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Abstract: Extensive research shows that there is a close correlation between a disease diagnostic and
the patient’s exhale breath gas composition. It has been demonstrated, for example, that patients
with a diabetes diagnosis have a certain level of acetone fume in their exhale breath. Actually,
symptoms from many other diseases could be easily diagnosed if appropriate and reliable gas
sensing technologies are available. The COVID-19 pandemic has created demand for a cheap and
quick screening tool for the disease, where breath biomarker screening could be a very promising
approach. It has been shown that COVID-19 patients potentially present a simultaneous increase in
ethanal (acetaldehyde) and acetone in their exhale breath. In this paper, we explore two different
sensing approaches to detect ethanal/acetone, namely by colorimetric markers, which could for
example be integrated into facemasks, and by a breathalyzer containing a functionalized quartz
crystal microbalance. Both approaches can successfully detect the presence of a biomarker gas
on a person’s breath and this could potentially revolutionize the future of healthcare in terms of
non-invasive and early-stage detection of various diseases.

Keywords: gas biomarker sensing; colorimetric sensing; COVID-19 detection

1. Introduction
1.1. Breath Analysis and Diseases

Breath biomarker screening has shown to be an efficient approach to achieve early
indication prior to the diagnosis of a certain disease [1–5]. Since the discovery from
Pauling that human breath contains hundreds of volatile organic compounds (VOC) [6]
several studies and correlations between VOC presence in breath and diseases have been
performed [7–11]. The range of diseases and metabolic disorders which can be detected
via monitoring of VOCs in breath is very wide. Patients with breast cancer, for example,
have the presence of formaldehyde in their breath, while patients with lung cancer exhale a
significant number of alkanes [6].

For instance, the presence of isoprene in human breath is related to blood cholesterol
levels, and patients with Type 1 diabetes have excess acetone in their breath [6]. Such
knowledge suggests that breath analysis is useful for human disease diagnosis and/or
metabolic status monitoring. The main challenges in the application of breath biomarkers
for early diagnostics regards the low concentrations and large quantity of different com-
pounds in exhaled breath. That requires sensing techniques with sufficient sensitivity and
selectivity to the specific target gases. The gold standard for exhale breath analysis is gas
chromatography–mass spectrometry (GC-MS). This method has a routine detection sensi-
tivity of ppb to ppt and can analyze multiple compounds simultaneously and selectively;
yet, GC-MS requires complicated procedures for sample collection and pre-concentration
and also has high instrument costs [5–8].
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1.2. Gas Sensing Techniques

Colorimetric sensing is a simple and cheap approach with demonstrated applications
within the field of gas sensing [12,13]. Although its output is qualitative and therefore with
limitations regarding gas levels quantification, techniques involving image recognition
and application of artificial intelligence can be a useful tool in converting colorimetric
sensing into a powerful tool for gas sensing [14,15]. Colorimetric sensors can be tuned to
react only to specific gases, reaching desired selectivity. Therefore, colorimetric sensors
are a good candidate for portable and cheap gas sensing solutions, including detection of
breath biomarkers.

Another sensitive technique for gas sensing with perspectives for miniaturization and
portable gas sensing solutions consists of piezoelectric resonators, including cantilevers,
membranes and quartz crystals. Demonstrations of portable gas sensing solutions for
selected targets have been demonstrated [16–24], and selectivity can be achieved by ap-
plying a selective binder to the surface of the piezoelectric resonator. When the target
molecules bind to the sensor surface, changes in mass can be measured as changes in the
resonance frequency/impedance of the sensor. Other methods which could achieve the
same sensitivity and be used as sensing platforms are optical methods such as spectroscopy
or plasmonic sensing, piezoresistive transducers or electrochemical sensors. In this paper
we have investigated piezoelectric resonators due to the group’s expertise within this field.

1.3. Selected Disease for Demonstration: COVID-19

The Corona virus (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic has affected the entire world, bringing
unmeasurable health and economic problems, which puts humanity few steps back on
fulfilling the UN sustainability goals. The world was clearly not prepared for epidemics,
and therefore we have reached the global pandemic level. Several reports show that the
virus was already present in Europe in the middle of 2019. If we were equipped with
advanced pandemic monitoring systems, we might have identified the threat well in
advance to handle it before it became a pandemic. This virus is not the first and will not be
the last to cause a pandemic. Human history has witnessed many such pandemics in the
past and the possibilities of new pandemics in the future due to the onset of new viruses
having mutation and deadly infection capabilities cannot be ignored. The lesson learned
from all this is that we need to invest in pandemic risk monitoring and prediction in order
to take early measures to avoid such catastrophes.

Due to a great effort, vaccines against the new corona virus are becoming available
for a growing number of people around the world. Unfortunately, along with the positive
vaccine spread, new variants and mutations of the virus are emerging and will continue
to emerge across the world. It is still unknown if the vaccines can cover the growing
number of viral mutations, and therefore, better viral outbreak monitoring and continuous
protective measures are in high demand.

When the world was caught by the COVID-19 pandemics, extensive lockdowns were
implemented across the whole world. Though lockdown was the most efficient tool to
control the viral spread, the consequences of this approach are still echoing in the socio-
economic situation of the current world [25]. If a quick disease screen technique was
available then, it could have been a very useful tool during the pandemic [26].

Several approaches for quick disease screening have been developed since then, most
of them based on antigen tests [27]. A few studies mention the possibilities for ultra-fast
screening [26–28] but the options considering breath biomarkers to identify COVID-19
are still quite limited [29]. In a recent study, the breath biomarker fingerprint of patients
who tested negative and positive for COVID-19 was determined by gold standards (gas
chromatography–ion mobility spectrometry), and a simultaneous increase in ethanal (ac-
etaldehyde) and acetone was observed in the breath of infected patients [30]. There are
still many reports of tentative breath VOC biomarkers for COVID-19, and in some of them,
a decrease in breath-borne acetone is reported [31], indicating that further studies are
necessary. We therefore study two biomarkers whose concentration variation (increase or
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decrease) is interesting as a baseline to demonstrate the approach. Upon new discoveries of
relevant biomarkers, the method can be rapidly adapted to address these. Pathogens which
are responsible for big pandemics cause certain infections in the affected persons. These
infections lead to the production of certain specific volatile compounds on the infected
person’s breath. A simple and cheap indication to which mask user might be infected could
be a simple colorimetric sensor which is sensitive to specific materials. In a second phase, an
online real-time breath monitor integrated directly into protective clothing has the potential
to be the key for achieving early alerts and the prevention of pandemics. Here, special smart
fabric integrated into clothing could identify if the user is carrying an infective disease by
real-time monitoring the breath gas composition. The integrated sensors can send reliable
electrical data to an artificial intelligence platform which will be able to instantaneously
evaluate local viral outbreaks and send alarm signals to relevant persons.

1.4. Intelligent Healthcare Products

There are several intelligent healthcare products with integrated real-time sensing
and instantaneous notification to the user, such as the smart incontinence product Abena
Nova [32], which sends caretakers warnings when the products contain urine and should
be replaced. The Japanese C-Face Mask aims to improve communication between persons
wearing masks, while the Intelligent Mask Face prediction system was proposed in 2018
as a tool to identify biometric features, and Air+ commercializes masks with integrated
ventilation systems [33].

Regarding facemasks which could notify the users if a virus has been in contact with
the mask, there are alternative approaches, such as the one used by the Bioengineering
group at Harvard and MIT, where a face mask which lights up when in contact with a
virus has been demonstrated [34]. Another approach, from the University of California,
makes use of a colorimetric sensor for gas biomarkers which indicate viral infection. If the
user is suffering from a viral infection, the biomarker gases react with the mask, which
changes color upon activation (mobile antibodies need to be released) [35]. Another
approach consists of a fiber gas sensor-integrated smart face mask for room-temperature
distinguishing of target gases. Flexible fiber gas sensors with carbon nanotubes and ZnO
quantum dot-decorated sensing elements could be operated at room temperature to detect
target gases with good sensitivity and recovery time. Such face masks have great potential
applications on the Internet of Things and wearable electronics [36].

1.5. Our Approach

Our hypothesis is that by functionalizing sensing platforms with solutions that are
sensitive to ethanal and acetone, one can quickly detect these biomarkers in a person’s
breath. This would offer an indication of a potential infection, and the patient could then
conduct a viral specific test to confirm or disregard the indication. The scope of this paper
is to demonstrate sensing platforms to screen potential infections by detection of breath
biomarkers. Ethanal and acetone are the chosen gases due to reports from an independent
study from breath biomarkers experts for COVID-19 patients. If other potential biomarkers
should be reported to present higher sensitivity, the flexibility of the proposed methods
could rapidly address the new biomarkers.

In this study we explore two methods which upon confirmation of breath biomarkers
for COVID-19, will potentially allow for cheap and fast COVID-19 disease screening using
the method described in the hypothesis. The first one makes use of ethanal and acetone
sensitive colorimetric solutions, which change color when exposed to the gases. We have
demonstrated how the solutions could be integrated into facemasks, and in that case
could offer a color change indication to the facemask user of a potential infection. The
second method makes use of resonant quartz crystal microbalance sensors which are
functionalized with an ethanal binding solution. The sensors, electronics and mechanical
design are integrated into a breathalyzer which resembles a routine driving alcohol test.
The solutions have been tested by observing a clear color change when exposed to the
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breath of COVID-19 patients (n = 3), while the color change was absent when exposed to
persons who tested negative to COVID-19 (n = 5).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Gas Biomarker Sensitive Solutions Preparation

Ethanal-sensitive colorimetric solutions were prepared by dissolving Methyl Red
(0.8 g), Methyl Red sodium salt (0.7 g), and NaOH (4.75 g) in a mixed solvent (methanol
(10 mL): water (10 mL)) [12].

Acetone-sensitive colorimetric solutions were prepared by dissolving 100 mg of hy-
droxylamine sulfate and 2 mg of thymol blue in a solvent mixture containing methanol,
water, and glycerol (volume ratio of 6.5:3:0.5) [13].

Ethanal-sensitive molecular binding solutions were prepared by dissolving 1.2 mM
Methyl Red (0.12 g), 1.2 mM Methyl Red sodium salt (0.13 g), and 8 mM NaOH (0.1 g) in a
mixed solvent (methanol (250 mL): water (250 mL)).

2.2. Application to Surgical Facemasks

The solutions were drop-casted on medical surgical masks and left to dry under
the fume-hood for 2 h. The color change intensity study was performed by exposing
the facemasks to a chamber with an ethanal atmosphere (created by the presence of ripe
bananas) or acetone atmosphere (created by the presence of a Becker with acetone). The
selectivity study was performed by exposing the facemasks to ethanol, water vapor, ethanal
and acetone. The color change was quantified by making use of a color recognition
algorithm using the Hue color appearance parameter. The Hue value (H) can be calculated
by extracting RGB (Red-Green-Blue) measurements from the image and applying it to the
following equation [14]:

H = atan

(√
3 (G − B)

2R − G − B

)
Hue values are defined as the corresponding angle of location of a certain color within

the Hue spectrum and can be visualized in Figures 1 and 2. The values vary from 0 to 360,
where both values correspond to a red color.
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Figure 1. Images of facemask fabrics covered with ethanal-sensitive colorimetric solutions. The
masks were exposed to several gases for 8 h. A clear change in color is exclusively observed upon
exposition to ethanal.
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Figure 2. Images of facemask fabrics covered with acetone-sensitive colorimetric solutions. The
masks were exposed to several gases for 8 h. A clear change in color is exclusively observed upon
exposition to acetone.

Furthermore, plastic bags with pieces of facemasks containing dots of the colorimetric
ethanal-sensitive solutions were delivered to 3 COVID-19 positive patients (2 female and
1 male, ages 32, 28, and 38 years old) and to 5 COVID-19 negative patients (2 female and
3 male, ages 37, 38, 43, 3, and 7 years old). All patients blew into the bag, creating a person’s
exhale breath atmosphere in the bag. The color change of the dotted facemasks over time
were carefully recorded by multiple photographs.

2.3. Breathalyzer

Quartz crystal microbalance (QCM) sensors with a resonance frequency of 3 MHz
were purchased from QCM sensors. The sensors consist of a 14 mm diameter quartz crystal
with optically polished surfaces. They have wrap around electrode geometry for one-side
contacting. The electrodes are made of 5 nm Ti + 100 nm Au.

Following, the ethanal-sensitive colorimetric solutions (prepared as described above)
were drop-cased on the quartz membranes. An investigation of several solutions leads
to a uniform film with about 700 nm thickness. The resonance frequency shifts were
measured by the indigenously developed electronics interface developed. The frequency
sweep was created by the waveform generator AD5932. This waveform generator has
been selected since it outputs each frequency in the range of interest for a defined length of
time and then steps to the next frequency in the scan range. The length of time the device
outputs a particular frequency is preprogrammed, and the device increments the frequency
automatically. The frequency scan profile is initiated, started, and executed by toggling the
CTRL pin. The most appealing features were the frequency range up to 25 Mhz, single pin
control, power supply range from 2.3 V to 5.5 V and low power solution consuming only
6.7 mA. The whole system was controlled by a programmable Teensy 4.1 microcontroller,
which can read and save the frequency peaks in a memory card. If a frequency peak shift
exceeds 50 Hz, a signal turns on a red LED indicator, which indicates the presence of
ethanal gas.

Resonance frequencies, impedance and phase shifts were measured with a calibrating
desktop impedance analyzer upon exposure to ethanal atmosphere. The atmosphere was
created by exposing the coated sensors to the atmosphere in a box with ripe bananas, which
are a natural source of ethanal. The ethanal molecules bind to the functional layer on the
sensor, leading to an increase in mass on the piezoelectric resonator. The change in mass
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reflects a change in resonance frequency, impedance, and phase, which can be measured
via the developed breathalyzer and outputted to the user via LED indicators.

Ethanal is a gas compound which is also present in healthy persons’ breath (25 ± 17 ppb) [37].
However, recent studies [30] indicate that there is a significant increase in ethanal on the
breath of persons with a COVID-19 infection. Therefore, our sensor should detect down
to 1 ppm concentrations of ethanal, which can be simulated by exposure to 100 g of
bananas [38]. A clear change in the electronic parameters can be observed and the signal
is processed and sent to the output indicator LED which turns red in the presence of
ethanal gas.

The mechanical design accommodates the sensors and electronics necessary for opera-
tion. The prototype was 3D printed, checked, and validated carefully.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Solutions Reactivity and Selectivity

Figure 1 contains images of fabric surfaces upon drop-casting with ethanal-sensitive
colorimetric solutions. As it can be seen from the image, the as-deposited fabric presents
an intense orange color (Hue 38). The fabric pieces were exposed to ambient air, acetone,
ethanol, and to a healthy person´s breath, and did not present significant color changes
within 8 h (Hue ambient air 31, Hue Acetone 36, Hue Ethanol 33). The samples exposed
to water vapor or healthy person´s breath presented a slightly darker orange color (Hue
water vapor 32, Hue breath 29), but the samples exposed to ethanal vapors presented a
significant change towards a brown color (Hue 356).

These results indicate a good selectivity of the solution to ethanal gas. The exposure
to the breath of a healthy person also serves as a reference since the breath will contain
all regular fingerprints of relevant gases which could influence the measurement, such
as carbon dioxide and oxygen. It also demonstrated the solution application to facemask
fabrics by simple drop-casting methods.

The next step was to repeat the experiments with the acetone-sensitive solution.
Figure 2 illustrates how the color changes for fabrics coated with the solution. In this case,
the samples exposed to control gases present a Hue value around 330, which is shifted to
around 270 upon exposure to acetone fumes. The exposure to a healthy person´s breath
also promoted a color change to a Hue value around 10, indicating that the solution reacts
also with other gases on a person´s breath.

Based on the satisfactory results for solutions reactivity and selectivity, a systematic
and quantitative recording of the color change over time was performed. Figure 3 quantifies
the color change for the ethanal-sensitive solution over time by monitoring the changes
on the Hue value over time for six samples. As can be seen from the image, a significant
change on the H value occurs over time, quantifying the color change.

In order to evaluate the color change for the acetone-sensitive solution, a similar
quantification experiment was performed, and the results are shown in Figure 4.

3.2. COVID-19 Patients Breath Exposure

In order to explore the possibility of integration of colorimetric markers on facemasks
for indication of COVID-19 infection, solution coated masks were delivered to persons
who tested positive to COVID-19. The persons were asked to blow into a plastic bag
containing the mask fabric and to register the color change over time. Control experiments
with persons who tested negative to COVID-19 were also performed with an identical
method. Figure 5 illustrates how the ethanal-sensitive solution reacted with the positive
and negative breath exposure. A clear change of color towards dark brown is observed
for patients who tested positive. A color change is also observed when reacting to the
breath of negative-tested patients; however, the color change is not as intense as the results
of the positive persons. This reflects the color change observed upon exposure to water
vapor in Figure 1. Further investigation on the limit of detection of this method needs to be
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conducted, by determining the actual ethanal concentration versus color change, but these
results are a qualitative indication of the applicability of the method.
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3.3. Technological Outlook: Facemasks with Infection Indicators

Colorimetric sensing is a cheap and fast sensing method, and the demonstration of
a method to detect breath biomarkers in COVID-19 patients have been explored. Future
applications of this technology could be the implementation of these colorimetric markers
into healthcare facemasks, as shown in Figure 6.
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3.4. Technological Outlook: Breathalyzer

A breathalyzer is a device for estimating blood alcohol content or to detect viruses
or diseases from a breath sample. Working principles of commercial breathalyzers are
mostly based on electrochemical reactions [15]. We have demonstrated the application of
ethanal sensing in breath by developing a breathalyzer device containing a quartz crystal
microbalance as sensing element, as illustrated in Figure 7. The device was designed and
built in house.



Chemosensors 2022, 10, 167 9 of 13

Chemosensors 2022, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 13 
 

 

A person is subjected to quick potential COVID-19 screening by blowing into the 

device in a similar method as the blood alcohol test content in the replaceable valve noz-

zle. The sensing element is mounted on a reusable membrane cartridge and coated with a 

slightly modified ethanal-sensitive solution as described in the methodology section. The 

sensing element is connected to signal collection and processing by customized electronics 

and microprocessing. 

Upon binding of ethanal to the sensing element, a clear shift in resonance frequency, 

impedance and phase can be measured by the processing unit and the signal is displayed 

via a green or red LED indication, where a red indication stands for ethanal content de-

tection on the breath—and potential COVID-19 infection. 

 

Figure 7. Overview of the breathalyzer prototype with sensing elements, electronics, microproces-

sor and mechanical casing. 

3.5. Microscopic Investigation of Coated Sensing Element upon Ethanal Exposition 

In order to achieve proper ethanal binding and sensitivity, the ethanal-sensitive so-

lution has been modified from the previously color-sensitive solution. The ethanal mole-

cules suffer a chemical reaction and when in contact with Methyl Red, decrease the sub-

stance’s PH. As Methyl Red is a colorimetric PH indicator, the solution color is strictly 

connected to its PH. The reaction is shown in Figure 8 and has been adapted from [12]. 

For the breathalyzer application, we are mostly interested on the molecular binding be-

tween the coated surface and the ethanal molecules. Therefore, a solution for ethanal-sen-

sitive molecular binding was prepared as described in the methodology section. Figure 9 
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and mechanical casing.

A person is subjected to quick potential COVID-19 screening by blowing into the
device in a similar method as the blood alcohol test content in the replaceable valve nozzle.
The sensing element is mounted on a reusable membrane cartridge and coated with a
slightly modified ethanal-sensitive solution as described in the methodology section. The
sensing element is connected to signal collection and processing by customized electronics
and microprocessing.

Upon binding of ethanal to the sensing element, a clear shift in resonance frequency,
impedance and phase can be measured by the processing unit and the signal is displayed via
a green or red LED indication, where a red indication stands for ethanal content detection
on the breath—and potential COVID-19 infection.

3.5. Microscopic Investigation of Coated Sensing Element upon Ethanal Exposition

In order to achieve proper ethanal binding and sensitivity, the ethanal-sensitive solu-
tion has been modified from the previously color-sensitive solution. The ethanal molecules
suffer a chemical reaction and when in contact with Methyl Red, decrease the substance’s
PH. As Methyl Red is a colorimetric PH indicator, the solution color is strictly connected to
its PH. The reaction is shown in Figure 8 and has been adapted from [12]. For the breatha-
lyzer application, we are mostly interested on the molecular binding between the coated
surface and the ethanal molecules. Therefore, a solution for ethanal-sensitive molecular
binding was prepared as described in the methodology section. Figure 9 shows optical
microscopy images of coated surfaces with the colorimetric and with the molecular binding
solutions before and after exposure to ethanal gas.
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Figure 9. Microscopic images of the colorimetric ethanal-sensitive solution before (a) and after
(b) exposure to ethanal gas for 8 s and of the molecular-binding ethanal-sensitive solution before
(c) and after (d) exposure to ethanal gas for 8 s.

As it can be observed from the images, both solutions present significant morpho-
logical changes upon ethanal exposure, demonstrating molecular binding. However, the
molecular-binding tuned solutions (c) and (d) present a more significant change and better
homogeneity which are more suitable for application in a sensing element whose response
is based on added molecular weight.

3.6. Breathalyzer Electronic Response to Ethanal Exposition

The resonance frequency shift and impedance shift of the sensing elements were
measured as a function of exposure time to ethanal gas, as shown in Figure 10, which were
obtained by connecting the sensor to an impedance analyzer. The membrane sensor is
able to detect a 50 Hz shift when exposed to 1 ppm of ethanal, leading to a sensitivity of
0.02 ppm/Hz. The breath of a healthy person (negative to COVID-19) did not present
any changes on resonance frequency. The moisture filter is an important feature to hinder
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reaction of the solution with moisture. Furthermore, non-functionalized sensors were
exposed to ethanal, but did not present any changes in electrical response, demonstrating
the response selectivity to ethanal.
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Figure 10. Changes in quartz crystal microbalance resonance frequency and impedance upon expo-
sure to ethanal.

As it can be seen from the data, a decrease in resonance frequency due to increased
molecular weight is clearly observed, as well as a linear decrease in element impedance.
The sensor was also exposed to water vapor and the shift was not observed in that case,
indicating good sensor selectivity. The breathalyzer device’s electronics are programmed
to read the frequency shift, and to turn on the red LED indicator upon a shift larger than
50 Hz. Additionally, by tuning the signal processing electronics, it is possible to detect the
impedance shift after a few seconds of gas exposure, demonstrating the application of this
method as a breathalyzer device. Figure 11 is a picture of the breathalyzer prototype, with
the electronics, sensor cartridge, and LED indicators.
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Figure 11. Pictures of the breathalyzer device showing the removable sensor cartridge (left) and the
reading electronics and LED indicators (right).

4. Conclusions

In summary, the scope of new gas sensing-based approaches toward non-invasive
disease identifications have been presented. We have investigated solutions which are
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sensitive to breath biomarkers and could thus work as potential early-stage disease indica-
tors; COVID-19 as an example, has been demonstrated here. The solutions were applied
into two distinct sensing platforms and evaluated in terms of gas reactivity and selectivity.
The obtained results are promising and offer a good approach for quick screening of dis-
eases, such as cancer and COVID-19, and could be easily extended to many other diseases.
The proposed breathalyzer-based sensing platform could be very helpful in early-stage
diagnosis of various developing diseases, and thus could become an important future
healthcare tool.
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