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Guard columns and retention gaps are used widely in gas chromatography
(GC). Many users have difficulty understanding the difference between
these two products, even though there is a significant difference in appli-
cation. In Part 1 of this article we reviewed retention gaps, which mainly
are used for focusing the sample components when introducing a large
(liquid) sample directly onto the column. In contrast, guard columns are

used to protect the analytical column from contamination. Guard columns and retention
gaps both must be coupled to the analytical column, and this connection introduces a
potential point of risk. A new approach is to integrate the retention gap directly into the ana-
lytical column tubing. By applying a “segment” coating technology the stationary phase can
be deposited only in a certain part of the column allowing a deactivated section at the begin-
ning. Column coupling is not required and maintenance is greatly simplified. Here we will
review guard columns and discuss the new segment coating technology.

Use of guard columns
The purpose of using guard columns is to protect the analytical column from contamina-
tion since the sample that is introduced is not always pure. Although the best chromatogra-
phy is obtained with “clean” samples, the practical situation is that sample clean-up proce-
dures are minimized and relative “dirty” samples are introduced onto the column. Samples
can contain particulates, heavy components, derivatization reagents, ionic residues, acids,
bases… all these compounds can interfere with the stationary phase and they will influence
the separation process. Usually the degradation of column performance is a slow process but
it will happen.

Most of the time the impurities accumulate in the first meter(s) of the column and by cutting
off this section adequate separation is restored. Many users choose to connect a guard col-
umn in front of the analytical column. Such a guard column is deactivated and can be
trimmed when contaminated and eventually replaced. Depending on the application, guard
columns have a lifetime of 1 week up to 6 months. One has different choices for guard
columns; a guard column can consist only of deactivated capillary, or it can be a coated capillary.

Deactivated capillary tubing: Deactivated fused silica tubing can be purchased by the meter
and then a defined length can be coupled in front of the analytical column. Upon contam-
ination, a section of the guard column is removed. When the whole guard is “consumed” a
new guard column can be coupled. The disadvantage of cutting parts off of the guard col-
umn is that the column becomes shorter and this may affect retention times. However, if a
similar length is always cut from the guard column, the change in retention time becomes
very predictable. A deactivated guard column will also result in band focusing. If the injec-
tion is not optimal, there will be a focusing effect similar to that of a retention gap.

Coated capillary tubing: As the guard column needs to prevent contamination of the ana-
lytical column, a coated guard column can help as it has both the surface deactivation and
also the stationary phase layer. The easiest and most economical way of using coated guard
columns (or precolumns) is to buy two analytical columns. One we will use as a separation
column and the second one will be used to make coated guard columns. From this second
column we will cut 2m sections and couple a section in front of the analytical separation col-
umn. We can run our samples until contamination affects peak shape/response and then we
can replace the guard with a new 2m section.

The system we have created will produce reproducible retention times as we always will
replace the entire 2m coated guard column. Since the stationary phase is the same on the
guard as on the analytical column, there will be no surprises. The coated guard column also
will allow more aggressive samples/more contamination before it will give up. Lastly, we are
able to cut 15 coated guard columns from a full 30m analytical column...that’s also eco-
nomical! However, if using a coated guard column, there will be no focusing effects.
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General Information

Segment coating technology eliminates problematic connections
Both retention gaps and guard columns must be coupled to the analytical col-
umn. While there are several types of effective coupling devices, all can create
dead volume and can be a potential source of leaks and reactivity. Segment
coating technology allows the retention gap or guard column to be built
directly in the same piece of tubing as the analytical column, eliminating the
connector and associated risks. This technology, available from Restek, is
termed Integra-Guard™ or Integra-Gap™ and is based on the static coating
method. In this process the capillary column is filled with a coating solution
of stationary phase in a volatile solvent. The column is sealed on one end and
on the other side a vacuum is applied. The solvent is evaporated and the dis-
solved polymer is deposited on the inside deactivated wall of the fused silica
column. The static coating method allows columns to be coated by segment.
When filling, for example, a 40m capillary with the coating solution, only 30m
are filled. The first 10m remain uncoated, having only the deactivation treat-
ment (Figure 1). This method deposits the stationary phase only in a desig-
nated portion of the capillary, creating the Integra-Guard™ or the Integra-
Gap™. The advantages of this technology are clear: eliminating the connector
removes a potential source of leaks and reduces dead volume. Additionally,
maintenance is faster and simpler since there is no manual connection to make.

Guard columns and retention gaps are useful tools to the practicing chemist,
and it is important to understand the difference between them. While they
help protect analytical columns and focus samples, respectively, they are also
a source of potential problems, such as leaks. Segment coating technology
offers a better solution—integrated columns containing both the guard or gap
section and the analytical column together in a single piece of tubing. These
Integra-Guard™ and Integra-Gap™ columns are a simple, effective solution;
they eliminate the risks of a separate connection and provide stable, accurate data.

Using Guard Columns and Retention

Gaps in GC (Part 2) Continued from page 2.

Figure 1 Static coating allows Integra-Gap™ integrated retention
gaps to be built directly into the analytical column tubing.

Attend a FREE Restek seminar covering basic
fundamentals and practical applications.
Special sections focus on method develop-
ment, transfer, and hands-on tips and tech-
niques.

Course Topics

• HPLC Separation Theory
• The HPLC (and UHPLC) Column
• Developing a UHPLC Method
• Transferring Methods
• Tips and Techniques for UHPLC 

Date Location Cat.#

United States
March 17 Columbia, MD 65765
March 18 Bridgewater, NJ 65766
March 20 Malvern, PA 65767
April 23 Atlanta, GA 65768
June 10 St. Louis, MO 65769
June 12 Cincinnati, OH 65770
June 13 Pittsburgh, PA 65771
Canada
April 24 Montreal, PQ 65772
April 21 Toronto, ON 65773
April 22 Toronto, ON 65774
April 23 Burlington, ON 65775

Visit us at www.restek.com/uhplc for more
information or to register.

Seating is limited—register today and learn
how to improve your analyses with UHPLC!

Interested in Learning

More About UHPLC? 

For more information on Integra-Gap™ 
technology, see “Selecting a GC Column for
Glycerin in Biodiesel” on page 10. 




