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Assessing the recovery of food allergens from solid
processed matrixes is one of the most difficult steps
that needs to be overcome to enable the accurate
quantification of protein allergens by immunoassay
and MS. A feasibility study is described herein
applying International System of Units (SI)-traceably
quantified milk protein solutions to assess recovery
by an improved extraction method. Untargeted MS
analysis suggests that this novel extraction method
can be further developed to provide high recoveries
for a broad range of food allergens. A solution of
a-casein was traceably quantified to the SI for the
content of a-S1 casein. Cookie dough was prepared
by spiking a known amount of the SI-traceable
quantified solution into a mixture of flour, sugar, and
soya spread, followed by baking. A novel method for
the extraction of protein food allergens from solid
matrixes based on proteolytic digestion was
developed, and its performance was compared with
the performance of methods reported in the
literature.

Food allergy is an increasingly important public health
problem, with implications for the general health status,
economy, and legislation of a country. Currently, European

rules for prepacked and certain non-prepacked foods establish a list
of 14 food allergens, which must be disclosed by referencing the
allergen source whenever they, or ingredients made from them, are
formulated for use in a food, including when a list of ingredients
neednot be given (e.g., alcoholic drinks;RegulationNo. 1169/2011,
Annex II). The list consists of cereals containing gluten, crustaceans,
molluscs, eggs, fish, peanuts, certain nuts, soya, milk, celery,
mustard, sesame, lupin, and sulfur dioxide. The majority of these
food allergens are proteins with a defined structure in their native
form that can induce allergic reactions in sensitized consumers.
The two most common food allergies in childhood are to milk and
egg proteins. Currently, there is no generally accepted cure for
food allergy, and avoidance of the triggering protein(s) is the
main clinical management regime. Risk assessment and risk
management in aid of avoidance depend heavily on the detection

and quantification of food allergens at clinically relevant
concentrations. However, all current analytical approaches suffer
from drawbacks (1). Herein, we report the preparation of a solution
of milk protein fractions of a-S casein and the metrological
quantification of a-S1 casein by exact-matching isotope dilution
MS (EM-IDMS) and

· its application to assess extraction recoveries, including
improved recovery from solid matrixes by an independently
developed direct tryptic proteolysis, which shows promise as a
generic extraction method for MS analysis; and

· the characterization of the extracted peptides and their
potential modifications.

Allergen Measurement

Methods for detecting food allergens include immunoassays,
particularly ELISA, MS, and PCR methods, among which
commercial ELISAs are currently the most commonly used. In
ELISA, the specificity of the assay antibodies and, therefore, their
ability to detect allergenic proteins, primarily depends on how the
antibodies have been raised and what epitopes they react to. These
are, therefore, likely to be major causes of measurement variability.
Furthermore, from an analytical point of view, modifications of the
tertiary structure of the allergen protein induced by food processing
may affect the antibody recognition (2–7).
LC-MS-based methods are available for the measurement of

allergen proteins (8–18), with many based on detecting and
quantifying peptides following proteolytic digestion and the use
of isotopically labeled internal standards (ISs) corresponding to a
portion of the sequence of the protein to be detected/quantified
(19, 20). LC-MS-based methods offer a number of advantages
over ELISA and PCR as they can bemade specific to the protein to
be quantified (11), provide protein identity information, permit a
wider linear dynamic range, are less prone to be affected by food
processing, and, if appropriately applied, can be used as reference
methods or for the production of certified reference materials.
However, LC-MS methods remain as vulnerable as other
approaches in the following crucial respects (1):

· Poor extraction efficiency (stemming from thermal- and
processing-induced protein insolubility and protein reaction with
matrix compounds, such as tannins and polyphenols).

· Difficulty in determining recovery owing to a lack of
reference methods and reference materials.

· Lack of metrological traceability to secure the
standardization and harmonization of results.

Milk Allergens

Milk allergy is an adverse immunological reaction to milk
proteins of different mammalian species, and it is one of the
most common and widespread food allergies, particularly in
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children. Cow’s milk contains several proteins that could each, in
principle, elicit an allergic reaction in a sensitized individual. The
proteins present in milk are subdivided into two major groups:
caseins (about 80%) and whey proteins (20%; 21, 23). The World
Allergy Organization defines a-casein as the major milk allergen;
a-S1 casein represents 80% of a-caseins (22). Immunoassay
platforms are currently routinely applied to the analysis of milk
allergens. However, a number of MS-based methods have been
recently developed for the characterization and quantification of
milk protein allergens in solutions and food matrixes (21, 23–39).
In order to facilitate the calculation of the recovery of milk

protein allergens from solidmatrixes and to assess the suitability of
themethods currently available to underpin legislation and support
riskmanagement using allergen thresholds, we describe herein the
preparation of a prototype reference material containing a known
amount of a-S1 casein traceably quantified to the International
System of Units (SI) by EM-IDMS. The material was used for the
assessment of the efficiency of extraction protocols reported in the
literature and aided the development of an extraction method
based on the tryptic digestion of solid matrixes and heating cycles
to denature proteins and facilitate solubilization. This method
could also be used to check for efficiency in extraction and could
be developed further as a generic extraction procedure for MS
experiments. With further work, the final goal will be the addition
of known amounts of SI-traceable quantified milk proteins in a
food matrix to mimic the presence of milk (19, 40, 41).

Experimental

Materials

Tris(hydroxymethyl)aminomethane hydrochloride (Tris-HCl),
urea, ammonium bicarbonate (NH4HCO3), lyophilized a-S casein
from bovine milk (250 mg, ≥70% a-S casein basis), and tosyl
phenylalanyl chloromethyl ketone-treated lyophilized trypsin from
bovine pancreaswere purchased fromSigma-Aldrich (Gillingham,
United Kingdom). Sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS) 20% was from
MP Biomedicals (Loughborough, Fisher Scientific, United
Kingdom). LC-MS grade acetonitrile and methanol were from
LGC Standards (Teddington, United Kingdom). Sodium
hydroxide, glacial acetic acid, and formic acid (98/100%) were
all of analytical reagent grade and purchased from Fisher Scientific
(Loughborough, United Kingdom). The water was ultra-pure Elga
(18.0MV cm–1). The peptides used for quantitation ofa-S1 casein
were T3 (HQGLPQEVLNENLLR) and the isotopically labelled
T3 (T3*) [HQGLPQEV-(Leu(13C6,

15N))-NEN-(Leu(13C6,
15N))-

LR], T4 (FFVAPFPEVFGK) and the isotopically labelled
T4 (T4*) [FFVAPF-(P(13C5,

15N))EV-(F(13C9,
15N))-GK],

and T11 (YLGYLEQLLR) and the isotopically labelled
T11 (T11*) [YLGY-(L(13C6,

15N))-EQ-(L(13C6,
15N))-LR]

and were custom synthesized by Biopolymers (Thermo
Fisher Scientific, Ulm, Germany). Peptides were delivered
in vials containing peptides at a nominal concentration of 50 ±
2.5 nmol/g in water–acetonitrile (95 + 5, v/v). These solutions
were aliquoted into individual 50 µL aliquots and stored at
–20°C for single use. The concentration of the peptides was
verified by amino acid analysis and EM-IDMS (18).
Cookie prototype materials were prepared by mixing Tesco

Everyday Value plain flour, Tate & Lyle granulated cane sugar,
and Pure dairy free soya spread. A preliminary selection of the
peptides to be used for quantification was performed by using the

following commercially available cookies: Co-Operative All
Butter Shortbread Biscuits and McVitie’s Original Digestives
(both containing milk) and Lyon’s Rich Tea Biscuits (indicating
“may contain milk”). Additionally, another commercially
available biscuit, Co-Operative White Chocolate and
Blueberry Biscuits, and a Tesco instant dried skim milk
powder were also used to evaluate extraction recoveries.
The expanded uncertainties, corresponding to volume pipets

of 2, 20, 100, 200, and 1000 µL, were used throughout
experimentation: ±0.02, ±0.12, ±0.15, ±1.8, and ±2.9 µL,
respectively. The appropriate pipets were used in order to
minimize the uncertainty of each volume being pipetted. The
expanded uncertainty associated with the balance used for the
weighing of materials was ±0.000284 g.

Apparatus

For in-house cookie preparation, a food processor (FF586
Multipro; Kenwood) and a fan oven (Heraeus; Thermo Fisher
Scientific) were used. For sample preparation, a vacuum
centrifuge (AVC 2-22; Christ), an incubator shaker (Camlab,
Microtherm), and a 24-place microliter centrifuge (Biofuge Pico;
Heraeus) were used. For LC-tandem MS (MS/MS) analysis, an
Agilent Technologies Q-TOF 6530 coupled with Agilent nano-
HPLC chip technology (Agilent Technologies, Santa Clara, CA) was
used and for semiquantitative LC-MSE analysis tandem mass
spectrometry acquisition using alternating low-energy-induced
dissociation and high energy induced dissociation, a Xevo G2-XS
Q-TOF coupled to an ACQUITY UPLC H-Class system (Waters,
Milford,MA)was employed.For targetedLC-MS/MSquantification,
an Agilent 6490 triple quadrupole coupled with the Agilent nano-
HPLC chip technology (Agilent Technologies) was used.

LC-MS Methods

An Agilent Technologies Q-TOF 6530 coupled with Agilent
nano-HPLC chip technology (Agilent Technologies) was used
for the characterization of the customized peptides, the
optimization of the a-S1 casein proteolytic digestion, and the
analysis of the proteolytic extracts from the commercially
available cookies. The separation of the peptides was carried
out on an Agilent ProtID-Chip-150 (II), an analytical column
(150 mm × 75 µm), and an enrichment column. Mobile phases
were 0.1% formic acid in water (A) and 0.1% formic acid in
acetonitrile (B). The following gradient was applied: 0–2 min,
5–10%B; 2–30min, 10–50%B;30–31min, 50–98%B; 31–35min,
98% B; and 35–36 min, 98–5% B. The flow rate of the nanopump
was set to 600 nL/min and the capillary pump was set to 4 µL/min.
The injection volume was 1 µL. Data were acquired in positive-ion
mode and analyses were performed both in full-scan (m/z 100–1200)
and in MS/MS mode for the identification of potential impurities
and to monitor modifications throughout digestion/extraction. The
capillary voltage was 1950 V. The drying gas was set to 325°C at
4 L/min. LC-MS/MS experiments were carried out only on
precursor ions with +3, +2 and +1 charges between m/z 300 and
1200, using a fragmentor voltage of 170 V. The collision energy
(CE) applied was dependent on them/z of the precursor ion, and the
following formula was applied: CE = [slope × (m/z)]/[100 + offset],
with the slope and offset set to 2.5 and –1, respectively. Only
product ion spectra within the range ofm/z 50–2500 were acquired.
Quantification experiments were performed in positive-ion

mode on theAgilent 6490 triple quadrupole coupledwithAgilent
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nano-HPLC chip technology. LC conditions and columns were
as described above. The source gas was set to 350°C and a flow
rate of 11 L/min was applied. Nitrogen was used for all gases.
Selected-reaction monitoring experiments were optimized to
monitor the MS ratio of unlabeled to labeled peptides. Final
transitions and optimum conditions for each transition are
reported in Table 1. The selection of the optimal transitions
and CE was facilitated by using Skyline Version 1.4 software
(MacCoss Laboratory, University of Washington; 42). The
conditions were further verified and optimized experimentally.
The dwell timewas set to 40ms, the cell acceleration potential set
at 5 V, and the resolution for MS1 and MS2 scans were set to
wide (1.2 amu) and unit (0.7 amu), respectively.
The Xevo G2-XS Q-TOF coupled to an ACQUITY UPLC H-

Class system was used for the qualitative and semiquantitative
analysis of the proteins extracted from the cookies incurred
with SI-traceable quantified casein. Peptide solutions were
chromatographically separated on a CORTECS C18+ column
(3.0 × 150 mm, 2.7 µm;Waters). Peptides were separated across a
30 min linear binary gradient, starting at 3% acetonitrile–0.1%
formic, increasing up to 40% acetonitrile–0.1% formic. The flow
rate was set to 0.25 mL/min throughout the run, with a column
temperature of 35°C. The mass spectrometer was operated in
MSE mode, which has been described in detail previously (43).
Mass measurements were made from m/z 50 to 2000 while
the quadrupole was operated such that the transmission of
ions between m/z 400 and 2000 was optimal. Low-energy
measurements were made with a CE of 4 eV, whereas high-
energy measurements were made with a CE ramp of 15–45 eV.
The scan time was set to 0.6 s, with an interscan delay of 0.05 s,
meaning that a complete low- and high-energy cyclewas completed
every 1.3 s (44). For lock mass correction, a 100 fmol/µL
[Glu1]fibrinopeptide B solution was infused through the
reference fluidics system and sampled every 60 s.

Preparation of the Stock Solution of a-S1 Casein

A stock solution of a-S1 casein was prepared gravimetrically
by diluting 100 mg lyophilized a-S casein in 10 mL water. The
stock solutionwasmixed on a vortexmixer thoroughly and left to
equilibrate at room temperature for 40 min. Aliquots of 550, 120,
and 70 µL were prepared using the stock solution and stored at

–20°C, to be thawed for single usage. Aliquots of the thawed
frozen solution were gravimetrically diluted 1:1000 and SI-
traceably quantified as described below.

SI-Traceable Quantification of an Aqueous Solution of
a-S1 Casein

SI-traceable quantification of the aqueous solution of a-S1
casein was performed by EM-IDMS, using isotopically labeled
peptides as ISs (19, 20). Five sample blends (SBs), containing
500 ng protein standard and equimolar amounts of labeled
peptides, were gravimetrically prepared plus five calibration
blends (CBs), containing equimolar amounts of unlabeled and
labeled peptides. Labeled peptides added to the blends were
prepared so as to have equivalent mass fractions in all blends and
to achieve an observed MS area ratio of 1:1 (unlabeled + labeled
peptide). After gravimetric preparation, the blends were frozen at
–80°C for 30 min and dried in a vacuum centrifuge at –54°C and
0.7 mbar (AVC 2-22) for 2.5 h.
Tryptic digestion was carried out by dissolving SBs and CBs in

100 µL Tris-HCl buffer (500 mM, pH 7.5). Samples were mixed
on a vortex mixer and incubated at 60°C under shaking conditions
for 30 min. Finally, samples were removed from the incubator and
allowed to cool to room temperature for 15 min. Repeat 3 µL
additions of 1 µg/µL trypsin, solubilized in 1% (v/v) aqueous acetic
acid, were made at time points of 0, 15, 30, 60, 120, and 150 min
while incubating at 37°C. For EM-IDMS quantification, SBs were
injected five times each and bracketed by CBs. Quantification
results plus standard and combined uncertainties were
determined by application of the EM-IDMS equation (19, 20).

Preparation of Prototype Biscuit Reference Materials

Two a-S1 casein cookies and one blank cookie (cookie spiked
with water instead of aqueous casein solution) were prepared
separately, starting with the blanks to avoid contamination. Each
cookie was prepared by gravimetrically weighing 10 g
granulated sugar, 10 g soya spread, and 15 g plain flour and
adding volumetrically 500 µL water to the mixture (or 250 µL
casein solution and 250 µL water). The mixture was transferred
to the Kenwood FF586Multipro food processor and the unbaked
material patted into single-form cookie tins in an attempt to make

Table 1. MRM transitions and collision energies optimized for the quantification of unlabeled and labeleda-S1 casein peptides
for both the unlabeled and labeled forms of the peptide standards used for the quantification of a-S1 casein

Peptide Amino acid sequence MW, Da Q1, m/za z, +b Q3, m/zc Fragment CE, Vd

T3 HQGLPQEVLNENLLR 1761.1 587.3 3 758.4 y6 16.3

T3* HQGLPQEVL*NENL*LRe 1774.7 592.0 3 765.4 y6 16.3

T4 FFVAPFPEVFGK 1385.6 692.9 2 920.5 y8 20.1

T4* FFVAPFP**EVF***GKf,g 1401.1 701.4 2 936.5 y8 20.1

T11 YLGYLEQLLR 1268.2 634.4 2 991.6 y6 18

T11* YLGYL*EQL*LR 1282.2 641.4 2 1005.6 y6 18

a Q1 = Precursor ion.
b z = Charge.
c Q3 = Product ion.
d CE = Collision energy.
e * = Isotopically labeled amino acid Leu(13C6,

15N).
f ** = Isotopically labeled amino acid Pro(13C5,

15N).
g *** = Isotopically labeled amino acid Phe(3C9,

15N).
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the material as uniform as possible across the cookie. The
cookies were then baked at 180°C for 18 min using the
Heraeus fan oven. Following baking, the cookies were
allowed to cool and stored separately in sealed bags at room
temperature. Cookies were weighed before and after baking, with
average weights of 34.9 ± 0.1 and 28.3 ± 0.3 g, respectively. The
same procedure was followed for the preparation of the a-S1
casein cookies, with the only variation being the addition of
250 µL casein stock solution and 250 µL water instead of 500 µL
water to obtain cookies containing approximately 60 µg/g a-S1
casein. The volume of aqueous solution to be added was
optimized to minimize absorption of casein on the walls of
the food processor during mixing.

Extraction of a-S1 Casein from Prototype Cookies

a-S1 casein was extracted from all cookies by using both an
extraction procedure reported in the literature by Ansari et al. (36),
in which extraction occurs at the intact protein level, and a method
developed in-house based on tryptic digestion and consecutive
heating cycles to facilitate protein denaturation and extraction
from the solid matrix. All cookies were separately blended in the
Kenwood FPP225 food processor and four 0.18 g aliquots per
each prespiked cookie (total of eight aliquots) and four aliquots of
blank cookies were weighed.
For the Ansari et al. extraction method, two aliquots from the

blank blended cookies were spiked with a solution of a-S casein
to achieve a concentration of approximately 60 µg casein/g
cookie. The four prespiked cookie aliquots were spiked with
an equivalent volume of water; 1.8 mL of 50 mM NH4HCO3

(pH 9.6) were added to each 0.18 gmaterial and the samples heated
at 60°C for 30 min. After heating, samples were centrifuged
at 4000 × g for 20 min at room temperature using the Biofuge
Pico 24-place microliter centrifuge. Following this, 250 µL
supernatant was pipetted into a low-binding polypropylene
tube (Eppendorf). Samples were dried using a vacuum
centrifuge, further solubilized in 106 µL of 10 mM NH4HCO3

(pH 7.6), heated at 60°C for 30 min in the presence of urea, and
tryptic digested overnight after addition of 10 µg trypsin. Finally,
samples were diluted 1:2 with water and analyzed by LC-MS/MS
as reported above.
For the proteolytic digestion extraction procedure developed

in-house, two 0.18 g blended biscuits were placed in Eppendorf
tubes and 1.8mL extraction buffer (50mMNH4HCO3, 1M urea,
and 0.002% SDS in water, pH 8) were added. Twenty microliters
of a 1:10 dilution of a SI-traceable solution of a-S1 casein was
gravimetrically added to two blank blended cookie aliquots with
extraction buffer to produce a 0.1 g/g solution (biscuit/extraction
buffer) and 20 µL water added to the prespiked samples. The
extraction of a-S1 casein was carried out through five
heating–cooling cycles, each followed by addition of trypsin.
Samples were heated at 60°C for 30 min and allowed to cool to
room temperature for 15 min before adding 3 µL of a solution of
1 µg/µL trypsin in 1% acetic acid solution, followed by 30 min
incubation at 37°C. After five cycles, samples were centrifuged
for 20 min and the supernatant removed and further centrifuged
for 10min. Two hundred fifty microliters of the supernatant were
frozen overnight at –80°C and subsequently dried in a vacuum
centrifuge at –54°C at 0.7 mbar. The samples were resolubilized
in 112 µL buffer (50 mM NH4HCO3 and 1 M urea, pH 8) and
heated at 60°C for 30 min. Samples were allowed to cool to room

temperature before final addition of 3 µg trypsin and further
incubation at 37°C for 30 min. Finally, the samples were diluted
1:2 with water and analyzed by LC-MS/MS (Agilent 6490).
Each sample was injected three times and the average results

of all prespiked and all postspiked data used to calculate the
recovery for each peptide (T3, T4, and T11). Errors were
calculated as the square root of the sum of average RSD
squares obtained by multiple injections of the same sample.

LC-MS/MS Data Processing

LC-MS/MS data acquired on the Agilent Technologies
Q-TOF 6530 were exported in .mgf format from within the
MassHunter workstation software. These files were then
searched against a database using a Mascot search engine.
The Mascot search parameters were as follows: SwissProt
database, peptide tolerance of 10 ppm, peptide fragment mass
tolerance of 0.4 Da, 2 missed cleavages, variable modification
oxidation, and deamidation.
Data acquired on theXevoG2-XSQ-TOFwere processed on a

ProteinLynx Global Server 3.2 (Waters). Apex3D peak picking
was carried out with the following parameters: automatic
chromatographic peak width, automatic MS time-of-flight
resolution, lock mass for charge +2 of 785.8426 Da/e, low-
energy threshold of 135 cts, elevated energy threshold of 30 cts,
automatic retention time window, and an intensity threshold of
the precursor/fragment ion cluster of 750 cts. Resultant peak lists
were searched against a fasta file consisting of four concatenated
UniProt protein databases: Bos taurus (24 148 entries), Gallus
gallus (29 485 entries), Triticum aestivum (136 884 entries), and
Glycine max (66 205 entries). For all searches, a minimum of
three fragment ions per peptide, five fragments per protein, and
one peptide per protein were required for identification to be
retained. Trypsin was set as the primary digest reagent and a
maximum of two missed cleavages allowed. No fixed
modifications were set and oxidation and carbamidomethylation
were set as variable modification. A maximum false-discovery rate
of 4% was maintained by searching against a reverse database.
Semiquantitative data were extracted from exported .csv ion
accounts, and Top3 protein intensity was used as a proxy for
protein abundance.

Results and Discussion

Selection of Internal Standard Peptides for
Quantification of a-S1 Casein

The SI-traceable quantification of proteins can be performed by
applying EM-IDMS and using proteins or peptides as ISs (18, 19,
39, 41). In this work, appropriate peptides were selected for the SI-
traceable quantification of a-S1 casein, and SI traceability was
maintained through amino acid quantification of the peptides, as
reported by Cryar et al. (19). An in silico tryptic digest of a-S1
casein was performed to assess the suitability of trypsin to generate
peptides to be used for quantification. The sequences of the most
appropriate peptides were searched against the Basic Local
Alignment Search Tool (Swissprot Database; blastp algorithm)
for their unicity. The following peptides fulfilled the above criteria:
T3 (HQGLPQEVLNENLLR), T4 (FFVAPFPEVFGK), T10
(EDVPSER), T11 (YLGYLEQLLR), T15 (VPQLEIVPNSAEER),
and T17 (EGIHAQQK). To experimentally identify the most

4 GROVES ET AL.: JOURNAL OF AOAC INTERNATIONAL VOL. 101, NO. 1, 2018



appropriate peptides to be used as ISs, milk proteins were
extracted from milk, skim milk, buttermilk cookies, cookies
containing milk, and “may contain milk” cookies. The
extracts were tryptic digested and analyzed by LC-MS/MS. In
Table 2, the peptides that were identified in the individual
samples by processing the data acquired by LC-MS/MS by
Mascot are presented. Three peptides (T3, T4, and T11) were
detected in all the samples, excluding the extracts from the “may
contain milk” cookies, and were selected as ISs for the SI-
traceable quantification of a-S1 casein.

Optimization of Tryptic Digestion for SI-Traceable
Quantification of a-S1 Casein

A requirement for SI-traceable quantification of proteins by
using proteolytic digestion and isotopically labeled peptides as
ISs is the complete release of the peptides used for quantification
from the protein to be quantified (19, 20). Three sets of
proteolytic digestion time course experiments were performed
to identify the ideal conditions of release of the peptides of
interest from the protein. For each experiment, nine aliquots of
a-S1 casein containing equimolar amounts of isotopically
labeled peptides and three aliquots containing equimolar
amounts of natural T3, T4, and T11 peptides and their
isotopically labeled equivalents were prepared, frozen at
–80°C for 30 min, and dried by using a vacuum centrifuge.
Samples were resolubilized in Tris-HCl buffer and incubated at
37°C under shaking conditions for 6 h. Repeat additions of 3 µg
trypsin [solubilized in 1% (v/v) acetic acid] were performed
hourly in the first set of experiments and every 30 min in the
second set of experiments. In the third set of experiments,
samples were heated at 60°C for 30 min before digestion, and
trypsin additions were performed at 0, 15, 30, 60, 120, 150, and
180 min during incubation at 37°C. Before each trypsin addition,
one aliquot was removed, diluted 1:10 in water, and analyzed by
LC-MS/MS to check the release of the peptide from the protein.
An increase of the unlabeled–labeled MS area ratio showed an
increased release of the peptide from the protein. A constant ratio
over the time and for the three peptides was indicative of the
complete release of the peptides from the protein. A decrease in
the area of the labeled peptide combined with an increased
unlabeled–labeled ratio suggested degradation of the peptide
throughout digestion. In Figure 1, the results from the third set of
experiments are reported. The complete release of the three
peptides monitored was considered achieved after 60 min.

SI-Traceable Quantification of a-S1 Casein

Two of the three peptides selected were used to provide
quantitative data for the SI-traceable quantification of a-S1
casein. The T4 peptide appeared unstable over time when
diluted to a low concentration and was used to monitor only
the consistency of the digestion.
Five SB-containing a-S1 casein and equimolar amounts of

isotopically labeled peptides standards and three CB-containing
natural and isotopically labeled peptides were prepared, tryptic
digested, and analyzed as previously described. Figure 2 shows
the quantification values for T3 and T11 peptides obtained by
EM-IDMS. These were averaged to give the final SI-traceable
quantification value of the aqueous solution of a-S1 casein. By
considering thea-S1 caseinMWequal to 22974.588 ± 0.479 g/mol, T
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based on International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry
reference masses for elemental weights (45), the 1:1000 aqueous
dilution of the stock solution of a-casein was SI-traceably quantified
for a-S1 to 6.989 ± 0.793 µg/g, corresponding to an expanded
uncertainty of 11.34%. The expanded uncertainty was calculated as
reported by Cryar et al. (19).

Extraction of a-S1 Casein and Other Food Allergens

The extraction of a-S1 casein from the in-house and the
commercially available cookies was performed by applying
the Ansari et al. extraction method and the procedure
developed in-house previously described. The recovery of

a-S1 casein was calculated by comparing the amount of
casein extracted from the cookies containing a known amount
of a-S1 casein with the amount of casein spiked in the blank
cookies that had been subjected to the same extraction procedure.
The recoveries of a-S1 casein from the in-house baked cookies
by using theAnsari et al. method for T3, T4, and T11were 11 ± 3,
7 ± 1, and 10 ± 1.4%. The recoveries were from four aliquots
from two cookies and, therefore, the SDs of the extracted amount
of casein were representative of the homogeneity of the dough
used to prepare the cookies and the variability between cookies.
No IS were used to account for the variability of the instrument.
To increase the recovery of a-S1 casein and to better

understand the data obtained, preliminary experiments were

Figure 1. Time course digestion experiments showing the measured MS area ratios of the unlabeled peptide (Tx) released from the protein
during digestion and labeled peptide IS (T*) of the three peptides (T3, T4, and T11). The values were normalized for gravimetric preparation.
Following an initial stage of heated denaturation at 60°C for 30 min, repeat additions of trypsin were made to a 500 ng solution of a-S1 casein
spiked with equimolar isotopically labeled peptide. Prior to each addition of enzyme, the ratio of digested protein was measured against the
labeled IS. Error bars represent the SDs of repeat measurements (n = 3).

Figure 2. Results of the EM-IDMS quantification of an aqueous solution of the milk allergen, a-S1 casein. For five repeat sample blends,
individual concentrations were calculated for T3 and T11 peptides. The final quantification value for a-S1 casein was taken as an average
across blends and peptides. Error bars represent the expanded measurement uncertainty of each individual concentration calculation (k = 2).
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performed in which the ground matrix samples were subjected to
multiple cycles of heated extraction, followed by tryptic
digestion. This workflow is presented in Figure 3. Using this
approach, it was hoped that the amount of protein/peptide
extracted from the solid material would be maximized, hence
increasing protein recovery. The postspiking of the SI-traceably
quantified solution to the blank cookie prior to the heating cycles
applied for extraction allows for any losses due to absorption of
the protein onto any surface or due to protein instability. The
recoveries for T3, T4, and T11 calculated by using the proteolytic
digestion extraction procedure developed in-house were 26 ± 4,
26 ± 4, and 50 ± 5%. Overall increased recovery was observed
for the proteolytic digest method, as previously reported in the
literature (46). The recovery calculated for the T11 peptide was
higher than the recovery calculated for the T3 and T4 peptides,
probably due to difficulties in extracting the T3–T4 region of the
protein from the solid matrix. Obviously, this was not observed
when the protein was extracted as intact by using the Ansari et al.

method. The same extraction procedures were also applied to the
commercially available cookies and reconstituted milk powder
before analysis by LC-MS/MS. The peak areas for the T3, T4,
and T11 peptides extracted from the milk powder were
comparable with the commercially available extracted
cookies. It was possible to observe that also in this case, by
using the proteolytic extraction procedure developed in-house,
T11 peptide recovery from the commercially available cookies
was higher than the recovery for the T3 and T4 peptides.
Although losses of the SI-traceable quantified casein
solution could have occurred during cookie preparation and,
therefore, negatively bias the calculation of the recoveries, the
improved values obtained when proteolytic digestion was
applied directly to the matrix show a large margin of
potential improvement.
In order to check that modifications did not bias the calculation

of the recovery for the peptides monitored, the extracts were
analyzed by LC-MSE on the quadrupole time-of-flight apparatus.

Figure 3. Optimized workflow for the evaluation of the extraction of the milk allergen, a-S1 casein, from an in-house-prepared solid biscuit
matrix. Nano-RP HPLC is nano reverse phase high performance liquid chromatography.
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All extracts from the in-house-developed protocol showed a
significant degree of carbamylation. However, for the three
peptides monitored, carbamylation was consistently 5–6% of
the total amount of peptide. Deamidation and oxidation were
also observed across the sequence, but not on the peptides of
interest.
LC-MSE data were searched against a protein database

containing sequences of wheat, soya, chicken, and cow
proteins to evaluate the potential of the digest protocol to be
used as generic method for the extraction of food allergens for
MS analysis. Analysis of protein and peptide identities clearly
demonstrate that although the Ansari et al. method is able to
efficiently extract casein proteins, this is not the case for other
proteins contained within the cookie tested. On average, only 11
proteins were successfully identified with the Ansari et al.
extraction method (Table 3). In contrast, the in-house method
successfully identified 1 order of magnitude more protein, with
an average identification of 100 proteins per sample run.
Importantly, proteins identified included proteins derived from
the well-established allergens of egg, milk (other than caseins),
and wheat (gluten). The details for all protein identification can
be found in the Supplemental Information. When peptide
numbers are considered, the differences between the two
methods are even more pronounced, with the Ansari et al. and

in-house methods identifying an average of 61 and 1457
peptides, respectively. Interestingly, despite the Ansari et al.
method extraction process being visibly more biased toward the
extraction of caseins, the sequence coverage obtained for these
proteins was far lower than that achieved by the in-house method
(Table 3). By using well-established Top3 protein intensity as an
estimate for protein abundance, it can be seen from the weighted
scatterplot in Figure 4 that even for proteins with a higher sample
relative abundance in the Ansari et al. method, the in-house
results provided consistently higher protein sequence coverage.
This can be attributed to the absence of multiple denaturation
steps within the Ansari et al. method in which efficient protein
denaturation has been previously shown to be a key component
in protein extraction and digestion (47, 48). The in-house method
conversely uses sequential heat denaturation steps, followed by
tryptic digestion, to ensure the extraction of the incurred proteins.
The work described here aims to evaluate the extraction
efficiency of current procedures for a-S1 casein, a protein
which does not contain sulfur bridges and thus no reduction
and alkylation step was performed. It is reasonable to believe that
by introducing this step, further improvement in the extraction of
food allergen proteins from solid matrixes can be achieved.
However, this was considered outside the scope of the present
work, which focused on a-S1 casein.

Table 3. Overview of results from the LC-MSE analysis of cookie extractionsa

Ansari et al. method In-house method

Parameter Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 1 Sample 2

No. of proteins 10 11 100 99

No. of peptides 56 67 1413 1501

a-S1 casein sequence coverage, % 32.2 32.2 76.6 97

a Compared are the number of protein and peptides successfully identified using a previously published protocol (Ansari et al.; 46) that had been optimized
for casein protein from cows milk and an in-house developed method that uses multiple heat denaturation step. Also included is a comparison of the
sequence coverage of a-S1 casein (most abundant cow’s milk casein) obtained using the two extraction methods.

Figure 4. Weight scatterplot of the semiquantitative results from the LC-MSE analysis of store-bought cookie extracted with the Ansari et al.
extraction method and our in-house method. The relative abundance (y-axis) and sequence coverage (plot size) obtained by the two
extraction methods are compared with the 18 most abundant proteins (as determined from the in-house method). Results from the
Ansari et al. and in-house methods are represented by black and gray plots, respectively.
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Conclusions

The work here described highlights the problems associated
with the detection and quantification of protein allergens in solid
food matrixes by MS and provides solutions through the
development of a method for improved recovery that could
potentially be used to monitor extraction efficiency and be
further developed as a method that is applicable to a broader
range of matrixes and food allergens. Here, we also described a
feasibility study in which we spiked SI-traceable quantified
proteins into food matrixes of baked cookies containing
known amounts of protein. These materials may not only be
used for method development of food allergen protein extraction
procedures, but could also be used to investigate the changes in
protein allergens that were induced by food processing and the
consequences on quantification results.
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