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Abstract: Accurate quantification of trace metals in soils is crucial for environmental monitoring, agricultural 
evaluation, and geochemical studies. Inductively Coupled Plasma Optical Emission Spectrometry (ICP-OES) is a widely 
used technique for multi-element analysis, but its effectiveness is highly dependent on the sample preparation 
process, particularly the digestion method. This study compares three common digestion methods: aqua regia 
digestion, microwave-assisted digestion, and open acid digestion. Efficiency, reproducibility, and applicability to 
various soil matrices are examined. Microwave-assisted digestion performed best, achieving superior recovery rates 
and precision due to the high-pressure, high-temperature conditions that enhance mineral dissolution. Aqua regia 
digestion is effective for metals bound to organic and carbonate fractions but struggles with silicate-bound metals. 
Open acid digestion, while simple and cost-effective, faces limitations in fully digesting resistant soil components. 
These findings emphasize the importance of selecting the appropriate digestion method for accurate ICP-OES 
analysis, providing valuable insights for optimizing trace metal analysis in soils.
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1. Introduction

Trace metals in soils are critical indicators of soil quality, environmental contamination, and geochemical 
processes. Accurate measurement of these metals is necessary for various scientific fields, including agriculture, 
environmental science, and geochemistry. Inductively Coupled Plasma Optical Emission Spectrometry (ICP-OES) is 
a widely employed analytical technique for trace metal analysis due to its high sensitivity, precision, and ability to 
analyze multiple elements simultaneously.

However, obtaining reliable ICP-OES results depends heavily on effective sample preparation, especially the 
digestion process that converts complex soil matrices into clear, analyzable solutions. Soils are heterogeneous, 
containing a variety of mineral phases, organic matter, and anthropogenic contaminants. The diverse nature of 
soil matrices, coupled with the strong binding of certain trace metals, can make the extraction of these metals 
challenging.

In the field of soil trace metal analysis, several digestion methods are commonly employed: aqua regia 
digestion, microwave-assisted digestion, and open acid digestion. Each of these methods has advantages and 
drawbacks, especially in terms of efficiency and reproducibility. This paper systematically compares these three 
methods to assess their efficacy, reproducibility, and suitability for ICP-OES analysis in diverse soil matrices.
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2. Overview of Soil Digestion Methods

(1) Aqua regia digestion

Aqua regia digestion is a conventional method where a mixture of hydrochloric acid (HCl) and nitric acid (HNO₃) 
is used to dissolve metals from soil samples. The strong oxidizing nature of aqua regia allows it to efficiently 
dissolve metals associated with organic matter, sulfides, and carbonates. However, its ability to dissolve silicate-
bound metals is limited. The lack of complete dissolution of silicate structures typically results in a partial 
extraction, often referred to as “pseudo-total” extraction, which may lead to an underestimation of total trace 
metal content.

(2) Technical parameters for aqua regia digestion

Sample Mass: 1.0 g

Acid Mixture: 5 mL concentrated hydrochloric acid (HCl) and 2 mL nitric acid (HNO₃)

Temperature: Room temperature to 95°C (typically heated on a hotplate)

Time: 2 hours

Equipment: Hot plate with temperature control

Reference: U.S. EPA Method 3050B (1996)

(3) Microwave-assisted digestion

Microwave-assisted digestion represents a significant advancement in sample preparation. This method utilizes 
sealed vessels and microwave energy to generate high temperatures and pressures, significantly enhancing the 
dissolution of metals, particularly those bound in silicate minerals. The high temperature and pressure conditions 
accelerate the chemical reactions between the acid mixtures and soil minerals, leading to more complete 
digestion and higher recovery rates for a broader range of metals. The closed system also minimizes analyte loss 
due to volatilization and contamination, ensuring reproducibility and higher precision.

Technical Parameters for Microwave-Assisted Digestion:

Sample Mass: 0.5 g

Acid Mixture: 5 mL concentrated nitric acid (HNO₃)

Temperature: 180°C

Pressure: 20 bar

Time: 30 minutes

Equipment: CEM Mars 6 Microwave Digestion System

Reference: U.S. EPA Method 3051A (2007)

(4) Open acid digestion

Open acid digestion is one of the oldest and simplest methods for soil digestion. The method involves heating 
soil samples with concentrated acids, usually nitric acid, on a hotplate or digestion block. While simple and cost-
effective, this method suffers from limitations in terms of efficiency, particularly when dealing with silicate-bound 
metals. The method also does not provide the high-pressure and high-temperature conditions necessary for 
complete digestion of resistant minerals, which can lead to analyte loss and incomplete recovery.

Technical Parameters for Open Acid Digestion:

Sample Mass: 1.0 g
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Acid: 10 mL concentrated nitric acid (HNO₃)

Temperature: 150°C

Time: 2 hours

Equipment: Hot plate with temperature control

Reference: U.S. EPA Method 3051A (2007)

3. Challenges in Digestion Methods for ICP-OES Soil Analysis

While each of these digestion methods is widely used, they come with inherent challenges that can affect 
the accuracy and reproducibility of trace metal analysis. One of the main challenges is the incomplete digestion 
of silicate-bound metals. Silicate minerals host a significant portion of trace metals, which are often resistant to 
standard acid digestion methods. Aqua regia and open acid digestion are particularly limited in their ability to 
extract metals from silicate minerals, leading to lower recovery rates for these elements.

Matrix effects are another major issue that complicates soil digestion and ICP-OES analysis. The presence of 
organic matter, clay minerals, and oxides in the soil matrix can introduce spectral interferences during ICP-OES 
measurement. These interferences can complicate the accurate quantification of trace metals, especially when 
incomplete digestion leads to residual undissolved material. This issue is most pronounced in open acid digestion, 
where variability in heating rates and manual control can cause inconsistencies.

Reproducibility is crucial for generating reliable data. Inconsistent heating conditions, varying acid 
concentrations, and incomplete sample homogenization can lead to significant variations in recovery rates. 
While microwave-assisted digestion improves reproducibility by providing automated temperature and pressure 
control, the other methods often lack this level of consistency.

4. Strategies for Improving Digestion Efficiency and Analytical Accuracy

(1) Optimizing digestion conditions

One of the most effective ways to improve digestion efficiency is to optimize the conditions under which the 
digestion is carried out. For microwave-assisted digestion, adjusting key parameters such as temperature, acid 
composition, and reaction time based on preliminary studies can help maximize recovery rates and ensure the 
complete extraction of target metals. For example, increasing the temperature and pressure in the microwave 
digestion process can accelerate the dissolution of more resistant minerals, especially silicate-bound metals, which 
are often difficult to extract using traditional methods. Additionally, altering the acid composition can improve 
the reactivity of the acids with different soil types, enhancing the overall digestion efficiency. The use of certified 
reference materials (CRMs) is essential in this optimization process. CRMs ensure that the digestion protocols are 
fully optimized for complete extraction and that the results are consistent with known standards, minimizing the 
risk of underestimation of the trace metal content in the sample.

(2) Using internal standards

Internal standards are indispensable in ICP-OES analysis, as they help compensate for matrix effects and correct 
for any instrumental drift during the analysis. Matrix effects arise when the sample matrix (in this case, the soil) 
influences the behavior of the analytes in the plasma, leading to signal variations. By adding a known amount 
of a non-interfering element (the internal standard) to each sample, it is possible to correct for these variations, 
ensuring more accurate quantification of the target trace metals. The internal standard should closely match 
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the analytes in terms of behavior under plasma conditions. For example, rare earth elements such as yttrium or 
scandium are often used as internal standards due to their similar ionization energies and sensitivity in ICP-OES. 
Using internal standards significantly enhances the precision of measurements, allowing for more reliable results, 
even when dealing with complex matrices like soils, which may contain a variety of interfering substances.

(3) Sample pre-treatment

Pre-treatment of soil samples plays a critical role in reducing variability during digestion and improving the 
overall efficiency of the process. Homogenizing, grinding, and sieving the soil samples before digestion ensures 
that the sample is uniform, thereby reducing the possibility of uneven metal distribution within the sample. This 
pre-treatment step is particularly important for soils that contain large particles or heterogeneous components, 
such as rocks or organic matter, which may not be fully digested. Grinding the soil to a fine powder allows for 
better acid penetration during the digestion process, ensuring that the metals are more effectively extracted from 
the soil matrix. Additionally, removing large organic debris (such as plant material or roots) prior to digestion 
helps to reduce the potential for contamination and interference, thus improving the digestion efficiency and 
consistency.

(4) Quality control

Quality control (QC) measures are fundamental in ensuring the reliability and accuracy of the digestion process. 
QC practices such as analyzing blanks, duplicates, and certified reference materials help monitor the performance 
of the digestion protocol and detect any potential contamination or procedural errors. Blanks are used to identify 
any contamination introduced during the sample preparation or digestion process, ensuring that any background 
signal in the ICP-OES analysis is accounted for. Duplicates are essential for assessing the reproducibility of the 
digestion process, ensuring that the results are consistent across multiple aliquots of the same sample. The use 
of certified reference materials is also crucial, as they provide known concentrations of trace metals, which can 
be used to verify the accuracy of the digestion and subsequent ICP-OES analysis. Regular implementation of QC 
measures helps to identify any deviations in the digestion process, allowing for adjustments to be made before 
proceeding with the analysis of unknown samples.

5. Trends in Soil Digestion Method Development

Recent trends in digestion technology have focused on improving efficiency, reproducibility, and sustainability. 
Microwave-assisted digestion has become increasingly popular due to its ability to digest a wide range of soil 
types and extract metals more completely. Further research is also focused on improving the design of digestion 
vessels and control systems to enhance the reproducibility and robustness of the method.

Sustainability has also driven research into alternative acid reagents and reduced reagent volumes, in line with 
green chemistry principles. These efforts aim to reduce laboratory waste and minimize environmental impact 
without compromising the accuracy of the analysis.

Automation is another key trend in digestion systems. The integration of sample weighing, reagent addition, 
and digestion heating in automated systems reduces manual errors and enhances reproducibility. Hybrid 
methods that combine microwave heating with ultrasonic energy or other technologies are being explored to 
further accelerate mineral dissolution, particularly for silicate-bound metals.

6. Conclusion

This comparative study underscores the importance of selecting the appropriate digestion method for ICP-
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OES analysis of trace metals in soils. Aqua regia digestion remains a reliable tool for extracting metals from labile 
fractions, but it is limited when it comes to silicate-bound metals. Open acid digestion, though operationally 
simple and cost-effective, is constrained by incomplete digestion and greater variability. Microwave-assisted 
digestion, with its high-pressure, high-temperature conditions, offers superior recovery rates and reproducibility 
across a wide range of soil types.

To ensure accurate and reproducible results, laboratories should consider adopting microwave-assisted 
digestion protocols and incorporating comprehensive quality control practices. As digestion technologies 
continue to evolve, these advancements will contribute to more reliable environmental and geochemical 
assessments and improve our understanding of trace metal dynamics in soils.
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