
What Are Peptides? A Research Use
Only Primer

In short

A peptide is a short chain of amino acids joined by peptide bonds. Peptides sit between

single amino acids and full proteins in size, and they are among the most widely studied

molecules in biochemistry and laboratory research.

This primer explains what peptides are, how they are produced, and how laboratories

confirm what is in a vial. It covers chemistry and lab practice only.

Research Use Only. This page is for educational and laboratory reference. It

contains no dosing, administration or treatment information and makes no health

claims. Compounds discussed are not approved for human or veterinary use.

What is a peptide?

A peptide is a molecule made of two or more amino acids linked in a chain. Each link is a

peptide bond, formed when the carboxyl group of one amino acid joins the amino group

of the next and releases a molecule of water.

The building blocks. There are 20 standard amino acids used in biology. Each has the

same backbone and a different side chain, which gives it its chemical character

(charged, water-loving, water-avoiding and so on). The order of amino acids in a chain is

called its sequence, and it is usually written left to right from the N-terminus to the C-

terminus using one-letter or three-letter codes.

Size: peptides versus proteins. There is no single official cut-off, but these working

terms are common in the literature:
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Term Typical length Notes

Dipeptide /

tripeptide

2 to 3 amino acids The smallest peptides

Oligopeptide Up to about 20 amino

acids

Short chains, often synthesised in the lab

Polypeptide About 20 to 50 amino

acids

Longer, single chains

Protein Usually over 50 amino

acids

Often folds into a stable 3D structure, may have

several chains

Structure. Short peptides are often flexible in solution. Longer chains can adopt shapes

such as helices or turns. Many research peptides also carry modifications, for example

an acetylated N-terminus or an amidated C-terminus, a cyclic ring, or a non-standard

amino acid. These change stability and how the molecule behaves in an assay.

Where peptides occur. Living systems produce many peptides naturally, including

peptide hormones, signalling molecules and fragments released when larger proteins

are broken down. Researchers study these natural peptides and also design synthetic

analogues to test specific questions in the laboratory.

How research peptides are made

Most peptides supplied for laboratory work are made by chemical synthesis rather than

extracted from natural sources.

Solid-phase peptide synthesis (SPPS). Developed by Bruce Merrifield in the

1960s, SPPS builds the chain one amino acid at a time while it is anchored to a

resin bead. Each cycle removes a protecting group, couples the next amino acid,

then washes away excess reagents.

Cleavage. When the sequence is complete, the peptide is cut from the resin and

the remaining side-chain protecting groups are removed.

Purification. The crude product contains the target peptide plus by-products such

as truncated or deleted sequences. Preparative HPLC separates the target from

these impurities.

Lyophilisation. The purified peptide is freeze-dried into a stable powder (often

called a "cake"), which is easier to store and ship than a solution.

Testing. Samples from the batch are analysed to confirm identity and purity, and

the results are recorded on a certificate of analysis (COA).

Longer peptides and proteins may instead be produced by recombinant methods, where

engineered cells express the sequence.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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How researchers study peptides

Peptide research spans chemistry, biochemistry and pharmacology, and each type of

study answers a different question. Knowing which kind of study a finding comes from is

the first step in reading it properly.

Study type What it tests
What it cannot show

on its own

Analytical chemistry Identity, purity, stability and structure of the

material

Any biological effect

In vitro (cell or

tissue)

How a peptide interacts with receptors,

enzymes or cells in a dish

How it behaves in a

whole organism

Animal models Effects observed in a living research model

under controlled conditions

Whether results apply to

humans

Computational

modelling

Predicted structure, binding or stability Confirmed real-world

behaviour

Results from cell and animal studies are early-stage evidence. They describe what was

observed under specific laboratory conditions and should not be read as proof of any

effect in people. On this site, study summaries always state the model used and its

stated limits.

Confirming identity and purity

Two questions matter for any research peptide: is it the right molecule, and how much of

the sample is that molecule? Laboratories answer them with complementary methods.

HPLC (high-performance liquid chromatography) separates the components

of a sample. The main peak represents the target peptide, and its share of the

total peak area is reported as the purity percentage, for example 99.1%.

Mass spectrometry (MS) measures molecular mass. If the observed mass

matches the calculated mass of the expected sequence, it supports the peptide's

identity.

Other tests may include amino acid analysis, peptide content (net peptide versus

counter-ions and water), endotoxin testing and residual solvent checks.

HPLC purity alone does not confirm identity: an impurity can still sit under a single clean

peak. That is why HPLC and MS are read together.

Reading a certificate of analysis (COA). A useful COA should show:

The compound name, sequence and expected molecular mass

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The batch or lot number, matching the label on the vial

HPLC purity with the chromatogram attached

MS result with the observed mass

The testing laboratory and the date of analysis

A COA describes one batch on one date. It is a quality document, not evidence of any

biological effect.

Handling and storage in the laboratory

Peptides can degrade through moisture, heat, light, oxidation and repeated temperature

changes. General laboratory practice reported in supplier and reference literature

includes:

Lyophilised powder is the most stable form. It is commonly stored sealed, dry

and dark, typically at -20 °C for longer-term storage.

Moisture control. Allowing a cold vial to reach room temperature before opening

reduces condensation on the powder.

Light and air. Sequences containing residues such as methionine, cysteine or

tryptophan are more prone to oxidation and benefit from limited air and light

exposure.

Freeze-thaw cycles. Repeated freezing and thawing of solutions can break down

peptides, so labs often divide material into single-use aliquots.

Records. Label every vial with the compound, lot number and date, and keep the

matching COA on file.

Always follow the storage conditions on the supplier's documentation and your

laboratory's own safety procedures.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Key terms

Term Meaning

Amino acid The building block of peptides and proteins

Peptide bond The chemical link joining one amino acid to the next

Sequence The order of amino acids in a chain, written N-terminus to C-

terminus

Residue A single amino acid unit within a peptide chain

Analogue A modified version of a known peptide, designed for research

comparison

Lyophilised Freeze-dried into a stable powder

HPLC A method that separates sample components to estimate purity

Mass spectrometry A method that measures molecular mass to support identity

COA Certificate of analysis: the test record for one batch

In vitro Studied in cells or tissue outside a living organism

Research Use Only

(RUO)

Supplied for laboratory research, not for human or veterinary use

Frequently asked questions

What is the difference between a peptide and a protein?

Mainly size and structure. Peptides are shorter chains, usually under about 50 amino

acids, while proteins are longer and often fold into stable three-dimensional shapes.

Are peptides natural or synthetic?

Both. Many peptides occur naturally, but those supplied for laboratory research are

usually made by solid-phase synthesis and then purified.

What does "Research Use Only" mean?

It means the material is supplied for laboratory and analytical research. It is not

approved, tested or labelled for human or veterinary use.

Does a high purity figure mean a peptide works?

No. Purity describes how much of a sample is the target molecule. It says nothing about

any biological effect.
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Does this site give dosing or usage advice?

No. Peptide Learning Hub summarises published research and laboratory practice only.

We never provide dosing, administration or health guidance.

Research Use Only notice

Content on Peptide Learning Hub summarises published scientific literature for

laboratory and educational reference. It is not medical advice and does not provide

dosing, administration or treatment guidance. Compounds discussed are not approved

for human or veterinary use, and nothing on this page should be taken as a claim about

health outcomes.

Further reading

Merrifield, R. B. (1963). Solid phase peptide synthesis. I. The synthesis of a

tetrapeptide. Journal of the American Chemical Society, 85(14), 2149 to 2154.

IUPAC-IUB Joint Commission on Biochemical Nomenclature. Nomenclature and

Symbolism for Amino Acids and Peptides.

• 

• 
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