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Single particle inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry (splCP-MS or SP-ICP-MS depending on the
author) is becoming an important tool for the characterization of nanoparticles (NPs). The method allows
determining the size, size distribution, and particle number concentrations of NPs in suspensions after
a mere few minutes of measurement. This review is modeled after the concept of “an ideal method for
atomic spectroscopy” introduced by Gary M. Hieftje in his publication dedicated to Howard Malmstadt.
This review discusses the instrumental developments in spICP-MS of recent years step-by-step, from the
sample introduction system to the detector. The authors identify necessary improvements and suggest
directions for further developments which have the potential to bring the method closer to “an ideal
method for atomic spectroscopy”. The review also discusses the literature on coupling spICP-MS to
separation and fractionation techniques including capillary electrophoresis (CE), field flow fractionation
(FFF), and differential mobility analysis (DMA). The second part of the review is dedicated to the
applications of spICP-MS. Key steps in sample preparation and selected instrumental conditions that
were used in the published literature are summarized in a tabular form. Most frequently, spICP-MS is
used for silver (Ag), gold (Au), and titanium dioxide (TiO,) nanomaterial analysis. Data acquisition was
typically performed with millisecond dwell times in the past while a time resolution of hundreds of
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1 Introduction
1.1 Nanomaterials

Nanotechnology is a rapidly developing field of science which
utilizes materials and their properties at the nanometer (10~°
m) scale. The basic idea of nanotechnology has been formu-
lated already in 1960 by Richard P. Feynman: “What would the
properties of materials be if we could really arrange the atoms
the way we want them?”” Indeed, materials at the nanometer
scale possess unique properties different from those of
chemically identical bulk materials. The fact that matter has
distinct size-dependent properties led to the development of
colloid chemistry. The first systematic studies in this field
were conducted by Michael Faraday when he described the
properties of “ruby” gold (Au) suspensions in 1857.* “The
state of division of these particles must be extreme; they have
not as yet been seen by any power of the microscope.”® This
statement is proof that the task of analyzing Au nanoparticles
(NPs) was a challenge. The variety of states and properties of
nanomaterials still presents a challenge for their character-
ization in analytical chemistry, even after more than 150 years
after the term “colloid” was first coined.* The invention of
electron microscopes in the 20th century has allowed scien-
tists to visualize nanomaterials (i.e. particles of any shape
with at least one dimension of a size between 1 nm and 100
nm). Although microscopy-based techniques became prom-
inent nanomaterial analysis tools, they have some limita-
tions, namely, difficult sample preparation, limited area of
analysis, and measurement of projections (not three-
dimensional imaging). Therefore, alternative
methods are needed.

analysis

An alternative method for nanomaterial characterization
is single particle inductively coupled plasma mass spec-
trometry (spICP-MS, also referred to as SP-ICP-MS depending
on the author).” The technique utilizes a standard ICP-MS
setup, and makes use of time-resolved detection to probe
NPs that are introduced into diluted suspensions (ideally)
one by one. Since the first publications, the field has grown
rapidly (Fig. 1) and, in the authors’ estimation, will continue
to grow. There have been several reviews focusing on the
topic of spICP-MS,*® discussing the principles, potential,
limitations, and selected applications. The goal of this review
is to critically discuss the latest developments and remaining
challenges of spICP-MS and its metrology, to highlight
instrumental parameters that are important for NP detection,
and to inform the reader about the latest applications of
spICP-MS when used with and without particle fractionation
methods.

1.2 Principle and early development of spICP-MS

The basic principle of spICP-MS is that NPs can be detected
individually if they are introduced sequentially into diluted
suspensions and the detector readout frequency is sufficiently
high. The constituents of a given single NP generate a discrete
pulse of ions at a corresponding mass-to-charge ratio (m/z) on
the order of a few hundreds of microseconds above the
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Fig. 1 Number of spICP-MS publications according to the Web of
Science database (accessed on 28 May 2019). 314 publications in total.
The search command: "SP-ICP-MS" or "SP-ICPMS” or “sp-ICPMS" or
“single particle ICPMS" or “single particle ICP-MS" or "single particle
inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry” or “single particle
inductively coupled plasma mass-spectrometry” (the characters are
not register sensitive). Note that two publications published in 2004-
2006, which do not use the abovementioned terms, were added
manually. *The results for 2019 are incomplete.

continuous background.' The signal abundance is propor-
tional to the mass of an NP after careful calibration of the
system. NP size can then be calculated from the NP mass if an
element-specific density and particle geometry are assumed.
The frequency of the detected signal pulses can be related to the
particle number concentration (PNC) in the suspension. Over-
all, spICP-MS allows obtaining the average size, size distribu-
tion, and PNC of NPs after only a few minutes of measurement.
Quantification and calibration strategies were summarized and
described in detail in other older reviews,*® so they will be
discussed only shortly below.

The history of discrete particle detection has already been
described.® The first utilization of an ICP source for time-
resolved particle analysis was published by Kawaguchi
et al.'* In their paper, micrometer-sized particles were gener-
ated after the desolvation of monodisperse NaCl, Ca(NOj3),,
and Cu(NOj), droplets. The method was based on optical
emission spectrometry (OES) detection and intended for the
analysis of particles in air. Time resolved detection of MnCOj;
particles in model aerosol samples with ICP-OES was reported
by Bochert and Dannecker to obtain a particle size distribu-
tion.*” Later, the group of Kawaguchi adapted the technique to
ICP-MS (the commercial detector was modified) to achieve 15
times lower mass detection limits (LODs) and detect femto-
gram amounts of zinc."® This method utilized monodisperse
droplets of Zn(CH;COO), and Pb(NO3), suspensions that were
dried to produce particles, which were then introduced into
the ICP-MS. Two years later it was shown that instrumental
conditions significantly affect the resulting particle signal.*
For example, the combination of radio frequency (RF) power,
sampling position, and carrier gas (also referred to as “nebu-
lizer gas”) flow were shown to influence the signal. For Zn-

containing particles, optimal conditions for particle
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detection were reported to be 1400 W RF power, 14 mm
sampling position, and 0.8 L min~" carrier gas flow; however,
no other elements or matrices were tested. At that time, the main
future applications for air and aerosol analysis were predicted to
be environmental studies (detection of contaminants in air) and
control of clean environments (e.g. clean rooms in industrial
application)."***¢ Also, the detection of particles from suspen-
sions with ICP-OES was reported.'”*® For example, Knight et al.
studied micrometer-sized particles of refractory oxides and sili-
cates.”® They pointed out that due to incomplete droplet vapor-
ization and particle ionization, the response obtained for 3-7 pm
silica particles was not proportional to the mass of the analytes.
Furthermore, the mass calibration “still has remained a problem”
when the article was published, due to a lack of commercially
available particles (detectable by ICP-OES) with narrow size
distributions.'®

A feasibility study for colloid suspension analysis with spICP-
MS was published by Degueldre and Favarger in 2003.% In the
paper, results of spICP-MS with 10 ms dwell time for the anal-
ysis of polydisperse 400 nm (median size) TiO,, 150 nm Al,O3,
400 nm FeOOH, and some natural colloids were presented. The
choice of isotopes for detection was discussed in detail because
of the mass interference experienced by light elements in
a single quadrupole ICP-MS (ICP-Q-MS), and **Ti", >’Al", *"Fe",
and *[SiO]" were chosen for NP detection in a model water
matrix. Similar studies were published by the same authors for
100 nm ZrO,," manually milled ThO, (ref. 20) and UO,,* and 80
to 250 nm Au particles.?® The studies utilized PNC of 10° to 10°
ecm?, and the method was presented as an alternative to
microscopy investigations.>**-*?

After the first publications on spICP-MS between 2003 and
2011, the total number of publications first doubled in 2012 (¢f:
Fig. 1). According to a search in the Web of Science database,
interest in this method is steadily growing and over 300 peer-
reviewed manuscripts on the topic have been published to
date. The next chapter is dedicated to the description of
improvements of the spICP-MS method and areas that require
further research and where the methodology can be further
developed in the opinion of the authors.

2 A step towards an ideal spICP-MS
method

The title and idea of the article were inspired by plenary lectures
of Gary M. Hieftje**** and his publication dedicated to Howard
Malmstadt in 2006." Howard Malmstadt's research reportedly
followed the concept of an “ideal”. He was known to first define
the qualities of an ideal “concept, method, device, or system”,
and the research itself was then aimed at overcoming the
identified weaknesses.' In the same paper,* the characteristics
of such “an ideal method for atomic spectroscopy” were
defined. These characteristics comprise, among others, the
LOD of a single atom, no spectral or matrix interference,
simultaneous multielement detection, and standardless anal-
ysis.* These ideal characteristics warrant another look here and
will be compared to performance characteristics as they are
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related to spICP-MS and NP analysis to date. The capabilities
and advances of the method along with the limitations are
critically discussed and future areas of research are identified
which would help to bring us closer to what would be an ideal
spICP-MS method.

2.1 Sample preparation

“An ideal method for atomic spectroscopy” would require no
sample preparation, and, ideally, liquid samples could be
analyzed with spICP-MS without any sample preparation. In
reality, this can be done only for model solutions (and not for
unknown samples); however, this still requires an abundance of
factors to be considered beforehand, especially when a signifi-
cant amount of matrix is present, in order not to alter the state
of NPs. Nanomaterials possess high surface energy that makes
them more reactive compared to bulk materials of the same
composition; therefore, the stability of the NP suspensions
should always be considered during storage, handling, sample
preservation, and sample preparation. Different dispersion
media or dilutions, interactions with materials of the sampling
or storage containers, storage conditions, and storage time may
alter the surface coating or size of the NPs and cause aggrega-
tion. Moreover, a certain PNC range is required for analysis to
measure the NPs individually. The required PNC range for
analysis is discussed here in detail, as it depends on a plethora
of factors (nebulization and transport efficiency, type of nebu-
lizer and sample introduction system, elemental composition
and size of the NPs etc.). If the samples are too diluted,
measurement time can be increased to enhance the number of
detected particles. In some cases, matrix interference can be
reduced by sample dilution.

Nanomaterials often come in complex matrices (e.g. solid
matrices and environmental and food samples) and require
carefully optimized sample preparation protocols for their
successful extraction and spICP-MS analysis. Table 1 presents
an overview of all papers which report sample preparation
strategies for spICP-MS sorted by the type of matrix (e.g.
animal tissue, cell cultures, body fluids, cosmetics etc.) and by
the publication year. This table is intended to help the reader
to easily grasp the experimental details. In addition, the
reader is advised that the main challenges of sample prepa-
ration are discussed in some detail in other papers and
reviews.>>?¢

It is fundamentally important when using complex matrices
to consider that the state of NPs may change due to filtering
(NPs may interact with filter membranes), species interconver-
sion (NPs may partially dissolve and form ionic species or ionic
species can be reduced to corresponding metals), extraction and
digestion procedures, or storage. At the current state of
knowledge and as it is used today, spICP-MS is considered to be
very suitable for the analysis of liquid samples without any
sample preparation but only in the case of a rather simple
matrix. In all other cases, a careful sample preparation method
development is required for the analysis of complex, in partic-
ular, solid matrices to ensure that NPs do not change in their
size, form, or aggregation state.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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50.5 nm TiNbCN

SNb"

555 Hz

nebulizer,

and Disperbyk-

2012,

titanium

cyclonic spray
chamber

carbonitride
particles

centrifugation to

remove

dissolved iron,
dilution

“ Note that the entries are grouped by the sample matrix that is the main focus of each study. Papers that report solely on spICP-MS method development are not included.
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2.2 Sample introduction

In an ideal world, a sample introduction system would exist for
spICP-MS that features a 100% transport efficiency and a high
tolerance to all kinds of different matrices. Today, commercially
available nebulizers do not achieve a 100% particle transport
efficiency, which necessitates the precise determination of the
nebulizer transport efficiency for system calibration. Pneumatic
nebulizers achieve only approximately 0.5-2% transport effi-
ciency with a 1 mL min " sample uptake rate.”” The aerosol
transport through a spray chamber is aimed to eliminate larger
droplets, which helps to reduce the solvent load and to improve
analyte signal stability, but at the same time a considerable
amount of the analytes is also lost. An alternative to high-flow
pneumatic nebulizers (e.g. 1 mL min ' sample uptake rate)
are micronebulizers with considerab