
Exposure to chemical compounds in the
air, in particular volatile organic
compounds, is almost unavoidable in the
modern world, whether at home, in the
workplace or in the general environment.
Some of these compounds have the
potential to cause adverse health effects,
both long term (chronic) and short term
(acute), so it is important to be able to
monitor their airborne concentration. In
some cases this can be achieved using
portable real-time instruments but this
may not always be appropriate, in
particular where complex mixtures are
present. In these instances it is more
usual to collect the target compounds on
a solid sorbent held within a sampling
tube which is then desorbed and ana-
lysed in the laboratory, generally by gas
chromatography (GC).

Solvent desorption (SD) of air samples
collected using sorbent tubes is a long
established analytical procedure.
However, in the 1980’s an alternative
method, thermal desorption (TD), in
which the sorbent is desorbed by heating
and concentrated on a focusing trap (FT),
began to become commercially available.
Over the last 30 years the use of this
technique, which allows measurement of
airborne concentrations ranging from
percent to parts per trillion has grown
with advances in equipment and greater
availability of validated methods. In
addition to vapour phase organic
compounds, TD can be used for the
analysis of some inorganic gases such as
nitrous oxide. TD is not suitable for the
analysis of methane, compounds less
volatile than C44 aliphatic hydrocarbons
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trap at the same end they entered. This is
particularly important where the FT
contains more than one sorbent in order
to reduce the likelihood of low volatility
analytes coming into contact with the
stronger sorbent and not being fully
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Conditioning involves heating the tube in
a ow of gas to a temperature slightly
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