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Abstract: Here, we describe our efforts focused on development of an algorithm for identification
of detection events in a real-time sensing application relying on reporting of color values using
commercially available color sensing chips. The effort focuses on the identification of event occurrence,
rather than target identification, and utilizes approaches suitable to onboard device incorporation
to facilitate portable and autonomous use. The described algorithm first excludes electronic noise
generated by the sensor system and determines response thresholds. This automatic adjustment
provides the potential for use with device variations as well as accommodating differing indicator
behaviors. Multiple signal channels (RGB) as well as multiple indicator array elements are combined
for reporting of an event with a minimum of false responses. While the method reported was
developed for use with paper-supported porphyrin and metalloporphyrin indicators, it should
be equally applicable to other colorimetric indicators. Depending on device configurations,
receiver operating characteristic (ROC) sensitivities of 1 could be obtained with specificities of 0.87
(threshold 160 ppb, ethanol).
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1. Introduction

Recent effort has been focused on development of small, highly portable, chemical sensors that
would address gaps in currently available technologies, allowing for autonomous and long term
monitoring of contaminants in environmental air samples. The focus is on design of inexpensive
devices with low power requirements. The approach is intended to facilitate the use of sensor
arrays rather than single point detection units, providing information over a region of interest.
Theoretical work has illustrated the potential benefits inherent in using chemical sensor arrays,
rather than single devices, for obtaining early warning of threats as well as in gathering information
on target distributions and plume movement [1]. The approach employed here uses semi-specific
indicators that are differentially responsive across classes of targets rather than using specific sensors
or indicators for each target [2]. The color changes in porphyrin and metalloporphyrin indicators upon
interaction with targets provide the basis of the detection approach. The use of response profiles across
multiple indicators offers the potential for a unique signature or “fingerprint”, providing resolution
of targets to a class of chemicals and/or to a specific identification depending on the particular array
of indicators used. Tracking of reflectance based color changes can be accomplished using low cost,
commercially available sensor chips. We have previously reported on indicator behavior and initial
prototype devices [2,3].
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In addition to current hardware, software, and firmware components, a complete system requires
development of an algorithm for identifying event occurrence and interpreting indicator responses.
Our sensing approach is similar to that described by Suslick et al. [4–7] and others [5,6,8–12] in the
use of reflectance based color changes; however, the particular array materials are different, having
been selected for real-time detection applications, a consideration that also leads to strikingly different
uses of the collected data. Previous work in this area focused on image processing to facilitate
analysis of color changes and automation of this task as well as on characterizing the results for target
identification [4,6,13–16]. There has been additional image analysis work specifically associated
with the development of algorithms for use of colorimetric sensing with smartphones [17–19].
Unfortunately, most of this work is not applicable to the real-time detection approach taken under
the current effort. Those efforts typically sampled a single time point following a specified exposure
duration, rather evaluating a continuous data stream. In addition, the RGB (red, green, blue) color
values reported were obtained from images (photographs) of the indicator arrays. RGB values for the
current effort are directly reported by commercially available color sensing chips that are utilized in
the prototype devices; images are not collected [2].

The algorithm described here focuses on identification of event occurrence. The larger effort seeks
to develop an algorithm for identification of a detection event based on real-time or near real-time
reporting of data in a continuous monitoring application. The algorithm will be tiered, first capturing
all significant changes in color value so that only data from potentially significant events need be
processed by higher tiers of the algorithm. The second tier of the algorithm would be used to identify
whether detection events are related to compounds in a target library. This tiered algorithm structure
evolved from potential operational strategies considered for reducing system costs through minimal
onboard computations. Onboard software would address identification of an event, while higher tier
analysis would be handled by a centralized processor receiving limited data streams from multiple
individual detection devices. Other aspects of higher tier analysis could be developed to relate the
spatial location of detection events using computational fluid dynamics [1]. This would allow for
identification of other at risk locations and/or possible source locations. Here, we describe initial work
based on the use of changes in standard deviation of color value data and the factors leading to use of
a slope based approach for identification of events. While the algorithm developed will not provide
a complete solution to real-time detection, the work represents an important step in advancing the
utility of the sensing approach.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Sensor Systems

Two different device prototypes were used in the work presented, each of which controlled and
collected data from six different commercially produced RGB color-to-frequency breakout boards
(model TCS3200-DB, AMS-TAOS USA Inc., Plano, TX, USA). These boards provide a nonlinear
response to changes in color intensity as well as overlapping spectral regions for the reported red,
green, and blue color values. Technical specifications are provided by the manufacture. Each platform
consisted of a custom printed circuit board (PCB) to control the hardware, timing, data collection,
and to regulate and distribute power. Other components include sample holders, software interfaces,
and in the case of the PT5, a housing with fans to provide airflow over the samples. PT3 is an early
version of the prototype under development (Supplementary Materials, Figure S1). It was primarily
designed to provide a system for screening of multiple indicator materials simultaneously, and it
has been described in previous publications [2,3]. Details for this prototype are provided in the
Supplementary Materials.

PT5 is a third generation prototype that has an enclosure as well as autonomous capabilities
allowing for long duration unattended and outdoor operation (Supplementary Materials, Figure S2).
Like the PT3, the sensor communicates sequentially with six copies of the TCS3200-DB board. The stock
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version of this board includes a color sensor (TCS-3200, AMS), an adjustable lens, and two white
LEDs. Peak sensitivities for the TCS-3200 sensor occur at 470 nm, 524 nm and 640 nm. Cool white
LEDs, however, tend to have low emission in the red portion of the spectrum, a region of interest for
porphyrin-based detection. In order to enhance instrument sensitivity, one of the white LEDs on each
detector board was removed and replaced with a 636-nm red LED rated at 1800 mcd at 20 mA forward
current (product #SSL-LX5093SIC, Lumex, Austin, TX, USA). The two LEDs were aligned to the center
of a target placed 2.54 cm away from the detector board prior to installation in the instrument.

The PT5 platform is designed to run outdoors autonomously for multi-day deployments.
The housing is machined from chemically resistant Delrin plastic (McMaster-Carr, Robbinsville, NJ, USA)
and secured with 316-stainless steel screws. Black plastic was chosen to minimize stray reflections.
Plastic tipped thumb screws seal the top of the instrument for easy access in the field. All of the holes
in the housing (cord pass-through; sample airflow) are located on the bottom of the instrument to
provide protection from precipitation. The printed circuit board (PCB) that controls the instrument,
the six TCS3200-DB breakout boards, the sample holders, and the two 5 V fans (model #OD2510-05HB,
Orion Fans, Dallas, TX, USA; 2.7 cfm airflow over the samples) are all housed by the enclosure.
PT5 has an upgraded microcontroller and flash memory suitable for deployment durations of up
to 14 days. When using a previous version of this prototype, we observed that the timing of long
deployments could be off by up to ±10%. PT5 incorporates a real time clock with a ±20 ppm quartz
crystal, improving the 7-day timing accuracy from ±16.8 h to ±12 s. The power and controls for the
fans have been incorporated into the PCB; one 7.5 V power supply (or set of batteries) is needed to
power the instrument. In addition, the fans can be turned on and off by the firmware. This could
be important for maintaining battery life in future studies with long intervals between samples; the
total power draw from the fans (each one is about 160 mA at 5 V) is nearly ten times that of the rest
of the instrument combined. PT5 allows the user to control both the sampling interval and the RGB
integration time in software. Sampling interval choices used in this manuscript were 5 s and 30 s.
The standard 100 ms integration time was available for both sampling intervals. For additional
sensitivity, 200 ms, 300 ms, 400 ms or 500 ms integration times were available with the 30 s interval.
Pseudocode for the firmware controlling the instrument is provided in the Supplementary Materials.
A PC equipped with custom software (LabWindows, National Instruments, Austin, TX, USA) is used to
start and stop each experiment and to download data from the instrument; connection to the PC is not
required during experiments. Data acquired in real time is stored on flash memory and downloaded
to the laptop over a USB connection upon completion of the experiment. For this report, four separate
PT5 instruments are used. Humidity and temperature were tracked using an Omega Portable Data
Logger with USB interface (OM-EL-USB-1, OMEGA Engineering, Inc., Norwalk, CT, USA).

2.2. Indicators

meso-Tetra(4-aminophenyl) porphine (N4TPP; CAS 22112-84-1) was obtained from Frontier
Scientific (Logan, UT, USA). Ethanol was obtained from Warner-Graham (200 proof; Baltimore,
MD, USA). Silver chloride (CAS 7783-90-6) was obtained from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA).
The metalloporphyrin construct, AgN4TPP, used for collection of all data reported here, was prepared
by reflux as previously reported [2,3,20]. Paper supported porphyrin indicator was prepared using
a dip and dry technique. For a 5 cm × 33 cm swatch, 0.4 mM porphyrin in water (total volume 6 mL)
was used. The paper support (WypAll X60, Kimberly-Clark Professional, Roswell, GA, USA) was
pulled through this solution and allowed to dry slightly before being pulled through the solution
again. This was repeated until all porphyrin solution had been deposited (typically three cycles).
Samples were then dried at 100 ◦C before storing in the dark in sealed plastic bags. This procedure has
been described previously for preparation of the indicator materials [2,3].
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Two types of exposure experiments were conducted to evaluate sensor performance. The first
type was utilized with only the PT3 prototype [2,3]. Porphyrin indicators were first measured over
empty Petri dishes (60 mm diameter). The indicator supports were then moved to a warmed dish
(60 ◦C) containing ethanol providing maximum initial ethanol headspace concentrations of 8, 16,
40, 61 or 82 ppm. Indicator supports were returned to the empty dishes for a minimum of 5 min
prior to initiation of another exposure event. This type of exposure provides a brief peak target
concentration with ongoing air exchange; reported values are the highest possible concentration
based on target volume used [2]. The second type of measurement provided a single headspace for
all indicators and devices. Devices were used for continuous data collection over periods of up to
fourteen days encompassing multiple exposure/purge periods. For this measurement, the sensors
with mounted indicator materials (six AgN4TPP indicators per device) were placed in a glove chamber
(65 L; Techni-Dome, Bel-Art, Wayne, NJ, USA), and the volume was purged with humidified air for
establishment of baseline measurements. Exposures were accomplished by adding a fixed volume of
target to the continuous air stream to produce maximum ethanol concentrations of 0.05, 0.16, 0.32, 0.53,
1.06 and 1.58 ppm.

2.3. Scripts

The original sensor prototype (PT3) contained an infrequent reporting anomaly that lead to
an intensity counter being prematurely dumped; the result is a very low (often zero) reported value
for an individual color channel (R, G or B on a single sensor). These anomalous data values were
excluded in the first round of processing by comparing the channel value to that reported for the
previous time point. If the absolute value of the difference between the two divided by the previous
value was greater than 35%, the previous value was substituted for the current value. This approach
allows for application of the algorithm to live or stored data; all detection algorithms were designed to
function in real-time or when applied to stored data. Though the color sensing chips report a white
channel, this information is ignored by all algorithm variations.

2.3.1. Standard Deviation Based Algorithm

Initial detection criteria are based on examination of the red, green, and blue color channels
for each indicator. For analysis at a given time point, the standard deviation for each color channel
(RGB) of a single indicator (seat) is computed using the 12 most recent time points. The RGB standard
deviations are subsequently divided by the average intensities for the same 12 points. If the resulting
value for all three color channels is greater than 0.00015 or if any two of the values are greater than 0.015,
this is classified as a potential detection event. The device (six indicators) is considered to have detected
an event of interest when at least the specified minimum number (one, two or three) of indicators
(seats) report a detection event at the same time. After event detection, a time window of 30 min is
activated. Any simultaneous indicator events that meet the specified minimum within this window
are considered part of the initial event. The window length is extended by 30 min each time an event
meeting the criteria is identified. Following 30 min without additional event detection, the time stamps
for the first and last detected events are reported along with the identification of all indictors that met
event detection requirements within the time period.

A detailed pseudocode description for the full process is provided in the Supplementary Materials.
Figure 1 provides a description of the standard deviation test criteria.
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Figure 1. (A) Psuedocode describing the test criteria utilized for the standard deviation based algorithm
(std); (B) Psuedocode describing the test criteria utilized for the slope based algorithm (s1, s2, s3).

2.3.2. Slope Based Algorithms

For application of the slope based algorithm, the threshold angle is fixed for each color value of
each indicator based on the first 120 data points following initiation of the device. The initial intensity
for each color is used in the following formula:

∅ = ae
−RGB

b + c (1)

RGB is the initial intensity for a color channel. The parameters used depend on the minimum
number of indicators or on the initial intensity values with a = 20 (one indicator, 70 for more than one
indicator), and b = 130 (one indicator, 30 for more than one indicator), and c equal to the larger value of
a user specified value (default 0.45◦) or the angle of the dot product of the standard error calculated
for the first 120 data points following initiation of the prototype.

Linear regression formulas are used to compute the slope and r2 value for each color channel over
two windows, current and baseline. The current window comprises the 20 (30 s sampling interval; 10 min)
or 50 (5 s sampling interval; 4.2 min) most recent time points; the baseline is a window that comprises
the next 120 most recent time points. The cosine of the angle between the slopes for the baseline
and current windows is computed. If this value is less than the cosine of the threshold angle (above)
and the r2 value for the current window is greater than 0.67 (one indicator, 0.57 for more than one
indicator), the color value is counted as 1; if the r2 value was greater than 0.8, the color is counted as 2.
Counts from all color channels for a given indicator must sum to greater than 1 for the indicator to be
considered to have detected a change. Very high dose exposures can induce large or rapid changes;
to address this situation, an additional test was added that uses only the 10 most recent data points.
If the angle between the computed slope of this window and the reference region slope is greater
than 12◦ then the color contributes 1. After these tests have been applied to all indicators, cases in
which the number of indicators that have detected changes is greater than or equal to the minimum
number specified are considered to have detected an event. Similarly to the standard deviation
algorithm, an event window was used for determination of the end point. Here, that window is 60 min
rather than 30 min. Any indicator events within this window extended the event window by 60 min
until no events are detected. The time stamps of the first and last detected events are reported along
with indicator identification for all indicators reporting within the window. A detailed pseudocode
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description of the process is provided in the Supplementary Materials; the test criteria are outlined in
Figure 1.

3. Results and Discussion

Initial development of a detection algorithm focused on the use of a standard deviation based
approach to identification of an event. The work utilized data sets that have been reported on
previously [2]. These were collected with the PT3 prototype applied in Petri dish evaluations for
screening of the various porphyrin and metalloporphyrin indicators and included exposures to
ethanol, methanol, isopropanol, acetone, acetic acid, and methyl salicylate [2]. Assessment and tuning
of the developed algorithms was accomplished using data sets generated with a single indicator,
silver meso-tetra(4-aminophenyl) porphine (AgN4TPP), with a single target, ethanol. For the PT3
prototype, 180 exposure events at five concentrations were completed in the Petri dish configuration.
These evaluations included continuous data collection over periods of up to 8 days (Supplementary
Materials, Tables S1 and S2). The results reflect those obtained under the original indicator screening
effort [2]. Figure 2 presents representative data for Petri dish exposures of the PT3 prototype along
with standard deviation calculated in the manner used by the algorithm. The algorithm uses changes
in the standard deviation of two or more color values for a single indicator to provide identification of
an event (s1std). This approach provided the potential for rapid detection (1 min or less) with minimal
instrument cycle up time (1 min). In combination with the PT3 prototype and this type of evaluation,
the sensitivity (or true positive rate) was 0.87; the specificity was 0.92 for a detection threshold of 8 ppm.
Altering the algorithm to require changes on two or more seats (s2std) for event identification lead to
a slight improvement in specificity (0.96) and sensitivity (0.93).
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Figure 2. (A) PT3 data for a single indicator (RGB values, 5 s sampling interval) with multiple
exposures (indicated by dashed lines) at maximum ethanol concentrations of 8 (1, 2 & 3) and 16 ppm (4);
(B) Standard deviation over time calculated using a 12 point sliding window for presented data;
(C) Slope over time calculated using a 50 point sliding window for presented data.

PT3 is a bench-scale prototype designed primarily for screening of indicator materials
(Supplementary Materials, Figure S1). Petri dish based exposures were effective for identification of
indicator array components, assessment of response times, and determination of clear down rates
associated with array elements but have little relevance to the environmental sensor system under
development. Exposure of the device to targets within an enclosed headspace was intended to provide
a better simulation of the intended application conditions [2]. With this approach, target concentrations
can be rapidly increased from baseline to the desired level. Return to baseline conditions occurs as the
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headspace is purged by air flow. Figure 3 provides representative data for the PT3 prototype under
this type of evaluation.

In this case, the presented data has been normalized to the average intensity value to facilitate
comparisons across devices. The time dependence of the color values reflects the increase to peak
concentration, slower than that observed in the Petri dish format, and the slow return to baseline
conditions as the air within the enclosure is exchanged. This format allows for interrogation of ethanol
concentrations between 50 ppb and 1.6 ppm; 138 exposures of PT3 at five concentrations (0.16 to
1.6 ppm) were completed in this format (Supplementary Materials, Table S3). When the standard
deviation algorithm (s1std) was applied to the resulting data set, the sensitivity was 0.07; the specificity
was 0.99 for a detection threshold of 160 ppb. Table 1 provides ROC analysis results for algorithms
applied to PT3 data sets (see also Supplementary Materials, Table S4).Sensors 2016, 16, 1927 7 of 11 
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Figure 3. PT3 data at a 5 s sampling interval (100 ms integration; PT3; black) compared to 100 ms
PT5 data (RGB, 5 s sampling interval). The two exposures shown here were completed in the glove
enclosure using a maximum ethanol concentration of 1.06 ppm.

Table 1. ROC comparison for algorithms applied to PT3 data collected using either Petri dish or
glove enclosure exposures. Analysis of PT5 data collected at 100 ms with a 5 s sampling interval is
also included.

Device Experiment Type 1 Algorithm Type Specificity Sensitivity

PT3 Petri dish s1std 0.92 0.87
PT3 Petri dish s2std 0.96 0.93
PT3 Enclosure s1std 0.99 0.07
PT3 Enclosure s2std 0.99 0.07
PT5 Enclosure s1std 1.00 0.00

PT3 Petri dish s1 0.95 0.86
PT3 Enclosure s1 1.00 0.82
PT5 Enclosure s1 0.90 0.50

1 Petri dish based exposures utilized ethanol concentrations from 8 to 82 ppm; enclosure exposures were 0.16
to 1.58 ppm.

While the standard deviation based algorithm provided poor performance when applied to
the PT3 data sets collected in the glove enclosure, manual analysis indicated that the sensor system
was capable of providing ethanol detection at even the 160 ppb level. At this point, analysis of data
collected using PT5 prototype devices began (four independent, six element devices). The PT5 devices
were designed to function autonomously for periods of up to 14 days (30 s sampling increment) after
which time the data was manually downloaded (Supplementary Materials, Figure S2). These devices
were exposed to targets in parallel with the PT3 device using the glove enclosure procedure. A data
set comprising 384 exposures at five concentrations between 0.16 and 1.6 ppm was collected using PT5
(100 ms integration, 5 s interval; Supplementary Materials, Table S5). Application of the single seat
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standard deviation based algorithm (s1std) to this data set resulted in a single reported event, a false
positive. The dual seat version (s2std) reported no events (Supplementary Materials, Table S6).

Based on these results, a second algorithm (s1; Section 2.3.2) was developed with detection based
on changes in the slope of the color value data. This algorithm provided a sensitivity of 0.50 with
specificity at 0.90 for the PT5 data set (Table 1). When applied to the PT3 data set, sensitivity was
dramatically increased over the standard deviation based algorithm (0.82 vs. 0.07) with additional
improvement in the specificity (0.998). Interestingly, application of the slope based algorithm to the data
set collected using Petri dish exposures resulted in sensitivity 0.86 with specificity 0.95. The reasons
for the variation in algorithm performance can be seen when the results reported in Figures 1 and 2
are compared. One contributing factor was the differences in experimental procedures. The standard
deviation based algorithm was more effective for the sharp concentration changes achieved in the
Petri dish format, but was poorly suited to the slightly more gentle increase in concentration of the
glove enclosure experiments. The performance of the two prototype devices leads to some variation as
well. The average color value for PT3 is between 391 and 569 for the AgN4TPP indicator depending on
the channel (RGB) analyzed (average 466); for PT5, it varies from 113 to 27 (average 56). The standard
deviation in the PT3 data is less than 1% of the total signal; for PT5, it is up to 5% depending on the
color channel evaluated. These variations are a result of manufacturing differences in the breakout
boards used (see Methods).

In order to achieve 14 days of autonomous data collection, the PT5 devices use a 30 s sampling
increment; the 5 s sampling increment, used for comparison to the PT3 device, provides 60 h of
autonomous data collection. It is desirable to keep the sampled window as short as possible in order to
make real-time application of the algorithm possible. With this in mind, the algorithm was adjusted to
use 20 points rather than the 50 utilized with the 5 s sampling increment keeping the total time at 10 min.
The use of 20 points maintained high sensitivity while introducing few false positives (Figure 4).
Application of this variation of the slope based algorithm (s1) yielded a specificity of 0.94 with
a significant loss in sensitivity (0.23). Because the final versions of the sensor device will probably
require multiple indicators for identification of an event, it was recognized that thresholds could be
changed to potentially increase sensitivity with specificity being maintained by requiring responses
from more than a single indicator. A two seat variation of this algorithm (s2) provided somewhat
improved sensitivity 0.48 (0.98 specificity). Increasing the concentration limit from 0.16 to 1.58 ppm
provided a sensitivity of 0.88 (for s2; s1 = 0.61). This sensitivity was still below that sought for the
intended application, and the concentration threshold is much higher than that desired.
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Figure 4. (A) PT5 data (PT5; 30 s sampling interval; 100 ms integration) is presented including points
collected during exposure to ethanol in the glove enclosure at maximum concentrations of 1.06 ppm
(1, 2) and 1.58 ppm (3, 4, 5); The reported signals are red, green, and blue values for a single indicator.
Also shown is the calculated slope versus time for the presented data using varied window lengths
of 20 (B); and 50 (C) points.
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Down sampling the PT3 data set to a 30 s interval did not cause these types of losses in sensitivity
and specificity (Supplementary Materials, Table S4). PT3 reports significantly higher color values than
PT5 (100 ms integration). This result lead to consideration of device performance. It is possible to
increase the total signal for the PT5 device through increasing the integration time used; the standard
deviation in the signal simultaneously drops. Increasing the integration to 200 ms, increased the
average color value to 231 with a standard deviation of 2.8%. At 500 ms integration, the maximum
possible at this sampling interval, the average color value was 713 with a standard deviation of 0.7%
(Full summary provided in the Supplementary Materials, Table S7).

To evaluate the impact of total signal and noise levels on algorithm performance, PT5 data sets
were generated for 200, 400 and 500 ms integration times. These sets consisted of 360 exposures at
five concentrations between 0.16 and 1.6 ppm. Figure 5 provides ROC analysis for the single (s1) and
dual (s2) seat slope based algorithms across the four integration times utilized. Increasing integration
to 200 ms dramatically improved both sensitivity and selectivity over that observed for the 100 ms
data set. Additional improvement was obtained using 400 ms integration. Increasing integration time
to 500 ms did not result in additional gains; in fact, a loss in specificity was noted under both variations
of the algorithm.Sensors 2016, 16, 1927 9 of 11 
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Figure 5. (A) ROC analysis for PT5 data sets collected at 100 (circle), 200 (square), 400 (triangle)
and 500 ms (diamond) integration when evaluated using the single seat (s1, black) and dual seat
(s2, red) slope based algorithms; (B) ROC analysis of the 500 ms PT5 data set using 0.16 (black)
and 0.05 (red) ppm detection thresholds with variations of the slope based algorithm: one seat, 0.45◦,
circle; two seat, 0.45◦, square; three seat, 0.45◦, triangle; one seat, 1.45◦, diamond; one seat, 2.45◦, star.

For further tuning of the algorithm, the 500 ms integration data set was expanded to include
72 exposures at a concentration of 0.05 ppm (Supplementary Materials, Table S8). This data set was
analyzed using the single seat slope based algorithm at a detection threshold of 0.16 ppm as well
as 0.05 ppm. The angle threshold for detection was varied at 0.45◦, 1.45◦ and 2.45◦. The dual seat
slope based algorithm (0.45◦) was applied along with an additional variant of this algorithm using
a three seat requirement (0.45◦). As shown in Figure 5, specificity could be increased at the expense
of sensitivity through increasing the angle threshold value. The three seat variant of the algorithm
using the lowest angle threshold provided the best performance overall, returning no false positives
with a sensitivity of 0.85 (0.16 ppm threshold). The 0.05 ppm level exposures were not detected by
any of the algorithm variants. If the concentration threshold is shifted to 0.32 ppm, the two seat and
three seat variants identify all events with no false positives (sensitivity and specificity both equal 1).
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4. Conclusions

A reasonable algorithm for identification of a detection event in real-time sensing applications
that employ reversible colorimetric indicators based on changes in the slope of collected data has
been described. The method focuses on the identification of event occurrence, rather than target
identification, and utilizes an approach suitable to incorporation onboard a device intended for
portable, autonomous use. The described approach first excludes electronic noise generated by the
sensor system. Multiple signal channels (RGB) as well as multiple array elements are combined
for reporting on an event with a minimum of false responses. The method automatically adjusts to
the overall intensity of the data collected, facilitating use with different device variations as well as
accommodating differing indicator behaviors. While the method reported was developed for use with
paper-supported porphyrin and metalloporphyrin indicators, it should be equally applicable to other
colorimetric indicators. The approach is specifically suited to reversible indictors, but could be utilized
with reactive indicators as well.

The algorithm development process allowed for identification of important physical device
parameters prompting adjustments to the prototype. It is clear that the integration time and sampling
frequency effect the limits of detection for the device leading to different versions of the device achieving
similar sensitivities at differing integration times. The effect of integration time on the signal to noise
ratio is readily apparent. Longer integration times, up to 400 ms, improved sensitivity for the PT5
device but little to no difference was seen from 400 to 500 ms. In the current device, use of 400 to 500 ms
integration limits data collection to a 30 s sampling increment. There are indications that shorter
sampling increments would result in improved performance at lower threshold target concentrations;
however, this point could be investigated with only the PT3 device.

It is important to note that, while the points used in the detection window cover 10 min (30 s
sampling increment), the device consistently indicated the beginning of an event within 1 or 2 min
following target introduction. The optimal sampling frequency will ultimately depend on limitations
of the sensor materials and the desired application. For the current application, the 30 s sampling
increment is preferred as data is stored in device memory for later download; a longer sampling
increment increases the time between downloads. In order to more fully explore optimal operating
conditions, device modifications allowing shorter sampling increments without losses in integration
time are necessary. Further effort will consider these hardware upgrades as well as incorporating the
described algorithm in device firmware as a first step toward automated reporting.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1424-8220/16/11/1927/s1,
Details on the Multiplex Development Platform (PT3), Pseudocode for PT3, Pseudocode for PT5, Figure S1:
Photograph of PT3, Figure S2: Photographs of PT5, Pseudocode for the algorithms developed, Table S1: Data
set from PT3 petri dish exposures—175 h, Table S2: Data set from PT3 petri dish exposures—334 h, Table S3:
Data set from PT3 enclosure exposures—1004 h, Table S4: Results for analysis of PT3 data sets, Table S5: Data
set from PT5 enclosure exposures at 100 ms integration—243 h, Table S6: Results for analysis of PT5 data sets,
Table S7: Sensor performance at varied integration time, Table S8: Data set from PT5 enclosure exposures at
500 ms integration—510 h.

Acknowledgments: This research was sponsored by the U.S. Naval Research Laboratory (WU# 69-6594).
We applied the SDC approach (“sequence-determines-credit”) for determining the sequence of authors [21].
The views expressed here are those of the authors and do not represent those of the U.S. Navy, the U.S. Department
of Defense, or the U.S. Government.

Author Contributions: B.J.J. and A.P.M. conceived and designed the experiments and analyzed resulting data;
B.J.J. performed the experiments; J.S.E. designed and fabricated prototype devices; D.A.S. contributed reagents
and materials; B.J.J., J.S.E. and A.P.M. assembled this manuscript.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest. The sponsors had no role in the design of the
study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data; in the writing of the manuscript; or in the decision to
publish the results.

http://www.mdpi.com/1424-8220/16/11/1927/s1


Sensors 2016, 16, 1927 11 of 12

References

1. Obenschain, K.; Boris, J.; Patnaik, G. Using CT-ANALYST(TM) to optimize sensor placement. In Proceedings
of the Chemical and Biological Sensing V, Orlando, FL, USA, 13 August 2004; Volume 5416, pp. 14–20.
[CrossRef]

2. Johnson, B.J.; Erickson, J.S.; Kim, J.; Malanoski, A.P.; Leska, I.A.; Monk, S.M.; Edwards, D.J.; Young, T.N.;
Verbarg, J.; Bovais, C.; et al. Miniaturized reflectance devices for chemical sensing. Meas. Sci. Technol. 2014,
25, 095101. [CrossRef]

3. Johnson, B.J.; Liu, R.; Neblett, R.C.; Malanoski, A.P.; Xu, M.; Erickson, J.S.; Zang, L.; Stenger, D.A.; Moore, M.H.
Reflectance-based detection of oxidizers in ambient air. Sens. Actuators B Chem. 2016, 227, 399–402. [CrossRef]

4. Askim, J.R.; Suslick, K.S. Hand-Held Reader for Colorimetric Sensor Arrays. Anal. Chem. 2015, 87, 7810–7816.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

5. Chen, Q.S.; Liu, A.P.; Zhao, J.W.; Ouyang, Q. Classification of tea category using a portable electronic nose
based on an odor imaging sensor array. J. Pharm. Biomed. Anal. 2013, 84, 77–89. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

6. Feng, L.; Musto, C.J.; Kemling, J.W.; Lim, S.H.; Suslick, K.S. A colorimetric sensor array for identification of
toxic gases below permissible exposure limits. Chem. Commun. 2010, 46, 2037–2039. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Rakow, N.A.; Suslick, K.S. A colorimetric sensor array for odour visualization. Nature 2000, 406, 710–713.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. Huang, X.Y.; Xin, J.W.; Zhao, J.W. A novel technique for rapid evaluation of fish freshness using colorimetric
sensor array. J. Food Eng. 2011, 105, 632–637. [CrossRef]

9. Khulal, U.; Zhao, J.W.; Hu, W.W.; Chen, Q.S. Comparison of different chemometric methods in quantifying
total volatile basic-nitrogen (TVB-N) content in chicken meat using a fabricated colorimetric sensor array.
RSC Adv. 2016, 6, 4663–4672. [CrossRef]

10. Roales, J.; Pedrosa, J.M.; Guillen, M.G.; Lopes-Costa, T.; Pinto, S.M.A.; Calvete, M.J.F.; Pereira, M.M.
Optical detection of amine vapors using ZnTriad porphyrin thin films. Sens. Actuators B Chem. 2015,
210, 28–35. [CrossRef]

11. Wu, Y.; Huo, D.Q.; Hou, C.J.; Fa, H.B.; Yang, M.; Luo, X.G. Colorimetric Artificial Nose for Identification of
Breath Volatile Organic Compounds of Patients with Lung Cancer. Chem. Res. Chin. Univ. 2014, 30, 572–577.
[CrossRef]

12. Lei, J.C.; Hou, C.J.; Huo, D.Q.; Li, Y.J.; Luo, X.G.; Yang, M.; Fa, H.B.; Bao, M.Z.; Li, J.J.; Deng, B. Detection of
ammonia based on a novel fluorescent artificial nose and pattern recognition. Atmos. Pollut. Res. 2016, 7,
431–437. [CrossRef]

13. Zhang, C.; Bailey, D.P.; Suslick, K.S. Colorimetric sensor arrays for the analysis of beers: A feasibility study.
J. Agric. Food Chem. 2006, 54, 4925–4931. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Maurya, N.; Bhardwaj, S.; Singh, A.K. A modest colorimetric chemosensor for investigation of CN-in
semi-aqueous environment with high selectivity and sensitivity. Sens. Actuators B Chem. 2016, 229, 483–491.
[CrossRef]

15. Montes-Robles, R.; Moragues, M.E.; Vivancos, J.L.; Ibanez, J.; Fraile, R.; Martinez-Manez, R.; Garcia-Breijo, E.
Colorimetric detection of hazardous gases using a remotely operated capturing and processing system.
ISA Trans. 2015, 59, 434–442. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Park, S.H.; Maruniak, A.; Kim, J.; Yi, G.R.; Lim, S.H. Disposable microfluidic sensor arrays for discrimination
of antioxidants. Talanta 2016, 153, 163–169. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

17. Lopez-Ruiz, N.; Curto, V.F.; Erenas, M.M.; Benito-Lopez, F.; Diamond, D.; Palma, A.J.; Capitan-Vallvey, L.F.
Smartphone-Based Simultaneous pH and Nitrite Colorimetric Determination for Paper Microfluidic Devices.
Anal. Chem. 2014, 86, 9554–9562. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

18. Su, K.Q.; Zou, Q.C.; Zhou, J.; Zou, L.; Li, H.B.; Wang, T.X.; Hu, N.; Wang, P. High-sensitive and high-efficient
biochemical analysis method using a bionic electronic eye in combination with a smartphone-based
colorimetric reader system. Sens. Actuators B Chem. 2015, 216, 134–140. [CrossRef]

19. McCracken, K.E.; Yoon, J.Y. Recent approaches for optical smartphone sensing in resource-limited settings:
A brief review. Anal. Methods 2016, 8, 6591–6601. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1117/12.542892
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0957-0233/25/9/095101
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.snb.2015.12.040
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.analchem.5b01499
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26177346
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jpba.2013.05.046
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23810847
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/b926848k
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20221484
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/35021028
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10963592
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jfoodeng.2011.03.034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C5RA25375F
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.snb.2014.12.080
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s40242-014-4005-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apr.2015.10.019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jf060110a
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16819897
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.snb.2016.02.014
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.isatra.2015.09.010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26434416
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.talanta.2016.03.017
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27130104
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ac5019205
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25158126
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.snb.2015.04.052
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C6AY01575A


Sensors 2016, 16, 1927 12 of 12

20. Johnson, B.J.; Anderson, N.E.; Charles, P.T.; Malanoski, A.P.; Melde, B.J.; Nasir, M.; Deschamps, J.R.
Porphyrin-Embedded Silicate Materials for Detection of Hydrocarbon Solvents. Sensors 2011, 11, 886–904.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

21. Tscharntke, T.; Hochberg, M.E.; Rand, T.A.; Resh, V.H.; Krauss, J. Author sequence and credit for contributions
in multiauthored publications. PLoS Biol. 2007, 5, e18. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

© 2016 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC-BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/s110100886
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22346609
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0050018
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17227141
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Sensor Systems 
	Indicators 
	Scripts 
	Standard Deviation Based Algorithm 
	Slope Based Algorithms 


	Results and Discussion 
	Conclusions 

