
Detecting Infection

The World Health Organization reports that “11 percent of patients in low- and middle-income countries who undergo surgery are infected in the process.” 

Dasia Taylor, a high school junior, has received national recognition for developing a surgical suture additive from beet roots that changes color when an infection is present. 

Human skin is naturally acidic, and “when our wounds are infected, our pH increases from five to eight or higher,” Taylor said. “I found that beets also change color at that point. So I put two and two together.”

In the lab, she observed that the beet-dyed sutures change “almost instantaneously” from that light purple to dark purple, almost magenta, when the pH level changes from healthy to infected, Taylor said.

“All of these things were happening, and I was like, okay, this is amazing, my guesses were right,” Taylor said. 

Kavitha Ranganathan, a plastic surgeon at Brigham and Women’s Hospital, said she found Taylor’s research “truly inspiring.”

She said Taylor’s idea focuses on “prompt diagnosis. On the clinical side of things, this is very important for decreasing the downstream consequences of having an infection.”
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