinusoid.
The inset shows the deviation from the obtained solvent ratio profile of
THF + PS (straight line) from an ideal sinusoid (dotted line). The time
required for a complete phase cycle of 360° is the period (T ). Similar to
the relative volume content profile of THF + PS, a PS concentration
profile is obtained, which serves as excitation signal for FT-SEC. The
sum of both relative volume content profiles has a constant volume flux.
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In FT-SEC, the time-shifted elution of the sinusoidal chro-
matograms results in a phase angle shift, Δφ (°), of

Δφ ¼ 360°
T

Δt; ð4Þ

where T (s) is the period of the sinusoidal analyte concen-
tration profile and Δt is the elution time difference between
two sinusoidal chromatograms.

Accordingly, a reference chromatogram is always required, to
which the phase angle shift of the response chromatogram is
determined. The reference chromatogram can be (1) the sinu-
soidal excitation signal recorded before the column, (2) the
sinusoidal excitation signal measured without a column, or (3)
the response signal of a reference analyte measured after the
column. While option (1) records the reference and response
chromatogram simultaneously, option (2) and (3) record the
reference chromatogram with a separate measurement.
Accordingly, option (1) requires the use of a second detector,
whereas for option (2) and (3) only one detector is sufficient. In
option (1), the reference chromatogram and the response chro-
matogram originate from the same sinusoidal analyte concen-
tration profile. Therefore, alterations of the sinusoidal analyte
concentration profile due to flow instabilities, gradient mixing
inaccuracies, and pressure fluctuations originating from pump
pulsation affect the reference and response chromatogram simi-
larly. Thus, with option (1), compared to option (2) and (3), the
phase angle shift should be determinable more precisely.
Consequently, option (1) is used in this work.

The phase angles of the sinusoidal chromatograms were
determined using a discrete Fourier transformation (DFT)
algorithm of MATLAB which can process an arbitrary number
of time data points using29

XðkÞ ¼
XN�1

n¼0

xðnÞ � e�i�2�π�k�n
N ; ð5Þ

where X(k) is the resolved complex spectral components of the
time-discrete real value chromatogram x(n), N is the number of
data points, and k is the frequency with 0 ≤ k < N − 1.

The complex spectral component equals the excitation fre-
quency of the sinusoidal analyte concentration profile, ν0 (Hz),
is evaluated. The phase angle, φ (rad), and the magnitude, M
(−), were determined according to eqn (6) and (7) 30 and the
corresponding phase angle shift, Δφ (rad), using eqn (8)

M ν0ð Þ ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
R ν0ð Þ2þI ν0ð Þ2

q
; ð6Þ

φ ν0ð Þ ¼ arctan
I ν0ð Þ
R ν0ð Þ

� �
; ð7Þ

Δφðν0Þ ¼ φVWD-1ðν0Þ � φVWD-2ðν0Þ; ð8Þ
where R(ν0) is the real and I(ν0) the imaginary part of the
complex data point, φVWD-1(ν0) is the phase angle (rad) of the
reference chromatogram recorded in front of the column and
φVWD-2(ν0) is the phase angle (rad) of the response chromato-
gram recorded after the column.

In the following paragraphs, some remarks on the experi-
mental implementation of the FT-SEC method are listed. (1)
Similar to conventional SEC, analytes are only separable as long
as their hydrodynamic volume is covered by the separation range
of the column. (2) It has to be ensured that all analytes have
different retention times and that the period, T, is longer than
the retention time difference between the first and the last
eluting analyte species.12 Otherwise, it would be possible that
two different analytes could have the same phase angle shift and
would, therefore, not be differentiable. (3) For quantitative
FT-SEC measurements, it is recommended to analyze concen-
trations below the upper limit of linear detector response. If the
concentration of the upper limit of linear detector response is
exceeded, with increasing analyte concentration the response
factor of the detector decreases until it remains constant.7

Therefore, the signal increase per unit mass is decreasing
making precise quantitative measurements more challenging. In
an FT-SEC measurement of a sample, concentrated higher than
the upper limit of linear detector response, an attenuated sinu-
soidal chromatogram would be obtained where the maxima are
attenuated while the minima have the full deflection. However,
the phase angle of such a chromatogram will not be affected as
the attenuation of the sinusoid does not affect the elution time.

Besides these chromatographic considerations, the data pro-
cessing of the sinusoidal chromatograms was treated with special
care. As the S/N determined in Fourier space will be used to evalu-
ate the sensitivity of the method, it is desirable to reduce the
noise level as much as possible to obtain the best S/N. Ideally,
only random noise is contained in the noise region. However, two
causes have been identified which lead to additional frequency
components in the noise region of the Fourier transformed data,
which should be avoided. Firstly, flat chromatogram sections
which correspond to the delay time sections of the sinusoidal
chromatogram in Fig. 1(B), should be cut off because the DFT
requires an infinite amount of spectral components for the recon-
struction of flat baseline parts.26 Secondly, the time domain data
which is to be Fourier transformed should be perfectly periodic as
shown in Fig. 4. This is because the DFT algorithm assumes the
data are a fraction of a periodic signal extending from − to + infin-
ity, thus, it repeats over the time domain data. Due to this pro-
cedure non-periodical data would lead to a step function in the
time domain prior to Fourier transformation. Step functions in
the time domain result in additional sin(ω·t0)/ω terms in the fre-
quency domain (i.e. sinc artifacts).26 With respect to the chroma-
tographic implementation this implies that a dynamic steady
state inside the column should first be reached so that e.g. the
first periods might be omitted prior to FT analysis.

The spectral resolution, Δν (Hz), in Fourier space is the
multiplicative inverse of the acquisition time, taq (s), of the
time domain data with26

Δν ¼ 1
taq

: ð9Þ

To resolve the excitation frequency, ν0, the spectral resolu-
tion must be less than or equal to half of the excitation fre-
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quency. Therefore, the acquisition time of the time domain
data which is to be Fourier transformed has to be at least
double the duration of the period, T (s), i.e.

Δν � 1
2
ν0 ¼ 1

2 � T : ð10Þ

Furthermore, the sampling rate of the ADC limits the
maximum detectable frequency referred to as the Nyquist fre-
quency.26 The Nyquist frequency, νNyq (Hz), is the frequency
equal to half the data sampling rate, sr (Hz), or the multiplica-
tive inverse of twice the dwell time, tdw (s). Consequently, to
detect the excitation frequency, ν0, it must be less than the
Nyquist frequency, as shown in eqn (11) 26

νNyq ¼ sr
2
¼ 1

2 � tdw � ν0: ð11Þ

Materials and methods
Chemicals

The polystyrene (PS) calibration standards used for calibration
were received from PSS (Polymer Standards Service GmbH,
Mainz, Germany) with the specifications summarized in
Table 1. For conventional SEC and FT-SEC measurements, PS
stock solutions were prepared using tetrahydrofuran (THF,
Fisher Scientific GmbH, Schwerte, Germany) stabilized with
0.025% butylated hydroxytoluene (BHT) as mobile phase.

Instrumentation

The measurements were performed on an analytical linear M
styrene–divinylbenzene (SDV) column (dimensions: 300 ×
8 mm i.d., particle size: 5 µm) from PSS with a separation
range of 0.100–1000 kg mol−1.

The column was thermally isolated inside a temperature-
regulated column compartment (TCC 6500, PSS, Mainz,
Germany) at 26.5 °C. A SECcurity2 quaternary pump (PSS,
Mainz, Germany) with an integrated in-line degasser was used.
All the measurements described were executed at a volumetric
flow rate of 1 mL min−1. The VWDs used were SECcurity
(VWD-1) and SECcurity2 (VWD-2) from PSS (Mainz, Germany).
The UV wavelength of both detectors was set to λ = 260 nm
except for the measurements for the sensitivity comparison,
here λ = 236 nm was used. The reason for its use is explained
in the respective section. To retain the possibility of perform-
ing conventional injections, a Rheodyne® manual injection
valve 7725i with a V = 100 µL injection loop was placed
between VWD-1 and column (see Fig. 2). The universal data
center 810 (UDC) from PSS (Mainz, Germany) was equipped
with a 24 kbit analog-to-digital converter (ADC) which digitized
the detector signals using a sampling rate of 1 Hz.
Instrumentation control and data collection were achieved
using the WinGPC software (version 8.32, Build 8844, PSS,
Mainz, Germany).

FT-SEC data processing

For data processing, MATLAB (version 2021a) was used. As
already discussed, for maximum S/N, a periodic section of the
sinusoidal chromatogram was cut as shown in Fig. 4 and used
for Fourier transformation. The cut was executed based on the
following criteria: (1) to retain information about the phase
angle shift, the chromatograms from VWD-1 and VWD-2 of the
same measurement were cut at the same data points; (2) the
sinusoidal chromatogram sections were cut so that the sinus-
oid beginning and end matched, ensuring a periodic signal;
and (3) due to the transition to the baseline and the system
equilibration time the first cycle of the response chromato-
gram, see Fig. 4(B), was discarded.

Results and discussion
Definition of S/N in Fourier space

For the evaluation of an FT-SEC measurement, the frequency
component in the Fourier spectrum equals the excitation fre-
quency, i.e. the frequency of the sinusoidal PS concentration
profile, was used. An expression for sensitivity is the S/N,

Fig. 4 Normalized raw data of a 0.25 g L−1 PS-100 kg mol−1 sample (see
Table 1) for illustrating the data processing. The FT-SEC measurement
was performed with a period of 900 s and 10 oscillations at a flow rate of
1 mL min−1 (= 1/60 mL s−1). In (A) the reference chromatogram, recorded
with VWD-1, and in (B) the response chromatogram, recorded with
VWD-2, is shown. The middle sinusoidal chromatogram sections (black
sections) were cut at the vertical dashed lines followed by Fourier trans-
formation. In Fig. 5 the Fourier spectra of both cut sections are shown.

Table 1 Specifications of the polystyrene (PS) calibration standards,
with the corresponding molecular weight at peak maximum (Mp), the
number average molecular weight (Mn), the weight average molecular
weight (Mw), and the dispersity index (Đ)

Name Mp [kg mol−1] Mn [kg mol−1] Mw [kg mol−1] Đ [−]

PS-851 851 764 827 1.08
PS-526 526 502 524 1.04
PS-100 100 92.0 96.0 1.04
PS-17.6 17.6 17.3 16.9 1.03
PS-4.70 4.70 4.60 4.73 1.03
PS-0.682 0.682 0.707 0.641 1.10
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which for the FT-SEC method is defined as the magnitude of
the excitation frequency component, M(ν0) (−), divided by the
standard deviation of a region without information. The S/N
definition is exemplified in Fig. 5 using the Fourier spectra of
the sinusoidal chromatogram sections shown in Fig. 4.

For the calculation of the noise, the standard deviation of
the range 0.4–0.5 Hz was used, i.e. the last 20% of the spec-
trum. Although the noise region was arbitrarily chosen, it was
found that this region was for all measurements mostly stable
and without obvious signals making it a suitable choice, to
allow for further optimization. Comparing the noise levels of
both spectra reveals that VWD-1 has a S/N ≈ 10−6 and VWD-2 a
S/N ≈ 10−5, which might be attributed to another signal ampli-
fication factor of the detectors.

In the enlarged window of Fig. 5, besides the excitation fre-
quency (ν0), higher harmonics at 2·ν0, 3·ν0, 4·ν0, etc. are visible
in both spectra. The magnitudes of the higher harmonics were
for the c = 0.25 g L−1 measurement below 1% and decrease, as
expected, towards higher frequencies. The higher harmonics
were found to result from light absorptive dissolved air com-
ponents in the mobile phase due to irregularly degassing31

and could be reduced by a factor of 35 by applying triple degas-
sing instead of single degassing. The in-line degasser has a
separate degassing line for each solvent reservoir. Due to the
sinusoidal variation of the relative volume contents of two
solvent reservoirs, shown in Fig. 3, the linear velocities within
each degasser line change sinusoidally and consequently also
the residence time of a volume fraction inside the degasser
line. As the degasser always removes a certain amount of gas
per unit time, the different residence times in the degasser
result in changing residual gas contents, provided that the gas
contents of the two solvent reservoirs are high enough not to
be completely removed at the shortest residence time.
Assuming an ideal case where (1) the amount of gas removed

per unit time, referred to as degasser efficiency hereinafter, is
independent of the linear velocity within the degasser line; (2)
the degasser efficiency is the same for both degasser lines; (3)
the gas concentration inside the solvent reservoirs are the
same; and (4) the gas concentration after degassing is high
enough that the absorption is above the detection limits of the
UV/VIS detectors. In such an ideal case, after degassing, each
degasser line will have a detector signal similar to the relative
volume content profiles shown in Fig. 3. However, it is more
likely (1) that the degasser efficiency changes as a function of
the gas concentration which is dependent on the linear vel-
ocity (i.e. residence time inside the degasser), (2) that the
degasser efficiency is different between the degasser lines as
the distance to the vacuum pump and the porosity of the
membrane could differ, (3) that the solvent reservoirs have
different concentrations of dissolved gas, and, especially for
low linear velocities, (4) that the gas concentration falls below
the detection limits of the UV/VIS detector. Consequently,
each degasser line will have a unique modified sinusoidal con-
centration profile of residual gas. Because of the consecutive
mixing of both degasser lines, both modified sinusoidal con-
centration profiles will superpose, resulting in a concentration
profile of dissolved gas with an unpredictable distorted sinu-
soidal pattern. However, as the absorbance originating from
the residual gas is low compared to the absorbance obtained
from the PS concentration profile of a c = 0.25 g L−1 PS stock
solution, in Fig. 4 no distortions are apparent. However, when
reducing the PS concentration lower than c = 0.05 g L−1, altera-
tions of the sinusoidal chromatograms become visible.

Additional sources that contribute to the higher harmonics
can be (1) pressure variations due to pump pulsation, and (2)
deviations of the PS concentration profile from an ideal sinus-
oid because the excitation signal obtained from Fig. 3 is only
an approximation of a sinusoid, but also because of additional
instrumental inaccuracies such as inaccurate switching valve
system or inhomogeneous mixing within the mixing chamber.

Molecular weight calibration

In conventional SEC, a calibration relation is generated by cor-
relating the molecular weight at peak maximum with the
corresponding retention time or retention volume and fitting
with a polynomial function.32 An analog calibration for FT-SEC
would be the correlation of the molecular weight with the
corresponding phase angle shift between the reference and
response chromatogram. The polymer standards used for cali-
bration, however, are not truly monodisperse but narrow dis-
perse, i.e. a composition of molecules with slightly different
molecular weights. Reilley et al.2 predicted that a mixture of
different analytes analyzed via sinusoidal “injection” will form
a superposition of the components with the same frequency if
a detector is used that can generate only a single intensity as a
function of time and no time-dependent spectrum for further
decomposition. According to the superposition principle, the
magnitude, M (−), and phase angle, φ (rad), of the mixture
(Mix) are the sum of the magnitudes and phase angles of the

Fig. 5 Normalized magnitude spectra of the sinusoidal chromatogram
sections highlighted in black in Fig. 4. The S/N in Fourier space was cal-
culated as the magnitude of the excitation frequency, M(ν0), divided by
the standard deviation of the last 20% of the spectrum. In the inset,
higher harmonics are visible for the reference (VWD-1) and response
signal (VWD-2) spectra. Possible origins for these are discussed in the
text.

Paper Analyst

1204 | Analyst, 2022, 147, 1199–1212 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

4 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

02
2.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

2/
4/

20
25

 9
:2

6:
05

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1an02298a


individual sinusoids “j”, weighted by the interference and the
intensity,30 i.e.

MMix � eiφMix ¼
X
j

Mj � eiφj ; ð12Þ

with the imaginary number, i.
The intensity of the VWD signal is proportional to the

number of monomers in the flow cell. On a per unit mole
basis, the higher the molecular weight of a polymer, the
higher the detector signal. Accordingly, the higher the mole-
cular weight the more the polymer fraction is weighted in the
superposition. As each polymer fraction is weighted by the
molecular weight, it is assumed that the molecular weight
corresponding to ΔφMix is the weight average molecular weight
(Mw). However, the superposition and consequently φMix is not
only affected by the molecular weight of each fraction but also
by the interference of these, i.e. the phase angle difference
between the polymer fractions. Therefore, deviations from the
weight average molecular weight are expected, where the devi-
ation depends on the molecular weight dispersity index (Đ) of
a polymer sample.

Because the molecular weight of the polymer sample ana-
lyzed via FT-SEC should corresponds most closely to the Mw,
the calibration for FT-SEC is established using the Mw of the
different PS standards, given in Table 1, to get the highest
accuracy possible in molecular weight analysis. To better
compare the calibrations of conventional SEC with FT-SEC, the
calibration for conventional SEC is also established using the
Mw. For establishing the calibrations for both methods, c =
0.25 g L−1 stock solutions of the PS standards summarized in
Table 1 were used. The concentration was chosen as a compro-
mise of three criteria: (1) the concentration had to be within
the upper limit of linear detector response; (2) a high-intensity
PS signal was desired to minimize the fraction of light absorp-
tive residual gas components, noise effects, detector drift, and
baseline instabilities; and (3) to keep column overloading
effects low. See section “Sensitivity comparison at column
overloading limit” for further discussion of the column over-
loading limits. For an FT-SEC measurement the period of the
sinusoidal PS concentration profile was T = 900 s and was
repeated 10 times. The period was chosen to cover the reten-
tion time of the last eluting PS-0.682 kg mol−1 standard to
avoid elution outside the first 360° cycle. The chromatograms
of the FT-SEC measurement of PS-100 kg mol−1 used for cali-
bration are shown in Fig. 4 and the respective Fourier spectra
in Fig. 5. The calibrations for conventional SEC (via retention
time) and FT-SEC (via phase angle shift) are shown in Fig. 6.

For fitting the data, third-order polynomials were used.
Both calibrations resemble a similar shape, with the FT-SEC
calibration shifted to longer elution times. For FT-SEC, a time-
delayed elution was expected as the retention time is measured
relative to the reference chromatogram, recorded with VWD-1,
and not, like in conventional SEC, relative to the injection
valve. The elution time delay between the calibrations of
FT-SEC and conventional SEC corresponds to a phase angle

shift of 4.2°, which is according to eqn (4) and (3), for a period
of T = 900 s, equivalent to 10.5 s or 0.18 mL additional
volume. This volume corresponds to the additional chromato-
graphic dead volume, i.e. the volume of VWD-1 after detection,
as well as the tubing volume from VWD-1 to the injection
valve. For a better comparison of both calibrations, the FT-SEC
calibration was shifted by 4.2° to shorter elution times which
is also shown in Fig. 6. Only small deviations in the shape of
the calibration curves are observable. These deviations are at
first surprising as the time which the analyte requires to pass
the column should be the same for both methods. Therefore,
the third-order polynomials should be shifted in the elution
time or phase angle shift axis due to different chromato-
graphic dead volumes, however, the shape should be similar.
It is assumed that several factors contribute to this obser-
vation. One reason for this is probably a modification of the
phase angle shift of the analyte by the light adsorptive residual
gas components which remain in the mobile phase after
degassing (discussed in section “Definition of S/N in Fourier
space”). In conventional SEC, dissolved gas components elute
typically at the total permeation limit and result into system
peaks at the end of the chromatogram.33 Therefore, in FT-SEC
the dissolved gas will have also a specific phase angle shift
and will also modify the phase angle shift of the analyzed PS.

Fig. 6 Comparison of a conventional (using retention time, tR) and
FT-SEC calibration (using phase angle shift, Δφ). Since the chromato-
graphic dead volume is larger for FT-SEC (see text), the FT-SEC cali-
bration is shifted to longer elution times by 4.2°, which corresponds to
10.5 s or 0.18 mL. For direct comparison of the calibrations, the delay
time was subtracted for the FT-SEC calibration and fitted, where x = Δφ
− 4.2°. The FT-SEC calibration has a slightly different shape compared to
the conventional SEC calibration. Possible reasons for these obser-
vations are discussed in the text.
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Another possible cause is analyte-specific asymmetric band
broadening effects in the chromatographic system between
VWD-1 and VWD-2 which modifies the sinusoid and, as a
result, also the respective phase angle shift. The asymmetric
band broadening effects cause skewed normal distributed
(Gaussian) peak shapes which in conventional SEC is visible
as e.g. tailing of the peak. Tailing affects the peak symmetry,
but normally not the localization of the peak maximum in con-
ventional SEC.34 Therefore, as the retention time in conven-
tional SEC is determined at the peak maximum, the retention
time is not affected by the asymmetric band broadening
effects. However, in FT-SEC, if the sinusoidal excitation signal
is convoluted with a similar skewed normal distributed func-
tion, a sinusoidal chromatogram with a modified phase angle
will be obtained. The asymmetric band broadening effects
should be a function of the flow rate, the analyte properties
(i.e. molecular weight, chemistry, dispersity index, and concen-
tration), the period, and the solvent used. However, the slight
deviation of the fit functions is not yet fully understood, thus,
a more in-depth investigation is needed.

FT-SEC analysis of analyte mixtures

The FT-SEC analysis with a detector that only displays a single
intensity as a function of time of an analyte mixture will result
in a superposed sinusoid of a single frequency, which is equal
to the excitation frequency of the sinusoidal analyte concen-
tration profile. A superposition of two analytes, “1” and “2”, is
predictable according to eqn (13) and (14):30

ΔφMix ¼ arctan
M1 � sinðΔφ1Þ þM2 � sinðΔφ2Þ
M1 � cosðΔφ1Þ þM2 � cosðΔφ2Þ

� �
; ð13Þ

MMix ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
M1

2 þM2
2 þ 2 �M1 �M2 � cos Δφ2 � Δφ1ð Þ

p
; ð14Þ

where ΔφMix (rad) and MMix (−) are the phase angle shift and
magnitude of the superposed sinusoidal detector signals of
the mixture.

However, ΔφMix and MMix are only predictable if the phase
angle shifts and the magnitude ratios between the mixture
components remain the same during the measurement. If the
asymmetric band broadening effects, discussed in the section
above, change for example due to a changed analyte concen-
tration or the presence of an additional analyte, the phase
angle shifts of mixture components will change, thus, a
precise prediction of ΔφMix and MMix will not be possible. To
illustrate the effect of the superposition and to investigate if
the asymmetric band broadening effects change, mixtures con-
sisting of two PS calibration standards with equal concen-
trations were prepared.

For the preparation of the mixtures, c = 0.25 g L−1 PS stock
solutions were mixed 50 : 50 (vol/vol%). Two mixtures were pre-
pared, (1) Mix-1 with the highest possible relative phase angle
shift difference between the PS standards and (2) Mix-2 with
the lowest possible relative phase angle shift difference.
Consequently, Mix-1 consisted of PS-851 kg mol−1 and
PS-0.682 kg mol−1 and Mix-2 of PS-851 kg mol−1 and PS-526 kg
mol−1, each with a concentration of c = 0.125 g L−1. The experi-

mental phase angle shifts and the magnitudes of the pure c =
0.25 g L−1 PS stock solutions are listed in Table 2. For calcu-
lation of the phase angle shifts and magnitudes of the respect-
ive mixtures, the magnitudes of the PS standards in Table 2
need to be divided by two to obtain the magnitudes corres-
ponding to a concentration of c = 0.125 g L−1. The calculated
and experimentally determined values of both mixtures are
also listed in Table 2. In Fig. 7, the chromatograms of the pure
c = 0.25 g L−1 PS-851 kg mol−1 and PS-0.682 kg mol−1 stock
solutions as well as Mix-1 are shown.

Fig. 7 shows, that the chromatogram of Mix-1 is a weighted
superposition of the single chromatograms of PS-851 kg mol−1

and PS-0.682 kg mol−1. This result is confirmed by comparing
the predicted phase angle shifts and magnitudes of the mix-
tures with the experimental data in Table 2. The maximum
deviation between predicted and experimentally determined

Table 2 Experimentally determined phase angle shifts (Δφ) and magni-
tudes of VWD-2 for PS-851 kg mol−1, PS-526 kg mol−1, and PS-0.682 kg
mol−1 with a concentration of approximately c = 0.25 g L−1 and the
50 : 50 (vol/vol%) mixtures (Mixexp), normalized to PS-851 kg mol−1.
Furthermore, the Δφ and the normalized magnitudes of the mixtures
were theoretically predicted (Mixtheo) using eqn (13) and (14). Mix-1 is
composed of PS-851 kg mol−1 and PS-0.682 kg mol−1 and Mix-2 of
PS-851 kg mol−1 and PS-526 kg mol−1

Sample Δφ [°] Rel. magnitude [−]

PS-851 kg mol−1 154.1 1.000
PS-526 kg mol−1 160.2 0.9636
PS-0.682 kg mol−1 248.6 0.9374a

Mix-1theo 199.3 0.6576
Mix-1exp 199.9 0.6599
Mix-2theo 157.1 0.9804
Mix-2exp 157.1 0.9669

a The magnitude is lower because the UV inactive alkane end group
reflects approx. 8% weight percentage of the standard.

Fig. 7 Chromatograms of pure PS calibration standards and the
respective mixture (Mix-1, see Table 2). The chromatograms are normal-
ized to the PS-851 kg mol−1 measurement. The chromatogram of the
mixture represents a superposition of the two pure PS calibration
standards.
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phase angle shifts was found for Mix-1 with 199.3°–199.9° =
0.6°, which is according to eqn (4) equivalent to a time shift of
Δt = 1.5 s. Furthermore, the maximum deviation of the pre-
dicted to the experimentally determined magnitude was deter-
mined for Mix-2 to be 0.9804–0.9669 = 0.0135 which is a devi-
ation of 1.4% from the predicted magnitude. Therefore, the
experimental phase angle shifts and magnitudes fit the pre-
dicted values very well.

UV/VIS detectors like the VWDs used in this work but also
the differential refractive index detector only display a single
signal as a function of time, thus, a differentiation between the
analytes is not possible. For such a superposed sinusoidal
detector signal, the magnitude of the chromatogram of the
mixture is attenuated, and consequently, the S/N in Fourier
space is reduced. One can imagine a mixture where two analytes
with equal magnitude having a relative phase angle shift to
each other of 180° under the experimental conditions. In such a
case, the magnitude will completely disappear and a flat base-
line at a constant value would be obtained, like a destructive
interference of waves. To overcome this phenomenon, e.g. a
longer excitation period, T, would be needed. The Fourier trans-
formation of a constant baseline would only display a zero-fre-
quency peak, which reflects the mean absorbance of the chro-
matogram. Although no information can be obtained from the
midsections of such a chromatogram, the first maximum of the
first eluting analyte and the last minimum of the later eluting
analyte would not be affected and could give hints on the
mixture composition in such a case.

For chemically different analytes, the mixture components
would be separate measurable by using detectors with an
increased chemically selectivity, like NMR or IR spectrometer.
These detectors provide via a further spectroscopic dimension
the resolution which would allow the concentration and phase
angle shifts of analytes to be determined independently.3,35

However, a mixture with two or more chemically identical com-
ponents will also not be decomposable by using an NMR or IR
spectrometer. To potentially decompose a superposition of N
chemically identical monodisperse components with different
elution times, 2·N action points, i.e. different superpositions,
should be measured.2 Action points could be (a) the number
of frequencies in a multi-frequent excitation signal, (b)
additional detectors during the separation which can be rea-
lized by a series of alternating columns and detectors, or (c)
the repeated measurement of the same sample under different
elution-time-affecting conditions (i.e. different flow rates,
column lengths or packing materials, etc.). The mixture should
then be resolvable by a linear combination of the action
points.2 While this method should be capable to resolve mix-
tures of identical monodisperse components, this will not be
the case for mixtures of molecular weight disperse polymer
samples. The phase angle under the specific experimental con-
ditions of a polymer sample also depends on its molecular
weight dispersity (see section “Molecular weight calibration”).
Therefore, to resolve a mixture of different polymer samples,
the respective phase angle shifts need to be determined
beforehand.

If information about the molecular weight dispersity of a
polymer sample is desired, three options are conceivable. The
first option would require the measurement of 2·N action
points, where N is the number of individual molecular weights
species. The second and third option are based on the evalu-
ation of the magnitude of VWD-2 relative to a reference magni-
tude. Potential reference magnitudes for such comparisons
could be either the magnitude of VWD-1 of the same measure-
ment or the magnitude of VWD-2 of a repeated measurement
with the same sample but a different period. The magnitude
of a superposition depends on the concentrations of the com-
ponents and their phase angle difference to each other, as
described in eqn (14). As each molecular weight fraction
within a polymer sample has a specific phase angle shift, the
broader the molecular weight distribution, the broader the
phase angle distribution, and, thus, the stronger is the attenu-
ation of the magnitude of the superposed sinusoid. While
option (1) is hard to realize as this would require a vast
amount of measured action points option (2) and (3) are prac-
tically more feasible.

Liquid chromatographic methods are used for the charac-
terization of analyte mixtures. By separating the analytes, it is
possible to distinguish between them. In conventional SEC, to
evaluate the analyte-specific information, baseline separated
peaks are desired. Accordingly, the retention time differences
of the analytes must be large enough so that the peaks do not
overlap. In FT-SEC, there is no separation in the sense of dis-
tinguishable analyte bands as the analytes are mixed before as
well as behind the column. Therefore, the requirement of
baseline separated peaks does not exist in FT-SEC. The charac-
terization of analyte mixtures with FT-SEC is possible as long
as the retention time differences of the components are larger
than the instrumental and methodological uncertainty. Those
parameters have not been determined yet, however, it is
assumed that the required minimum retention time difference
is lower for the FT-SEC. This preliminary assessment is based
on the comparison of the accuracy of the mixtures’ phase
angle shift prediction (see Table 2) with the peak width (full
width) of a conventional SEC chromatogram. While the phase
angle shift could be predicted to be within an accuracy of 0.6°
(= 1.5 s), the full width of a peak is on the order of one
minute, which according to eqn (4) corresponds to about 24°.
Accordingly, analyte mixtures with components that have
small retention time differences, so that they can no longer be
correctly evaluated with conventional SEC, could possibly still
be evaluated with FT-SEC. Furthermore, in FT-SEC the
measurement time could potentially be reduced by increasing
the flow rate or by shortening the column length which would
decrease the retention times. This is related to a higher duty
cycle of the column used (see Fig. 1).

Effect of the applied period, T, on S/N

Different FT-SEC measurements with periods, T, of T = 60, 300,
600, 900, 1300, and 3600 s were performed in duplicate, each
with 12 oscillations at a flow rate of 1 mL min−1. For each
measurement series, a c = 0.1 g L−1 PS-100 kg mol−1 stock solu-
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tion was prepared. From each chromatogram recorded by
VWD-2, a section of 10 oscillations was cut from the mid-range
and used for Fourier transformation. Accordingly, the acqui-
sition time of the cut sections ranged from 600 to 36 000 s.
The S/N were normalized twice; (1) to the square root of the
acquisition time (

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
,

ffiffi
s

p
) of the cut sections; and sub-

sequently (2) to the highest (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
within one measure-

ment series. Both data sets were averaged and the Range (1/ffiffi
s

p
) was determined for each period according to

Range ¼ xmax � xmin; ð15Þ
where xmax and xmin is the maximum and the minimum (S/N)/ffiffiffiffiffiffi

taq
p

of the two data points per measured period, respectively.
The results are shown in Fig. 8. In Fig. 8 the normalized

(S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
increases towards longer periods and reaches a

plateau. Theoretically the (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
should be independent

of the period as the S/N scales proportionally to
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
.26 Thus,

when normalizing the S/N to
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
, the (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
should be

constant. The decrease in (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
toward shorter periods

can be explained by the decreasing magnitudes of the sinu-
soids towards shorter periods (data not shown) as the magni-
tudes are equal in time and frequency domain. The decrease
of the magnitudes towards shorter periods is assumed to be
caused by superposition of the different molecular weight frac-
tion of the polymer sample and due to mixing of adjacent
volume units inside dead volumes of the chromatographic
system (e.g. volume in the mixing chamber, the pump, the
tubing and flow cells) which will be summarized under the
term band broadening effects.34 Due to the band broadening
effects, adjacent volume units are mixed, which broadens the
sinusoidal analyte concentration profile and leads to reduced

or increased analyte concentration at the maxima and
minima, respectively. Consequently, the magnitude of the fluc-
tuation of the broadened sinusoidal analyte concertation
profile is reduced. The shorter the period, the higher the
analyte concentration difference per unit volume. Assuming
the broadening affects the same volume range, the shorter
periods the more the sinusoidal analyte concentration profile
is broadened and, thus, the more the magnitude is reduced.
However, with increasing period, less of the sinusoidal analyte
concentration profile is affected and similarly also the magni-
tude. If the period is long enough so that the extremums of
the sinusoidal analyte concentration profile is no longer
affected by the band broadening effects, the magnitude
remains constant regardless of the period.

Based on this assumption, a semi-empirical fit function is
suggested. The broadening affected volume can be visualized
as a volume (box) within the chromatographic system where
homogenous mixing occurs. The broadening of the sinusoidal
analyte concentration profile can then be described as the con-
volution of the sinusoidal analyte concentration profile with
this box, assumed as a rectangular signal as a function of time
for volume flux. According to the convolution theorem,26 a
convolution of two functions in the time domain is equal to a
multiplication of the Fourier transformed functions. This way,
a potential fit eqn (16) is derived:

y ¼ 2 � T � A � sin t0
2
� 2 � π

T

� �
; ð16Þ

where T (s) is the period of sinusoidal analyte concentration
profile, t0 (s) is the time required for a volume fraction to pass
the rectangle, which is the fraction of the volume of the rec-
tangle (mL) and the flow rate (1/60 mL s−1), A is a proportional-
ity factor, and y is the (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
.

As visible in Fig. 8, the proposed fit function describes the
data sufficiently well as reflected by the R-value = 0.9935. From
this fit, the maximum (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
(i.e. the asymptote) of 0.97/ffiffi

s
p

was derived under usage of L’Hôpital’s rule.36

Consecutively, it was determined at which period the (S/N)/ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
is significantly decreased from 0.97/

ffiffi
s

p
. For calculation,

three times the standard deviation of the Range/2 was sub-
tracted from 0.97/

ffiffi
s

p
resulting in 0.94/

ffiffi
s

p
. For this purpose, a

David test37 was carried out beforehand to confirm that the
Range/2 shows no deviation from a Gaussian distribution, i.e.
to show that the scattering of the data is independent of the
period. In Fig. 8 this threshold value of 0.94/

ffiffi
s

p
is indicated

with a horizontal dashed line, which cuts the asymptotic fit at
the critical period, Tcrit ≈ 300 s. Therefore, a sufficiently long
period should be selected for FT-SEC to make the effect of
chromatographic broadening of the sinusoidal concentration
profile negligible.

Sensitivity comparison at column overloading limit

To compare the sensitivity of FT-SEC with that of conventional
SEC, the column overloading limit was determined for both
methods. In conventional SEC, with increasing analyzed con-

Fig. 8 Effect of the period, T (s), on the S/N normalized to the square
root of the acquisition time (

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
,

ffiffiffi
s

p
). Two measurement series were

executed each with a fresh prepared PS stock solution. The (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
increases with longer periods towards a plateau. A fit function was
derived as described in the text, where y is the (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
. The critical

period, Tcrit, at which the (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
is significantly reduced from the

plateau, was determined by subtracting three times the standard devi-
ation of the Range/2 (σ(Range/2)) from the asymptote. The reduction in
(S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
towards shorter periods is assumed to be caused by broad-

ening of the sinusoidal excitation signal due to band broadening effects.
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centration at constant injection loop volume, the peak will
broaden, eventually with the formation of peak shape distor-
tions, and the retention time will increase due to column over-
loading effects.32 Therefore, the increase in dispersity index
(Đ) or the decrease in molecular weight with increasing
injected concentration can be evaluated to determine the
column overloading limit. In the current implementation of
FT-SEC, the molecular weight can be determined indirectly by
means of the phase angle shift calibration. The column over-
loading limit was defined as the concentration at which the
molecular weight is more than 10% lower than the molecular
weight analyzed at low concentration. In preliminary experi-
ments, the upper limit of the linear detector response λ =
260 nm of c = 1.00 g L−1 for both VWDs at was found to be
exceeded in subsequent experiments. Therefore, the measured
wavelength was changed to λ = 236 nm where PS has a lower
extinction coefficient. The upper limit of linear detector
response at λ = 236 nm was 3.60 g L−1. For the following experi-
ments, an in-house synthesized PS standard with a weight
average molecular weight (Mw) of 75.5 kg mol−1 (PS-75.5 kg
mol−1) and a low dispersity index (Đ = 1.02) was used.
Concentrations of (1) 0.25 g L−1, (2) 1.00 g L−1, (3) 1.75 g L−1,
(4) 2.50 g L−1, (5) 3.00 g L−1, (6) 3.40 g L−1, and (7) 3.60 g L−1

were analyzed via both methods, and (8) 4.00 g L−1 was
additionally analyzed for the conventional SEC method which
was above the upper limit of linear detector response (ignoring
dilution inside the chromatographic system) but this does not
affect the location of the peak maximum. For conventional
SEC, a 100 µL injection loop was used. For an FT-SEC measure-
ment, the period was T = 900 s and repeated five times, of
which three oscillations were used for evaluation. The flow rate
was 1 mL min−1 for both methods. The respective Mw were
determined using the calibrations established in section
“Molecular weight calibration”. The results are shown in
Fig. 9. Both data sets were fitted with an inverted exponential
function shown in eqn (17):

y ¼ B� e
c�c0
A ; ð17Þ

were y is the weight average molecular weight (Mw, g mol−1), B
is the y-axis offset, c is the concentration (g L−1), c0 (g L−1) is
an x-axis offset, and A (g L−1) is a stretching factor.

The determined Mw of the c = 0.25 g L−1 PS-75.5 kg mol−1

stock solution was used as a reference because it is assumed
that only minor column overloading phenomena occur at this
concentration and the percentage fraction of light absorption
caused by residual dissolved gas components (discussed in
previous sections) is small. The fit equations cut the
threshold value of Mw(0.25 g L−1) − 10% for the FT-SEC at c =
3.00 g L−1 and for the conventional SEC at c = 3.40 g L−1. This
shows that the conventional SEC method allows the analysis
of slightly higher concentrated samples before column
overloading.

For each measurement, the dilution factor, DF (−), at the
signal maximum in VWD-2 were determined for both

methods, i.e. for the maximum of the sinusoidal response
chromatogram and for the maximum of the peak, using

DF ¼ cprepared
cVWD‐2

; ð18Þ

with the concentration, c (g L−1), of the prepared PS stock solu-
tion (cprepared) and the concentration at the maximum of the
response signal within the flow cell of VWD-2 (cVWD-2).

The dilution factor for the FT-SEC was on average 1,
showing that at a period of 900 s the maximum of a sinusoid
is only marginally diluted during a measurement. This con-
firms the hypothesis stated in the previous section that the
dilution of a sinusoidal analyte concentration profile is mar-
ginal if a period of 300 s is exceeded. For the conventional SEC
the dilution factor was on average 3, showing a significant
dilution of the excitation signal during the measurement.
However, the column overloading limits of c = 3.40 g L−1 for
conventional SEC and of c = 3.00 g L−1 for FT-SEC differ by a
factor less than 3. This discrepancy is probably because the
maximum sample concentrations of the excitation signals
directly after introduction into the chromatographic system are
closer between both methods and consequently the extent of
the column overloading phenomena.

Consecutively the S/N was determined for both methods for
the measurements up to the column overloading limit.
Accordingly, for FT-SEC, the S/N was determined for the 0.25 g
L−1, 1.00 g L−1, 1.75 g L−1, 2.50 g L−1, and 3.00 g L−1 measure-
ments, whereas for conventional SEC, the 3.40 g L−1 measure-
ment was additionally evaluated. The S/N for conventional SEC
was determined as the height of the analyte peak divided by
the standard deviation of a peak-free region between 120 and
180 s. For both methods, the mass of analyzed PS, m(PS) (mg),

Fig. 9 Determination of the column overloading limit by FT-SEC and
conventional SEC method. The weight average molecular weights (Mw, g
mol−1) as a function of the concentration (c, g L−1) are shown. For
FT-SEC, a period of 900 s was used. For conventional SEC a 100 µL
injection loop was used. A deviation of 10% relative to the Mw of the c =
0.25 g L−1 measurement was used as the threshold value. The column
overloading limit for the FT-SEC is c = 3.00 g L−1 and for the conven-
tional SEC c = 3.40 g L−1. It is assumed that the difference is due to the
different dilution of the excitation signals.
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was computed for conventional SEC using eqn (19) and for
FT-SEC using eqn (20):

mðPSÞconv: ¼ V loop � cðPSÞ; ð19Þ

and

mðPSÞFT‐SEC ¼ taq � v̇ � cðPSÞ
60 � 2 ; ð20Þ

with Vloop being the injection loop volume (mL), taq the acqui-
sition time (s), ν̇ the flow rate (mL min−1) and c(PS) the PS con-
centration (g L−1). The factor of 60 (s min−1) in the denomi-
nator of eqn (20) is for the conversion from minutes to
seconds and the factor of 2 in the denominator of eqn (20)
reflects that half of the flux is with the PS stock solution and
half with the pure THF. The used acquisition time for a con-
ventional SEC measurement was taq = 780 s and for a FT-SEC
measurement, taq = 3·900 s = 2700 s. The m(PS) and the corres-
ponding S/N were both normalized to the respective acqui-
sition times by division by the square root of the acquisition
time (

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
,

ffiffi
s

p
). The results are presented in Fig. 10.

In Fig. 10, power-law fits of the type

y ¼ A � xB; ð21Þ

were applied to both data sets, where y is the (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
, x is

the m(PS)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
, and A is the responsiveness of the method.

The variable B should be B = 1.0 in case of a linear relationship
which was expected for both data sets because the concen-
trations were below the upper limit of linear detector
response.

For FT-SEC, B = 0.969, which better approximates the linear
correlation than that of conventional SEC with B = 0.843. The
deviations from B = 1.000 are probably due to dilution errors,
baseline fluctuations, and baseline drifts at low concentrations
which leads to a scattering of the data points. Although the
slight scattering, both data sets are well represented by the fit
functions confirmed by the R-values of R-value = 0.9933 for
conventional SEC and R-value = 0.9924 for FT-SEC.

To assess the sensitivity of a method the responsiveness as
well as the reachable (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
must be considered. The

responsiveness for conventional SEC of A = 1350 is similar to
the responsiveness for FT-SEC with A = 1345. Although the
responsiveness for both methods are similar the (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
are throughout higher for FT-SEC. For comparison of the
reachable (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
the measurements just below column

overloading are used. Accordingly, for the c = 3.00 g L−1

FT-SEC measurement (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
= 1766/

ffiffi
s

p
and for the c =

3.40 g L−1 conventional SEC measurement (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
= 33/ffiffi

s
p

, which is roughly a factor 50 lower. The higher (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
for the FT-SEC is because of the continuous analyte introduc-
tion into the system leading to a higher duty cycle of the
column compared to conventional SEC where the sample is
injected as a narrow analyte band into the system.
Consequently, for the same analyzed concentration a substan-
tially greater amount of m(PS)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
is analyzed. As the signal

intensity increases linearly with m(PS)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
, as shown in

Fig. 10, a higher (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
is gained.

Due to the linear increase of (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
with m(PS)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
,

one could imagine that the (S/N)/
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
for conventional SEC

can be increased by a factor of five by using a 500 µL instead of
a 100 µL injection loop. However, increasing the injection loop
volume broadens the peaks which in turn would lead to a
reduced responsiveness. Therefore, the real (S/N)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
increase would in such a case be assumingly less than a factor
of five.

Despite normalizing the S/N and m(PS) to
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
, it is

difficult to compare the two methods because the sample
introduction into the chromatographic system is fundamen-
tally different. While the conventional SEC method has a lower
sensitivity the FT-SEC method requires longer measurement
time. The longer measurement time result from the fact that
the analytes experience in the column the same partial steric
exclusion mechanism for both methods, but the FT-SEC
method requires a minimum of 2 oscillations to be evaluable
after Fourier transformation (see section “Chromatographic
and Fourier-related consideration”). Although the longer
measurement time initially appears disadvantageous, this is
also an advantage of the FT-SEC method. Because of the
steady-state character of the FT-SEC method, the data acqui-
sition can be extended as desired. By using the Fourier trans-
formation, the acquired oscillations are averaged, which
increases the S/N proportional to

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
.26 Consequently, the

S/N can be increased by just extending the acquisition time
which could be especially advantageous for low concentrated
samples or for LC detectors with low sensitivity, e.g. NMR
or IR.

Fig. 10 Sensitivity comparison of the FT-SEC with conventional SEC.
Depicted are the S/N as a function of the mass of analyzed PS (m(PS)),
both normalized to the square root of the acquisition time (

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
). The

data points correspond to the measurements of the concentrations
below the column overloading limits shown in Fig. 9. In the fit functions,
y is the S/N/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
and x is m(PS)/

ffiffiffiffiffiffi
taq

p
. At a concentration corres-

ponding to the respective column overloading limit shown in Fig. 9, the
FT-SEC method has an S/N higher by a factor of 50 compared to con-
ventional SEC.

Paper Analyst

1210 | Analyst, 2022, 147, 1199–1212 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

4 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

02
2.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

2/
4/

20
25

 9
:2

6:
05

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1an02298a


Conclusion

The proof of principle of the sinusoidal “injection” in liquid
chromatography and the related Fourier analysis of the sinu-
soidal detector trace was established and demonstrated for
SEC. This method is named Fourier transformation size exclu-
sion chromatography (FT-SEC). The sinusoidal “injection” was
achieved, by periodic repetition of a manually programmed
solvent reservoir composition profile (see Fig. 3). Two solvent
reservoirs have been used, one containing the pure solvent
and the other an analyte stock solution prepared with the
same solvent. At constant volume flux, the relative volume
content of the analyte stock solution is varied sinusoidally
resulting in a sinusoidal analyte concentration profile as a
function of time, which is the excitation signal. Two UV/VIS
detectors are used which record the excitation signal before
and the response signal after the column. The phase angle
shift between both chromatograms is determined using
Fourier transformation. For molecular weight analysis, the
phase angle shifts of PS calibration standards were used for
calibration. Due to the superposition principle, the obtained
molecular weight for a polymer sample corresponds assu-
mingly to a modified weight average molecular weight (Mw),
affected by the magnitude and phase angle shift difference
between the single components. In a direct comparison with
the molecular weight calibration of conventional SEC, it was
shown, that both calibrations have a similar shape, with slight
deviations present. It is assumed that the shape difference is
due to, despite applied degassing, residual light-absorbing dis-
solved gases as well as asymmetric band broadening effects
that modify the phase angles of the sinusoidal chromato-
grams. By analysis of different mixtures of each two PS stan-
dards, it was shown that a superposition is formed, of which
the magnitude and the phase angle shift were predictable
using the magnitude and phase angle shifts of the individual
components. This proves that the phase angle shifts of the PS
standards are the same for the pure and mixed state, showing
that the extent of the partial steric exclusion of an analyte
remains constant also in mixed state. To decompose a super-
posed detector signal obtained from a mixture with chemically
different analytes, the use of a detector with additional spec-
tral resolution, e.g. IR or NMR, is recommended.

In a measurement series with different periods, it was
shown that the S/N per square root unit time reaches a plateau
for the presented set-up using periods of >300 s. For shorter
periods the system band broadening effects broaden the sinu-
soidal excitation signal leading to a decreased magnitude and,
thus, to a reduced S/N in Fourier space.

In a sensitivity comparison between the FT-SEC and the
conventional SEC method, it was revealed, that the FT-SEC
method allows approximately a factor 50 higher in S/N, nor-
malized to the square root of the acquisition time, at the
column overloading limits for the presented measurements
and set-up. This is related to a higher duty cycle of the
column. Factors which affect the S/N in FT-SEC are: (1) the
magnitude of the excitation signal, (2) the period duration in

combination with the dead volume of the set-up, (3) the super-
position of detector signals of different analytes and, in the
case of SEC, also of different molecular weight fractions due to
molecular weight dispersity, and (4) the acquisition time.

The higher sensitivity and the advantage that the S/N
increases proportionally to the square root of the acquisition
time illustrates the potential of this technique for the analysis
of low concentrated samples or the usage of low sensitivity
detectors, like an NMR. Therefore, in forthcoming work, the
focus will be on employing the FT-SEC method to SEC hyphe-
nated with spectroscopic methods as a potential technique for
enhancing the S/N when using e.g. benchtop NMR spec-
trometers or SEC-IR combinations.3,35
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