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Abstract: Recently, due to the enhancement in consumer awareness of food safety, considerable
attention has been paid to intelligent packaging that displays the quality status of food through
color changes. Natural food colorants show useful functionalities (antibacterial and antioxidant
activities) and obvious color changes due to their structural changes in different acid and alkali
environments, which could be applied to detect these acid and alkali environments, especially in the
preparation of intelligent packaging. This review introduces the latest research on the progress of
pH-responsive freshness indicators based on natural food colorants and biodegradable polymers for
monitoring packaged food quality. Additionally, the current methods of detecting food freshness,
the preparation methods for pH-responsive freshness indicators, and their applications for detecting
the freshness of perishable food are highlighted. Subsequently, this review addresses the challenges
and prospects of pH-responsive freshness indicators in food packaging, to assist in promoting their
commercial application.

Keywords: intelligent packaging technology; natural food colorants; freshness indicator; pH-responsive;
food quality

1. Introduction

Packaging is usually used to protect goods from environmental pollution and other
effects (such as odors, vibrations, dust, physical damage, temperature, light, and humidity)
and to provide consumers with commodity information such as production date, shelf
life, nutrients, and usages [1]. It is crucial for guaranteeing food quality and safety and for
contributing to prolonging shelf life and reducing food loss and waste [2–4]. Recently, with
the improvement of living standards and the gradual enhancement of consumer health
awareness, food safety issues have attracted considerable attention, further promoting the
development of new packaging technologies. Traditional food packaging is mainly used as
a protective barrier to resist external forces and to promote sales [5]. Oxidation, microbial
growth, and decomposition of enzymes are the main causes of spoilage in many foods (such
as grapes, pears, fish, pork, and shrimp) during production, transportation, processing,
storage, and sale [6,7]. These processes are directly linked to the loss of food quality and
safety, affecting consumers’ health and the overall economy of the food industry [8]. Hence,
protecting food quality is an important research orientation since it directly affects the
goal of improving quality of life. Additionally, the improvement in awareness of food
safety for consumers leads to higher requirements for food safety. Intelligent packaging
improves product quality and safety while promoting product sales and enhancing the
influence of a company [9,10]. Intelligent packaging involves intelligent devices that can
detect the quality of packaged food or internal packaging environment factors such as
temperature, pH, gas composition, rotten metabolites, etc., providing consumers with
chemical, physical, microbiological, and other quality information [11]. It has the ability
to detect and record variations in the food or packaging environment, in order to display
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food quality information to consumers [12]. There are three main types of intelligent
packaging systems for food packaging. Data carriers such as barcodes and radio frequency
identification tags (RFID) can be used for warehouse management and product traceability.
Sensors such as electronic noses and electronic tongues provide fast and unambiguous
quantification of analytes in food using multi-sensor arrays to sense the characteristic
response signals of food. Indicators are designed to provide greater convenience and to
inform consumers about food quality [13,14].

Regarding current intelligent food packaging materials, indicators such as freshness
indicators, gas indicators, and time–temperature indicators have been widely studied, due
to their ability to provide qualitative or semi-quantitative information on food through
color variations. Among these, intelligent packaging systems based on freshness indi-
cators provide consumers with real-time quality monitoring information on packaged
food through quality sensors/indicators, especially the widely developed pH-responsive
freshness indicators [1,15,16]. A pH-responsive freshness indicator works by using the
following mechanism. The nutrients in food (protein, fat, etc.) decompose under the
action of enzymes and microorganisms and produce various acidic and alkaline gases
(trimethylamine (TMA), dimethylamine (DMA), ammonia (NH3), hydrogen sulfide, carbon
dioxide, etc.), which are then released into the confined space during the process of food
freshness change [17]. As the storage period increases, these released acidic and basic
compounds become denser in the package headspace and are further adsorbed by the
freshness indicator attached to the inside of the package. These compounds lead to an
increase in hydroxyl ions in the indicator. Accordingly, the deprotonation of hydroxyl
groups changes the structure of the natural dyes, which then exhibit color changes. The
consumer is made aware of the change in the freshness or quality of the food through the
color change of the indicator.

This review introduces current methods for detecting food freshness. The composition
and preparation methods of pH-responsive freshness indicators are summarized. Their
application in monitoring food freshness and quality is introduced in detail. Mechanistically,
the pH properties of foods change as a result of processes such as microbial growth releasing
carbon dioxide or carbon dioxide being released on exposure to air. Quite a few commercial
indicator systems are already marketed for detecting pH changes as a result of changes
in freshness, and this review is strengthened by tabulating and discussing them, in order
to identify what further improvements might be possible using natural colorants. Finally,
this review covers the application prospects and challenges of pH-responsive freshness
indicators based on natural food colorants.

Current pH-responsive freshness indicators usually consist of two main parts: a
carrier and the pH-responsive colorants [18]. Indicators are mainly prepared using the
following methods: (1) immobilizing the colorants by adsorption on a polymer support,
(2) fixing the colorants by covalent interaction with hydrophilic cellulose, or (3) immobiliz-
ing the colorants via hydrogen bonding or ionic interaction with the polymer support [19].
Currently, most pH-responsive freshness indicators are prepared with different types of
synthetic colorants (including cresol red, methyl red, bromocresol purple, bromocresol
green, chlorophenol, bromothymol blue, and xylenol) [20]. However, most synthetic col-
orants are toxic, and some of them are even carcinogenic, which may pose a serious threat
to life and the environment [21]. Hence, it is crucial to find non-toxic and safe colorants
for the preparation of pH-responsive freshness indicators. The application of natural
colorants could improve food safety, while also meeting consumer expectations for food
safety. Recently, natural dyes such as curcumin, alizarin, shikonin, and anthocyanin have
been widely used in intelligent packaging research [22–24]. Curcumin is a common yellow
dye extracted from the roots of curcuma plants [25]. Shikonin and alizarin are red dyes
extracted from Boracaceae and Rubiaceae, respectively [26]. Anthocyanins have been widely
studied due to their noticeable and rich color variations over a wide range of changes in
pH, high safety, easy availability, and other functional properties such as antioxidant and
antibacterial activity [27]. Most natural pigments can be obtained from agricultural waste
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and food processing plant wastes such as fruit peel, pressed residue, etc. Consequently,
research into pH-responsive freshness indicators not only promotes the rational utilization
of waste but also provides a green substitute for synthetic dyes for monitoring food quality.

2. Methods for Detecting Food Freshness

Detection methods for food freshness cover conventional methods (such as micro-
biological methods, physical and chemical detection methods, and sensory evaluation
methods) and rapid nondestructive testing technology [28]. Conventional detection meth-
ods are time-consuming, destructive, and costly [26]. Most of the freshness indicators in
the freshness monitoring process need to be evaluated in conjunction with the indicators
for the food-quality change process (e.g., total bacterial colony, TVBN value, weight loss,
etc.) to further improve the application of freshness indicators [29].

These methods refer to the detection of the internal and external properties, state, and
structure of the object by means of physical methods without destroying the object. Tradi-
tional chemical detection methods generally require destructive pretreatment of analytes.
Unlike traditional detection methods, nondestructive rapid detection techniques possess
the advantages of not damaging the samples, fast detection speed, less contamination,
and low analysis cost [30]. In food analysis and detection, nondestructive rapid detec-
tion techniques can be divided into optical methods, mechanical and acoustic methods,
X-ray methods, electromagnetic methods, sensor methods, and other detection methods
(microbial indication and enzyme indication freshness indicators), depending on the de-
tection mechanism. Figure 1 shows the specific classification scheme. Electronic nose and
tongue technology, biosensors, and pigment sensors have important applications in the
identification of the quality of food products [31].
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In food analysis, visible/near infrared spectroscopy is mainly used to analyze the
composition and quality of food products. Zhang et al. (2010) [32] used headspace solid-
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phase microextraction (HSSPME) and gas chromatography–mass spectrometry (GC-MS) to
investigate the volatile substances in different seafood products at different storage stages.
Afterwards, the characteristics of the volatile substances were statistically interpreted using
methods such as normalization and principal component analysis (PCA), thus establishing
a systematic method for evaluating the freshness of stored seafood. Computer vision
technology is a technology that can objectively obtain image information from the food
being inspected through optical imaging sensors and then mine the information on food-
quality characteristics contained in the image through image processing technology [33].
Xu et al. [33] used a PLS (partial least squares) algorithm to obtain data and developed a
quality testing model based on the minimum error probability. The detection accuracy of
the method was over 93%, and the classification efficiency was 5400/h, which indicated that
the method was feasible for grading salted eggs. Meanwhile, electronic nose and electronic
tongue technology has also been gradually applied to the quality identification of food.
Han et al. [34] developed a new method for nondestructive detection of fish freshness using
electronic nose and electronic tongue techniques combined with chemometric methods. A
three-layer radial basis function neural network model was developed for the qualitative
discrimination of fish freshness via PCA analysis of the electronic nose and electronic
tongue data.

Nondestructive detection techniques have attracted considerable attention, as they
are nondestructive with respect to samples and environmentally friendly, with no contami-
nation and a fast detection speed. With the improvement of requirements for food safety,
nondestructive detection techniques have been developed in the directions of simplicity,
miniaturization, portability, specificity, and high sensitivity. Hence, pH-responsive fresh-
ness indicators based on natural food colorants represent an indispensable development
direction for non-destructive detection techniques.

3. Overview of pH-Responsive Freshness Indicators

Color, pH, and smell, along with variations in the internal and external properties of
packaged food, are all important signs of food spoilage. These changes are mainly related
to the decomposition of proteins, fats, and sugars by microorganisms and endogenous
enzymes, as well as being related to the type of food (fish, meat, milk, vegetables, fruits, etc.)
and the storage conditions [35]. In the process of growth and reproduction, microorganisms
release various metabolites (hydrogen sulfide, amines, carbon dioxide, water, etc.), resulting
in changes in the acidity or alkalinity of the food and the environment around the food. For
this reason, pH-sensitive colorants have been introduced into the preparation of freshness
indicators. During changes in packaged food freshness, the pH-responsive freshness
indicator reacts with the metabolites of microorganisms on the food and shows a color
change due to the change in pH value [36,37]. Hence, pH-responsive freshness indicators
convert the detection of qualitative or quantitative changes in the concentration of one
or more substances associated with food spoilage in a package into a perceptible signal
that can be visually detected by the consumer [38]. Color changes in pH indicators are
usually attributed to the protonation or deprotonation of carboxylic acid functional groups
or amidocyanogen. Additionally, previous research has found that the probability of
dissociation occurring within two pH units is about 20% to 80% when only one type of
dissociable group exists [39]. Hence, the color range of the freshness indicator is mainly
affected by the number of dissociable groups.

Water-vapor permeability (WVP) and oxygen permeability (OP) are key barrier param-
eters in evaluating polymeric packaging films for food protection and shelf-life extension.
Most of the prepared pH-responsive freshness indicators are composed of hydrophilic
natural colorants and bio-based materials [40]. They contain more hydrophilic groups (e.g.,
hydroxyl, carboxyl, etc.), resulting in poor water-vapor permeability of the membrane.
Numerous studies have found that electrostatic interactions between substrates in films and
cross-linking between natural colorants and film substrates reduce the availability of hy-
drophilic groups in the substrate, thereby reducing the affinity for water molecules [41,42].
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However, pH-responsive freshness indicators still have higher oxygen/moisture perme-
ability than commercial films such as LDPE, polypropylene, and polyvinyl chloride. Hence,
future studies may consider the use of multilayer films or the addition of other materials to
further reduce the WVP of the freshness indicator.

3.1. Synthetic Colorants

As one of the most striking features of food, color is one of the most important stan-
dards for recognizing and perceiving the quality and appearance of food, and it directly
affects the choices, acceptance and consumption tendencies of consumers [43]. Synthetic
colorants are often used as additives in the food industry, especially in confectionery and
indicators/sensors, due to their advantages of good stability, excellent color changes, and
low cost. Synthetic colorants containing phenolphthalein, bromocresol purple, bromocre-
sol green, and methyl orange are widely applied in pH-responsive freshness indicators,
showing red, blue, purple, yellow/orange, green, and other colors in different pH envi-
ronments [44–46]. The prepared freshness indicator presents a reversible color change
in contact with gases, liquids, and semisolids with different pH values [47]. Chemical
barcode sensors can be prepared by using bromocresol green as a pH-sensitive pigment.
By studying the characteristics of the sensor and its response in standard ammonia, it
was found that these sensors can show a visible color response to volatile nitrogen com-
pounds [48]. Researchers have conducted sufficient tests on cod and other fish to confirm
that the sensor response is related to the growth pattern of bacteria in aquatic products
and seafoods, thus enabling real-time monitoring of changes in the freshness of various
perishable products. Additionally, other researchers have reported studies with similar
principles using sensors prepared from synthetic colorants in intelligent packaging to moni-
tor food freshness [49–51]. To establish a more accurate freshness monitoring index system,
an indicator based on mixed pH-sensitive pigments was also proposed as a “chemical
barcode”, to monitor deterioration in desserts and skinless chicken breasts [52,53]. Further-
more, pH-responsive freshness indicators consisting of two or more pH-sensitive pigments
such as bromocresol green and methyl red or bromothymol blue and methyl orange remain
in the form of a single sensor. To overcome the disadvantage that it is difficult for a single
indicator to accurately monitor food freshness, Kuswandi et al. [54] proposed a package
sensor label where dual synthetic dyes were used to prepare dual indicators to detect meat
freshness. Since the freshness indicator used two synthetic dyes, the cross-referencing of
colors could effectively avoid false positives in freshness testing, resulting in more accu-
rate freshness testing. They found a good correlation between the color variation of the
freshness indicator and the sensory evaluation, TVBN, and bacterial growth for packaged
beef by applying a dual-dye freshness indicator to the monitoring of beef freshness. The
freshness indicator was successfully applied to monitor the real-time freshness of beef at
indoor and refrigerated temperatures. Hu et al. [55] prepared a pH-responsive antibacterial
film by adding aminoethyl-phloretin to a mixture of polyvinyl alcohol and polyacrylic
acid for smart food packaging. The film has strong antibacterial activity against Listeria
monocytogenes and Staphylococcus aureus, so it can not only monitor the freshness of
pork but also prolong its storage time. In general, synthetic pigments are considered to
be teratogenic, carcinogenic, or mutagenic compounds that might pose a potential risk to
humans and other organisms, endangering the environment [56]. Consequently, current
food research trends and consumers are more inclined towards natural food colorants. The
advantages of natural colorants, i.e., vivid colors, nontoxicity, environmental friendliness,
and versatility, have encouraged researchers to utilize them as pH-sensitive colorants for
freshness indicators [57].

3.2. Natural Colorants

Natural colorants have gradually become substitutes for synthetic colorants because
they are generally non-toxic or have low toxicity, and they are environmentally friendly
and easy to extract. Most natural colorants are polyphenolic compounds, which are
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widely found in the roots, stems, leaves, and fruits of plants. Natural colorants could be
classified into chromogenic groups with conjugated systems (carotenoids, carotenoids, and
betaines) and metal-ligated porphyrins (chlorophyll, myoglobin, and their derivatives)
according to the chemical structure of their chromogenic groups [58]. Natural colorants
are usually extracted by solution extraction, while organic solvents, water, and low-carbon
alcohols are used for the extraction of lipophilic colorants and water-soluble colorants,
respectively [59,60]. New technologies such as ultrasound, microwaves, and pulsed electric
fields could also be applied to extract natural colorants [61]. Natural colorants are used
in the preparation of sensors and intelligent packaging systems as well as being used
as food colorants, and they can exhibit special color changes in response to acid–base
variations in the surrounding environment [62]. The mechanism of pH-responsive freshness
indicators based on natural colorants is dependent on the protonation/deprotonation
tendency of colorants in acidic/alkaline environments [63]. However, the quality of food
could be monitored by other types of sensors that show color changes for specific gases
in food [64]. The main colorants used in the preparation of pH-responsive freshness
indicators are anthocyanin, curcumin, alizarin, and betalain. Among these, anthocyanins
have been widely studied due to their wide color range, easy availability, and fast response
speed [65,66].

3.2.1. Anthocyanin

Anthocyanins are flavonoid compounds formed from glycosylated polyhydroxy or
polymethoxy derivatives of 2-phenylchromen, a natural colorant that reflects light from red
to blue in the visible spectrum [67]. More than 600 types of anthocyanins have been found in
the environment. There are mainly six types of anthocyanins in plants: cyanidin, petunidin,
delphinidin, malvidin, peonidin, and pelargonidin [68,69]. The color-changing function
of anthocyanins as pH-sensitive colorants depends on the structural changes caused by
the acid–base properties of the environment [70]. When the environment is strongly acidic,
the structure of anthocyanin is mainly in the form of red flavylium cations [71]. With an
increase in pH value, the flavylium cation structure is destroyed and rapidly hydrated
on C-2 to form a colorless carbinol pseudobase, and the red color becomes pale. Under
neutral and alkaline conditions, a large number of purple quinone base structures and
blue quinone base structures are produced and gradually transformed into pale-yellow
chalcone structures [72]. The stability and color of anthocyanin is greatly influenced by
external conditions such as pH value, temperature, enzymes, metal ions, and so on, which
have influences on the application as a freshness indicator [73]. A large number of studies
have indicated that the interaction between anthocyanins and bio-based materials plays
an important role in enhancing the stability of anthocyanins, which may be controlled
by electrostatic interactions [74]. Other studies have proved that intermolecular forces
can further extend the π–π conjugate system of anthocyanins and further enhance their
color-changing effect [75]. The color changes and mechanism for anthocyanins are shown
in Figure 2A.
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3.2.2. Curcumin

Curcumin is a diketone compound extracted from the rhizome of zingiberaceae, which
has excellent anticancer and anti-inflammatory effects. The main curcumin compounds
in turmeric are curcumin, demethoxycurcumin, didemethoxycurcumin, and cyclocur-
cumin [78]. Curcumin has been recognized as a powerful antioxidant due to the presence
of an O-methoxyl group, and its multi-dimensional therapeutic effect on numerous chronic
diseases has been well proved. It can be used in the preparation of food packaging films on
account of its antibacterial and antioxidant properties [76]. Meanwhile, due to its structure
change under different pH conditions, curcumin can present visible color variations in
different acid–base environments. Curcumin possesses an ordered crystal structure com-
posed of β-diketone groups consisting of two aromatic rings with a methoxyl group and a
phenolic hydroxyl group. Enol and keto are two possible tautomeric forms of curcumin,
which can be transformed by pH changes in the environment. In polar, acidic, and neutral
media, the keto form is dominant, while in non-polar and alkaline environments, the
enol forms appear [79]. The structural features of curcumin are illustrated in Figure 2B.
Curcumin usually has poor solubility in aqueous solutions, and its stability decreases under
strong acid and alkaline conditions [80]. Hence, the extraction method for curcumin mainly
uses organic solvents for liquid extraction [81]. Research on freshness indicators based on
curcumin remains surprisingly scarce due to the poor stability and solubility of curcumin
in strong acid and alkali environments.
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3.2.3. Alizarin

Alizarin (1,2-dihydroxyanthraquinone, C14H8O4) is an orange crystal dye derived
from the root of Rubia officinalis. It is often used as a fabric colorant in industry [82]. Via
the transfer of protons, the hydroxyl group of alizarin interacts with the carbonyl group to
form hydrogen bonds, with a color change from yellow to purple [83]. In the case of low pH
values, the remaining charged molecules appear yellow due to ionization of the phenolic
hydroxyl groups on alizarin and the effect of the azo groups in azobenzene dyes. With an
increase in pH value, primary and secondary dissociations of phenolic hydroxyl groups
occur under the action of a resonance effect, leading to the appearance and accumulation
of single anions in the solution; thus, the solution changes from yellow to purple [77].
Additionally, alizarin also possesses anti-ultraviolet and antibacterial properties. Since
microbial growth and enzymatic decomposition release volatile alkaline compounds to
change the pH of food, the pH-responsive discoloration of alizarin can be used as a
freshness indicator for packaged food [84]. Alizarin has been used in the preparation of
meat freshness indicators. Figure 2C shows the color change and mechanism for alizarin.

3.2.4. Betalain

Betalains are water-soluble colorants found in amaranth, beets, prickly ash, and
dragon fruit plants [85]. Currently, they are used as food additives in various foods such
as meat, dairy products, poultry, soft drinks, and so on. Structurally, betalains can be
classified into yellow/orange betacyanins and red/purple betacyanins [86]. Red/purple
betacyanins are composed of cyclo-3,4-dihydroxyphenylalanine (cyclodopa) and beet acid
(chromophore). Yellow/orange betacyanins are condensation products of beet acid with
an amino acid or amine [87]. The structure of betalain is relatively stable in neutral and
acidic environments, so it is often used as an additive in acidic food. The structure and
color of betalain changes with an increase in environmental alkalinity and with changes
in temperature and light. In strong alkali solutions, betalains can gradually degrade into
colorless cyclo-DOPA 5-O-(malonyl)-β-glucoside and yellow betaxanthins [88]. Recently,
a number of experiments have proved that betalains possess antibacterial, anticancer,
lipid-lowering, and antidiabetic properties [89]. They can be used in the preparation of
active packaging and intelligent packaging due to their antibacterial, antioxidant, and
pH-dependent color-changing properties. Betalains are polyfunctional pigments that can
be used in the preparation of smart indicators due to their color diversity in different
acid–base environments.

A large number of studies have revealed that natural colorants can be used in moni-
toring food freshness. Natural colorants are generally non-toxic or have low toxicity, with
antioxidant and antibacterial properties that contribute to prolonging the quality guarantee
period of food in active packaging. However, natural colorants possess certain limitations,
including strong water solubility and degradation under hard light, harsh temperatures,
and non-neutral conditions. Consequently, the future development of natural colorants
should overcome their shortcomings, in order to further expand their scope of application.

3.2.5. Shikonin

Comfrey is a herb with a wide range of pharmacological activities, including wound-
healing, antibacterial, anti-inflammatory, and antitumor activities. Shikonin is a natural col-
orant extracted from comfrey. Its main chain consists of alternating 1,3-linked-D-galactose
and 1,4-linked 3,6-anhydro-L-galactose units, with a complex multiphase structure [90].
Anthraquinone pigment is also a pH-sensitive dye with a more stable structure than the
hydrophilic anthocyanin. In addition, the structure of shikonin contains more hydrophobic
groups, so its application in the preparation of pH-responsive freshness indicators can
enhance the hydrophobicity of the indicator and thus expand its range of application.
Huang et al. [91] incorporated shikonin into agar for the preparation of freshness indicator
films and applied it to the freshness monitoring of fish. It was found that the color response
of the freshness label was consistent with the deterioration threshold of the total viable
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count (TVC) and total volatile basic nitrogen (TVBN) content in fish samples. The indica-
tor film provided a nondestructive and convenient way to assess the freshness of fish in
storage. Dong et al. [90] prepared a novel hydrophobic colorimetric film using cellulose
and shikonin to improve the mechanical properties and hydrophobicity of the colorimetric
sensing membrane. The colorimetric film could monitor the freshness of shrimp and pork
under storage conditions of 20 ◦C, 4 ◦C, and −20 ◦C. Further findings revealed that the
performance of the novel colorimetric film for freshness monitoring of meat products
was consistent with the current Chinese standard. Huang and Dong also investigated
the stability of shikonin and found a slight red shift in its UV spectrum under acidic con-
ditions, which proved that its structure was more stable under acidic conditions [90,91].
However, the absorption peak intensity in the UV spectrum increased with an increase in
alkalinity, indicating that the chromophore molecular structure in shikonin changes under
alkaline conditions.

3.3. Polymer Support

Generally, the polymer support used to immobilize pigments is a key component of pH-
responsive freshness indicators. As an important component of pH-responsive freshness
indicators, polymer supports can be divided into synthetic polymers and biopolymers
(proteins and polysaccharides). It is important to note that the polymer support must
meet some basic requirements for the preparation of pH-responsive freshness indicators.
The polymer support must have the following properties. (1) The polymer should be a
water-based polymer, which is helpful for the fixation of water-soluble natural pigments.
(2) The polymer should be almost colorless to avoid masking the color of the natural
dyes and affecting the monitoring. (3) The polymer should ensure the stability of natural
pigments at low or high pH values. (4) The polymer should possess sufficient mechanical
strength. Numerous synthetic polymers and biopolymers have been used in the preparation
of freshness indicators, e.g., filter paper, polyethylene, starch, polyvinyl alcohol, chitosan,
cellulose, and κ-carrageenan [92,93].

3.3.1. Synthetic Polymers

Synthetic polymer supports are mainly based on petroleum polymer, which possesses
excellent physical, chemical, and mechanical properties for resisting external temperature,
microbial, and physical/chemical damage. Pacquit et al. [48] first obtained a smart sensor
by coating a polyethylene terephthalate (PET) film with bromocresol green. The smart
sensor detects changes in fish freshness quickly and shows great potential as a food-quality
indicator. Since the dye migrates during application and its response to pH changes is
susceptible to temperature, Kuswandi et al. (2012) [94] developed a novel colorimetric
method based on polyaniline (PANI) films that could be used to monitor changes in fish
freshness in real time, while being reusable after acid solution treatment. Wang et al. (2018) [95]
prepared a functional reproducible colorimetric indicator based on polyaniline that could
be used for fish freshness monitoring. Due to the toxic and carcinogenic problems of
synthetic dyes, Zhai et al. (2020) [96] prepared a non-toxic, low-cost colorimetric gas sensor
using curcumin, a natural dye, co-extruded with low-density polyethylene (LDPE). With
good stability and accurate monitoring of the TVBN gas associated with meat spoilage, the
sensor has good prospects for smart packaging applications. Although petroleum-based
polymer products are convenient, there are numerous environmental and health issues
associated with them, so the search for suitable green materials to replace petroleum-based
polymers is urgent.

3.3.2. Biopolymers

Recently, biopolymers have gained widespread interest due to their biodegradability
and the accumulation of petroleum-based packaging polymers in the environment. The
synthetic polymer support is mainly based on a petroleum polymer, which possesses ex-
cellent physical, chemical, and mechanical properties for resisting external temperature,
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microbial, and physical/chemical damage. The widespread application of petroleum-based
polymers and the lack of degradation have a huge harmful impact on the environment.
Consumers are increasingly inclined to choose environmentally friendly polymers, due
to the implementation of global government environmental policies and increased con-
sumer awareness of environmental protection. There are many materials on the market to
replace petroleum-based polymers. The application of renewable resources to developing
environmentally friendly and biodegradable materials could ameliorate the health and
environmental problems associated with the application of petroleum-based materials in
food packaging [97].

Biopolymers are natural polymers derived from living organisms. They contain
monomer units with covalent bonds that degrade naturally in the environment [98].
Biopolymers such as lipids, polysaccharides, and proteins have been used in the prepa-
ration of packaging films. Polysaccharide biopolymers can form hydrogen bond and ion
interactions with pH-responsive colorants to enhance their color-changing effect and reduce
the interference of the external environment. Hence, biopolymers such as chitosan, sodium
alginate, cellulose, and pectin have been widely used in the preparation of pH-responsive
freshness indicators [99,100]. Additionally, fruit and vegetable processing wastes such as
fruit, peel, and residue could become a rich source of cellulose and polysaccharide biopoly-
mers [101]. Biopolymers are widely used in active packaging and intelligent packaging
due to their non-biotoxicity, biodegradability, and excellent compatibility. Biopolymers are
often mixed with other polymers or modified materials to improve their water-solubility
and poor mechanical and barrier properties.

4. Preparation of pH-Responsive Freshness Indicators

The preparation methods for pH-responsive freshness indicators include casting,
blending extrusion, compression molding, electrostatic spinning, coating, adsorption, and
electrochemical etching. Figure 3 shows the process for preparing freshness indicators.
The process of freshness indicator formation is influenced by several factors such as the
molecular structure and compatibility of biopolymers and the particular application. Dif-
ferent preparation methods have an influence on the monitoring effect and stability of
the freshness indicator. Hence, in this section, we discuss the preparation methods and
deficiencies of pH-responsive freshness indicators.

4.1. Freshness Indicator Preparation by Solvent Casting

Solvent casting or flow drying is a common method of preparing freshness indicators
at laboratory or pilot scales. The preparation for casting is mainly divided into the fol-
lowing three processes: dissolution, casting, and drying/molding. Firstly, the biopolymer,
additives, and other components are dissolved in a suitable solvent to develop the mixed
solution. The preparation conditions of the mixed solution mainly depend on the structure
and application scenarios of the material. Then, the mixed solution is cast in a specific mold.
The final step is drying, which promotes interactions among the polymeric molecules. It is
a necessary step for obtaining excellent performance from the freshness indicator. Drying
temperatures usually range from 20 ◦C to 60 ◦C. The drying temperature determines the
drying time, which usually ranges from 6 h to 3 days.

Biodegradable materials such as polyvinyl alcohol, polysaccharide (cellulose, glue,
chitosan, sodium alginate, etc.), and protein are often used in the preparation of freshness
indicators. The hydrogen bonds between the polysaccharide polymer and the natural
colorants can further promote their interaction, stabilize the natural colorants, and improve
the effect of the color change in the slow casting process [102]. Compared with other
polysaccharides or phenols, pectin and natural colorants have the highest affinity, which
might be affected by electrostatic interaction and anthocyanin accumulation [103]. Accord-
ingly, most of the studies on freshness indicators are related to pectin [77]. It is found that
hydrophilic materials help the freshness indicator to absorb more water in the application
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process and react directly with volatile basic nitrogen to form NH4+, thus accelerating its
color variation [104] (Table 1).
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Table 1. Methods of developing pH-responsive freshness indicators.

Materials Colorants Methods Food Sample Reference

Pectin/Sulfur nanoparticles Curcumin Solvent Casting Shrimp [77]
Chitosan/Microcrystalline cellulose Curcumin Solvent Casting No date [104]

Poly (vinyl
butyral) or ethylcellulose/Tributyl

phosphate

Bromophenol blue,
Bromocresol green

or Chlorophenol red
Extrusion No date [105]

Low-density
Polyethylene/SiO2 nanoparticles Bromophenol blue Extrusion Fish [64]

Low-density polyethylene (LDPE) Curcumin Extrusion Silver carp/Beef [96]
Chitosan/Polyethylene oxide Curcumin Electrospinning Chicken breast [106]

Fish gelatin Anthocyanin Compression Molding No date [107]
Cassava starch/Laponite Anthocyanin Compression Molding Round steak [108]

Potato flakes/Sodium alginate
powder/Citric acid Anthocyanin 4D printing No date [109]

4.2. Freshness Indicator Preparation by Extrusion

The disadvantage of preparing freshness indicators by casting is that the evaporation
process of the solution cannot be controlled, which leads to a residue of toxic substances
in the freshness indicator, harming human health in the process of application [96]. The
mechanical properties and barrier properties of freshness indicators prepared by the casting
method are also poor.

Extrusion has become one of the main processing methods for petroleum-based poly-
mers, including ethylene vinyl alcohol copolymer (EVOH) and polypropylene (PP). The
working temperature for extrusion molding is generally 180 ◦C–290 ◦C, while the pro-
cessing temperature of petroleum-based materials is above 200 ◦C, due to their excellent
thermal stability. The polymer material is easily degraded by moisture in the processing;
the water content of the film matrix is required to be very low. The extrusion process is
mainly composed of the following three parts: (1) the feeding zone, where the polymer is
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evenly mixed under pressure and the action of the screw and moved into the next region,
(2) the kneading zone, where the mixture is further homogenized by removing air under the
action of a screw and high temperature, and (3) the equalization zone, where the mixture,
which is a molten viscous fluid in this area, is extruded quantitatively from the machine
head [110].

Mills et al. [105] first proposed preparing a hydrophobic gas-sensitive film by embed-
ding colorants in polymer plastic by extrusion (Table 1). The main operation steps included
feeding, melt plasticizing, extruding the film tube, blowing, shaping, and so on. With
regard to hydrophobic polymers, extrusion possesses numerous advantages such as fast
preparation speed, ease of control, and high production. Bromophenol blue was embedded
in low-density polyethylene (LDPE) by extrusion to prepare a hydrophobic NH3-sensitive
film which was successfully applied in smart packaging to monitor the real-time freshness
of fish [64]. Zhai et al. [96] prepared a hydrophobic biogenic amine-sensitive film by en-
capsulating curcumin in LDPE using a melt extrusion blowing method, with curcumin
as an indicator (Table 1). The film exhibited excellent mechanical properties and barrier
properties, together with the potential for application in food freshness monitoring.

4.3. Freshness Indicator Preparation by Electrospinning

The high temperatures and pressures of extrusion can affect and deactivate the col-
orants in the freshness indicator. Electrospinning is an effective and versatile method
for the preparation of nonwoven and continuous polymer nanofibers, with additional
advantages with respect to orientation, excellent porosity, and fiber uniformity. Thanks
to these splendid and interesting properties, electrospun nanofibers have been used in
the preparation of food packaging materials [111]. In the process of electrospinning, the
polymer solution or melt at the tip of the needle changes from a sphere to a cone (Taylor
cone) and extends from the tip of the cone, giving fiber filaments under the action of a
strong electric field. Generally, a high-voltage electric field, a nozzle, and a metal collection
plate are the crucial components of the electrostatic spinning process. Specifically, the
spun yarn ejected from the spinning needle is drawn and split by the external constant
high-voltage electric field, while the solvent in the spun yarn evaporates rapidly. Due to
electrostatic repulsion and stretching coupled with solvent volatilization, the fluid forms
fibers with a small diameter. After curing, the fibers are arranged in a disordered fashion
on the collection device to form a fiber felt similar to nonwoven fabrics [112]. The spinning
voltage, polymer solution concentration, solvent volatility, and extrusion speed are the
main factors affecting the performance of electrostatically spun fibers.

According to the different forms of raw materials, electrospinning technology can be
classified into solution electrospinning and melt electrospinning [113,114]. It can also be
split into needleless electrostatic spinning, coaxial or triaxial electrostatic spinning, and
multi-jet electrostatic spinning, according to the design of the nozzle [115,116]. Electrostatic
spinning technology is mostly applied to food preservation and antibacterial packaging
and is less used in the study of freshness indicators. Liu et al. [117] prepared films using
curcumin-containing maize alcoholic protein by forming fibers using electrostatic spinning.
The films exhibited excellent antibacterial and antioxidant activities. Yildiz et al. [106]
prepared a pH-halochromic sensor based on electrospinning nanofibers, utilizing curcumin,
chitosan (CS), and polyethylene oxide (PEO) for detecting chicken freshness (Table 1). Their
experimental results showed that curcumin nanofibers met the application expectations for
providing visualization for detecting chicken spoilage.

4.4. Freshness Indicator Preparation by Compression Molding

Compression molding is a common method used in polymer processing to prepare
continuous polymer materials by melting the polymer matrix at high temperature and
pressure. Additionally, compression molding is a simple, fast, and low-cost method.
Recently, Uranga et al. [107] prepared bio-based films based on anthocyanin and fish
gelatin from food processing waste using compression molding and used them for active
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packaging (Table 1). Using compression molding, it is easier and faster to produce films
in large quantities. Further investigation showed that the films prepared by the molding
process were homogeneous. The addition of anthocyanins changed the optical properties
of the film, making the film surface rougher, but improved its antioxidant properties,
suggesting that the colorimetric film could be used as an active film to extend the shelf
life of food products. In another study, Andretta et al. [62] prepared starch-based films
by compression molding using blueberry pomace as a pH-sensitive colorant. They found
that the addition of blueberry residues resulted in poor uniformity of the starch-based film
but had no significant effect on the water content, moisture permeability, or mechanical
properties of the film. Colorimetric analysis of the film revealed that it exhibited visually
perceptible color changes in buffers with different pH values, indicating the potential for
application in smart packaging. However, anthocyanins can be degraded when they are
exposed to high temperatures during compression molding and used in food packaging
applications, due to interactions with visible light. Gaviria et al. [108] developed pH-
indicator films based on cassava starch, Laponite, and jambolan (Syzygium cumini) fruit
using compression molding (Table 1). Due to the presence of colorants such as anthocyanins
in jambolan fruit, the film appeared purple. The addition of Laponite and jambolan fruit
affected the chemical structure, the crystallinity, and the distance between the starch
molecular chains of the starch-based film. The application of monitoring steak freshness
at different temperatures showed that the film could exhibit significant color changes.
Therefore, compression molding can be used for the mass production of freshness indicators
by changing the working conditions of the compression molding process and adding other
protective materials to the indicator preparation.

4.5. Freshness Indicator Preparation by Other Methods

Most of the early freshness indicators were prepared using synthetic dyes and filter
paper, and the dyes were fixed on the filter paper by adsorption [118]. Nevertheless,
the freshness indicators prepared in this way were poorly monitored and prone to dye
migration, threatening human health. Printing was used to improve the preparation of
freshness indicators in a follow-up study. Three-dimensional (3D) printing technology
has been widely used in the packaging, food, medical, and other industries due to the
advantages of time-saving processes, good shapes, and convenient operation [119]. Based
on the rapid development of 3D printing and food packaging, some researchers have
proposed that 4D printing could offer a response over time to different environmental
factors. A recent study reported the utilization of mashed potatoes and anthocyanins
extracted from purple sweet potatoes to prepare a sample that could change color in
different acidic and alkaline environments, using a 4D printing method [109] (Table 1).
Consequently, natural colorants might be promising raw materials for 4D printing of food
packaging in the future, due to spontaneous color changes under pH-stimulating conditions.
To date, there has been little work focused on 4D printing for smart food packaging.

5. Application of Natural-Colorants-Based pH-Responsive Freshness Indicators

Evaluation of food quality is commonly achieved by destructive and time-consuming
methods such as chemical and microbiological methods, which are usually used in the
laboratory and require a great deal of time for analyzing the results. Changes in food
quality begin initially and continue to occur in transportation, storage, and distribution.
The pH-responsive freshness indicator, together with the properties of nondestructive
packaging, could allow the freshness of the food to be presented in real time. Table 2
shows the application of pH-responsive freshness indicators in different food-quality
monitoring applications.
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Table 2. Natural-colorants-based pH-responsive freshness indicators for monitoring freshness of food products.

Tested Food Natural Colorants Source of Natural Colorants Polymer Materials pH Values/Color Variations Colorant Concentrations Reference

Pork and shrimp Curcumin Curcuma longa k-carrageenan
3 and 13

Pink and blue-green colors in
different solutions

Ethanol
solutions (10 mL, ethanol/water = 4/1, w/w)
containing 0, 1, 3, 5, and 7% (w/w) based on

k-carrageenan

[23]

Pork Anthocyanin Prunus maackii κ-carrageenan/hydroxypropyl
methylcellulose

3–11
Dark red to gray-blue colors

0, 2, 4, 8, and 16% (w/w) based on total
mixed hydrogels [120]

Chicken Anthocyanin Blueberry residue Cassava starch

2–11
Red/pink

/purple (pH ≤ 5)
and yellowish

(pH ≥ 6)

4 g blueberry residue powder/100 g
cassava starch [121]

Chicken/fish Betalains Amaranthus leaf Polyvinyl alcohol/gelatin

2–11
Pink (pH ≤ 4) to bluish pink (pH ≤ 6) to

blue (pH ≤ 9) and
to gray (pH ≤ 11)

5% Amaranthus leaf extract (v/v) based on
total mixed
hydrogels

[122]

Minced beef Alizarin Roots of Madder family plants Cellulose/chitosan 2–11
Yellow to dark purple

1% (w/v) based on total mixed
hydrogels [16]

Seafood/meat Alizarin Roots of Madder family Carboxymethyl
Cellulose/Agar

2–12
Yellow at acidic pHs, pale pink at neutral pH,

and red to purple to blue at basic pHs

1.0% (w/w) based on mixed
hydrogels [83]

Fish Anthocyanin Black
carrot Bacterial nanocellulose 2–11

Red to khaki 6 mg/mL [70]

Fish (Bighead carp)
Curcumin

(CR)/anthocyanin
(ATH)

Curcuma longa/Purple
sweet potatoes Starch/polyvinyl alcohol

5–11
Yellow to

reddish brown (CR)
Pinkish purple to

blue to green (ATH)

4%(v/v) mixture of curcumin and
anthocyanin solution at a ratio of

8:2 (v/v)
[123]

Fish (Hair tail) and shrimp Curcumin Curcuma longa Chitosan (CS)/oxidized chitin
nanocrystal (O-ChNCs)

3–10
Yellow to orange red 10% (w/w, CS and O-ChNCs basis) [124]

Fish (Rainbow trout fillet) Alizarin Roots of Madder family plants Starch-cellulose 2–11
Yellow to purple

1% (w/v, mixed
starch/glycerol basis) [26]

Shrimp Betalains Hylocereus polyrhizus Starch/polyvinyl
alcohol

3–12
Red (pH ≤ 7) to orange (pH = 8–9) and to

yellow (pH = 10–12)
0.25, 0.50 and 1.00% (w/w, starch basis) [125]

Shrimp Anthocyanin Red rose
Polyvinyl alcohol/okra

mucilage
polysaccharide

2–12
Red (pH = 2) to

pink (pH= 3–5) to blue (pH= 7–10) and
to yellow green (pH

= 12)

1, 2, 3, and 4% (w/w, based on PVA) [126]

Shrimp Anthocyanin Echium amoenum flowers Bacterial cellulose 2–12
Red to yellow 1:1 dilution of extract solution [127]

Milk Anthocyanin Mulberry κ-carrageenan 2–13
Red to purple and to gray

1.5, 2.5,
3.5, and 4.5% (w/w, κ-carrageenan basis) [128]

Milk Anthocyanin Grape skins Tara gum/cellulose 1–10
Bright red to dark green

5 g/100 g, 10 g/ 100 g, and 15 g/100 g (tara
gum basis) [129]

Milk Anthocyanin Red cabbage Polyvinyl alcohol/ starch No date No date [130]

Cheese Anthocyanin Red
Cabbage

Polyvinylpyrrolidone/CMC/Bacterial
cellulose/Guar gum

1–14
Reddish (acidic) to blue (neutral)

to green
and to yellow (alkaline)

No date [131]
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The application of pH-responsive freshness indicators for food freshness monitoring
has shown that their color changes as the food deteriorates. Nevertheless, the effectiveness
of different pH-responsive freshness indicators for food freshness detection is directly
related to the source and concentration of natural colorants, the carrier matrix, and the
preparation method [132]. Researchers should design and develop indicators suitable for
monitoring the freshness of food based on the freshness variation characteristics. Table 3
presents examples of color changes in different pH-responsive freshness indicators for
different food freshness monitoring applications. Most studies have not only described the
relationship between the color variation of the pH-responsive freshness indicator and the
microbial spoilage but also linked it to the shelf life of foods. In the case of high-protein
foods (e.g., pork, shrimp, fish, beef), researchers have found that these foods should not
be consumed when the volatile basic nitrogen value (TVBN) is greater than the current
standard value and the microbial count is higher than 7 lg CFU/g [133,134].

Table 3. The color variations of natural-colorants-based indicators used to monitor food freshness.

Indicator Food pH
Values Color Variation Reference

Based on starch-cellulose
and alizarin

dye
Fish (rainbow trout fillet) 4 ◦C 2–11
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A smart packaging system based on a pH-responsive freshness indicator could provide
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consumers with quality information on various foods by utilizing a pH-dependent color
variation that is perceptible with the naked eye [140,141].

Zhang et al. [66] developed a colorimetric pH-sensing film by immobilizing natural
colorants extracted from Chinese redbud flowers with chitosan, which changed color from
red to green in different acidic and alkaline environments. They evaluated the response
time, stability, and reproducibility with respect to storage time of pH-sensing films. As
the pH values of pork or fish samples were related to their freshness, pH-sensing films
were identified as a rapid, nondestructive, and intuitive way to estimate the change in pork
and fish freshness in different environments. Othman et al. [142] found that the colorants
in hibiscus changed color in response to environmental changes in acidity and alkalinity.
They developed a pH-based detection system using degradable materials such as chitosan,
corn starch, and hibiscus extract to monitor the freshness of chicken breasts. Choi et al. [15]
prepared a novel colorimetric film by adding purple sweet potato anthocyanin to a mixture
of agar and potato starch agar, and the results indicated that the film could indicate the
pH changes and spoilage of pork. Luchese et al. [121] developed biodegradable smart
films using blueberry residues, cassava starch, and glycerol as an alternative to petroleum-
based plastics. The results of their study indicated that the prepared biodegradable film
containing agro-industrial residues had potential as a freshness indicator. A similar study
was carried out by Dudnyk et al. [143], who developed pectin films containing red cabbage
anthocyanins used for monitoring the freshness of various high-protein perishable foods.
Due to the release of volatile amines during microbial growth, the color of the film altered
sharply from purple to yellow as the alkalinity of the environment increased. Another
study was carried out by Zhang et al. [144], utilizing roselle extracts and biodegradable
polymers to prepare an intelligent colorimetric film to detect the freshness of packaged
pork. They prepared three types of films, utilizing starch, polyvinyl alcohol, and chitosan.
It was found that the film based on polyvinyl alcohol/chitosan/roselle extracts possessed
the highest sensitivity to ammonia vapor and could be used as a visual indicator of pork
freshness at room temperature (25 ◦C). The film was initially red, gradually changing
to green or yellow over a certain period of time, showing that the freshness of the pork
changed over time. Liu et al. [5] developed a novel colorimetric film by mixing sodium
carboxymethyl cellulose/ polyvinyl alcohol and red cabbage to detect the freshness of pork.
They found that the electrostatic interaction between the mixed film and anthocyanins
improved the sensitivity and color stability of the film. The poor mechanical strength and
hydrophilicity of smart colorimetric films are the main problems that prevent their large-
scale application. Researchers have prepared a pH-sensing film with excellent mechanical
properties using biodegradable cellulose and naphthoquinone colorants (AENDs) extracted
from comfrey [90]. The colorimetric film has promising applications in preparing smart
labels with excellent mechanical properties and hydrophobicity, for freshness detection
in shrimp.

To address the problems of the poor hydrophobicity and stability of the freshness
indicators and the migration of natural dyes, Zhang et al. [145] designed a novel freshness
indicator. The indicator consisted of a sensing layer and a hydrophobic protective layer,
which had been verified as capable of monitoring the freshness of food while having
good hydrophobicity. Zhang et al. [146] microencapsulated mulberry extracts using a
microencapsulation technique, compounding them with psyllium seed gum to prepare
pH-responsive films. The films acted as a type of pH-sensitive food packaging material,
while ensuring the stability of the natural colorants.

5.2. Freshness Monitoring of Milk and Dairy Products

Milk and dairy products are nutrient-rich foods that are highly susceptible to decompo-
sition by microorganisms and enzymes during storage, which can negatively impact their
quality attributes and safety [147]. Hence, intelligent packaging is critical in identifying the
expiration date and quality of these foods during transportation and consumption. There
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has been a great deal of research on active packaging for dairy products in the past, but
only a few studies have focused on freshness indicators based on natural dyes.

Stefani et al. [148] prepared a freshness indicator based on polyvinyl alcohol/chitosan
incorporating anthocyanins obtained from red cabbage. The color changes of this indicator
provided an inexpensive and simple way to present a variation in the chemical composition
of the milk. The color of the indicator gradually changed from gray to pink, showing that
the milk had deteriorated. In a different experiment, Ma et al. [129] developed colorimetric
indicators to detect milk freshness by incorporating grape-skin extracts into a mixture of
cellulose nanocrystal (CNC)/tara gum (TG). The color changed from red (acidic environ-
ment) to slightly green (alkaline environment) when the indicator was placed in different
buffers. The indicator exhibited significant color changes during the variation in milk
freshness, indicating that it could be applied for detecting the freshness of dairy products.
Liu et al. [149] developed intelligent films based on starch/polyvinyl alcohol (PVA) that
monitored pH changes and inhibited the growth of harmful microorganisms in food. Their
water resistance and mechanical properties were enhanced by modifying the matrix with
sodium trimetaphosphate and boric acid. The films could detect changes in the freshness
of milk and prolong its shelf life under the action of anthocyanins (ANT) and limonene
(LIM). Zhai et al. [150] also prepared a pH-sensitive film for smart food packaging utilizing
gellan gum, gelatin, and carrot extracts as the main raw materials. The composite film
presented a color variation from orange to yellow in different pH environments. As shown
in Figure 4, the film showed visible color variation, indicating that the food had spoiled
during the application of fish freshness detection, while the written pattern was retained.
Consequently, the colorimetric film could be used as part of a smart packaging system for
monitoring dairy products. In similar research, Yong et al. [29] prepared an active smart
packaging film using chitosan and purple or black eggplant extracts (PEE and BEE). PEE
and BEE improved the mechanical properties, oxidation resistance, and pH sensitivity of
the film. The authors found that an intelligent film with high anthocyanin content could be
used to detect milk spoilage, with good application prospects in the field of food freshness
detection. Bandyopadhyay et al. [131] developed intelligent films consisting of polyvinyl
pyrrolidone-carboxymethyl cellulose-bacterial cellulose-guar gum (PVP-CMC-BC-GG) and
anthocyanins derived from red cabbage to detect cheese quality. Initially, the pH-responsive
film appeared slightly pink due to the presence of lactic acid and other acids in the cheese.
During the freshness monitoring process, the anthocyanins in the responsive film were
converted to a reddish yellow molten-salt positive-ion structure due to the production
of large amounts of organic acids by microorganisms in the cheese. The films exhibited
significant color changes in cheese freshness detection applications.

5.3. Freshness Monitoring of Fruits and Vegetables

Fresh-cut fruits and vegetables are highly perishable foods, whose quality and safety
may deteriorate during storage due to biochemical processes resulting from pests, microbial
contamination, or respiration [151]. Hence, some researchers have developed smart and
active packaging materials for quality protection of fresh-cut fruits and for monitoring
their freshness changes to reduce food-borne diseases [152]. Chen et al. [153] prepared
pH-sensitive labels using a mixture of methyl red and bromocresol blue dyes. During
pepper freshness monitoring, the label showed the change in pepper freshness through a
visible color change that was due to the increase in CO2 concentration as a result of pepper
respiration. Consequently, labels made from methyl red and bromothymol blue could be
an easy-to-use indicator to detect the freshness of packaged peppers. Smart films made
by incorporating anthocyanin-rich blackberry extract into carboxymethyl cellulose (CMC)
have also been developed to prolong the shelf life of tomatoes [154]. Overall, there are only
a few studies on using natural colorants to prepare pH-responsive films for monitoring
the freshness and prolonging the shelf life of fresh-cut vegetables and fruits. Researchers
typically spray or macerate fresh fruits and vegetables with a variety of edible materials
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to create a semi-permeable coating on their surface for controlling populations of natural
bacteria, molds, yeasts, and food-borne pathogens [155].

Currently, numerous studies have been conducted on freshness indicators based on
various biomaterials and natural pigments, where the color changes of indicators can detect
the real-time quality changes in food during storage. In particular, as awareness of environ-
mental protection and food safety increases, the requirement for indicator films utilizing
eco-friendly biomaterials and natural pigments to replace petroleum-based materials and
synthetic pigments is increasing in the smart packaging sector.
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6. Conclusions and Future Perspective

This document provided a classification and overview of pH-responsive freshness
indicators based on natural colorants. Smart packaging is growing in importance in the
production and distribution of food. Smart packaging based on natural colorants can
increase the safety and quality of packaged foods by informing consumers about real-time
freshness and extending the shelf life of foods.

Nonetheless, pH-responsive freshness indicators based on natural dyes are still a long
way from commercial application. In addition, pH-responsive freshness indicators based
on natural colorants have obvious disadvantages, for example: (1) natural colorants have
lower pH sensitivity than synthetic dyes; (2) natural colorants have poor color stability
and good water solubility; (3) the existing process is not suitable for large-scale processing;
and (4) there is a low matching degree with food quality indicators in packaging. There
are still limitations and gaps in the large-scale use of natural colorants for food freshness
indication. To overcome these problems, the following recommendations are proposed:
(1) finding natural colorants with more stable performances and excellent heat resistance or
improving the thermal stability of natural colorants by encapsulation and immobilization;
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(2) modifying the carrier matrix to reduce the water solubility of the carrier matrix and
improve compatibility with colorants; and (3) improving the pH sensitivity of freshness
indicators by adding nanomaterials or other new additives.

Consequently, the following perspectives are available for efficient intelligent pack-
aging based on pH-responsive indicators. (1) A more pH-sensitive freshness indicator
should be prepared for detecting subtle changes in freshness, because less alkaline gas is
produced at the initial stage of food freshness change. (2) The types and amounts of volatile
nitrogenous compounds produced by different foods during changes in freshness vary
from food to food. The developed pH-responsive freshness indicators are only suitable for
freshness detection in certain types of foods. Hence, the follow-up development of efficient
intelligent packaging should be in the direction of convenience, speed, and real-time display
of food quality changes, in order to reduce health problems caused by poor food quality
and safety.
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