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Abstract
Systems Biology is a young and rapidly evolving research field, which combines
experimental techniques and mathematical modeling in order to achieve a mechanistic
understanding of processes underlying the regulation and evolution of living systems.
Systems Biology is often associated with an Engineering approach: The purpose is to
formulate a data-rich, detailed simulation model that allows to perform numerical (‘in
silico’) experiments and then draw conclusions about the biological system. While
methods from Engineering may be an appropriate approach to extending the scope of
biological investigations to experimentally inaccessible realms and to supporting
data-rich experimental work, it may not be the best strategy in a search for design
principles of biological systems and the fundamental laws underlying Biology.
Physics has a long tradition of characterizing and understanding emergent collective
behaviors in systems of interacting units and searching for universal laws. Therefore, it
is natural that many concepts used in Systems Biology have their roots in Physics. With
an emphasis on Theoretical Physics, we will here review the ‘Physics core’ of Systems
Biology, show how some success stories in Systems Biology can be traced back to
concepts developed in Physics, and discuss how Systems Biology can further benefit
from its Theoretical Physics foundation.
Keywords: Complex systems, Statistical physics of networks, Nonlinear dynamics,
Mathematical models, Robustness, Model inference

Introduction
It is a prominent current trend in the Life Sciences to proceed from the detailed study
of individual molecular elements to the analysis of interactions between a large number of such elements. Systems Biology is often seen as the discipline of choice for this
step from single components to systems. Systems Biology is an interdisciplinary research
field, which combines experimental (in particular, ‘omics’) techniques with mathematical
modeling and model analysis, with the ultimate goal of understanding the emergence of
biological function on the basis of interdependencies among molecular components.
Systems Biology is often seen as the application of modeling and simulation strategies
from Engineering to biological questions. Similar to the goal of representing technical
systems in a simulation framework, Systems Biology sets out to represent biological systems in silico, in order to interpret experimental observations, contextualize experimental
data and extend the scope of investigations by numerical experiments. Over the last
decade, the large-scale numerical simulations of biological systems have been facilitated
by high-throughput technologies.
© 2016 The Author(s). licensee Springer on behalf of EPJ. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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In addition to the Engineering perspective, there is a second research direction in
Systems Biology, which focuses on the search for universal principles behind biological
observations. One of the main foundations of this direction is Physics. EPJ Nonlinear
Biomedical Physics has devoted a topical issue to studies showing examples of research on
biological systems either initiated by Physics or employing methods rooted in Physics. In
this introductory article to the topical issue, we put these examples into a broader context.
At the same time, we want to illustrate this fascinating research area at the interface of
Systems Biology and Theoretical Physics and show the wide range of physical principles
underlying approaches in Systems Biology.
Why is this second research direction so vital for Systems Biology? In recent years, we
can observe a trend towards the creation of increasingly large and complex models of
intracellular processes that are only accessible via numerical simulations. Since many of
these models describe large networks of interacting components, whose dynamics are
described in a nonlinear way, these models are usually very flexible and can show a huge
variety of different behaviors. Combined with the fact that parameters of these models are characterized by a high degree of uncertainty, this renders model calibration a
difficult task. Thus the predictive power of these models is also often questionable. Consequently, this development must be accompanied by approaches facilitating the detection
of underlying general principles, which is crucial for an ultimate deeper mechanistic
understanding (see, e.g., [1, 2]). Many theories and concepts developed in Physics are particularly suited for this purpose, since Physics, by its nature, searches for unifying theories
and frameworks.
The article is structured as follows. In the next section, we describe achievements and
challenges in Systems Biology, with an emphasis on the relationship of Systems Biology
and Theoretical Physics. Then we focus on a few selected examples, which illustrate how
concepts and ideas from Physics have shaped research in Systems Biology. And finally, we
provide an outlook on possible future research directions at the interface of Physics and
Systems Biology.

Review
Physics and systems biology – some rules of interaction

Any generalization about the historical development of research fields and the interplay
of scientific disciplines will have to be simplistic and will leave out important threads
in the complicated web of research trends and scientific endeavors. With this caveat in
mind, a few ‘stylized facts’ about the relationships of the disciplines involved need to be
emphasized. In Physics the search for universal laws was fueled by the deep, centurylong interplay of Mathematics and Physics, with an innovation in one discipline often
triggering progress in the other.
Although Engineering is a heavily mathematized discipline (as seen, among other
aspects, in the relevance of numerical simulations), an important theoretical framework
is derived from Systems Theory and Cybernetics, rather than from Mathematics. As a
consequence, regulation and systemic control, rather than universal laws, tend to define
the disciplinary agenda.
When starting from these differences in their theoretical frameworks, it becomes clear
that the interactions of these two disciplines with Biology, each of which can be seen as an
important foundation of Systems Biology, strive for markedly different forms of systemic
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understanding: design principles and universal laws on the one hand, detailed numerical
in silico simulations of systems and control tasks on the other hand. Figure 1 summarizes
this highly simplified, but instructive, interdisciplinary ‘landscape’.
Modeling of phenomena observed in biological systems and the search for underlying mechanisms and principles have a long history, with remarkable contributions from
Mathematical Biology. The development of the Hodgkin-Huxley model as an explanation of the temporal behavior of excited neurons or the class of predator-prey models for
describing the dynamics of competing populations are prominent examples. Their principles can still be found in many areas of research (see e.g. Chapter 2 in [3] or Chapter 3
in [4]). Moreover, although classical Cell Biology was in the past a predominantly reductionist approach, in which cells were broken down into small subsystems, this was always
accompanied by models on the system level. Regulation processes that drive cellular decisions, such as the lytic and lysogenic pathway in bacteriophage lambda [5, 6], the diauxic
switch between glucose and lactose uptake in bacterial cells [7] or apoptotic decision processes [8], have been in the focus of interest for a long time. Norbert Wiener, known as the
founder of Biological Cybernetics, raised the idea of pursuing research towards a systemlevel understanding and control of biological and technical systems [9]. Several years
later, Ludwig van Bertalanffy made first attempts at developing a consistent framework
for open systems that are not in thermodynamic equilibrium. Although his concepts were
described at an abstract level, important system-level properties of such open systems can
be found in his work. Examples are the terms dynamic steady state and equifinality, which
refers to the ability of reaching the same final state via different paths and independently
of the exact initial condition. The latter characterizes open systems [10]. A later example of an already established system-level approach is Metabolic Control Analysis (MCA),
an approach to analyzing the sensitivity of metabolic networks with in- and outflow with
respect to small perturbations (see e.g. [11, 12]).
Even in these early developments, long before the term ‘Systems Biology’ was coined,
we can discern two principal trends: the strive for biological realism (see, e.g., [13]) and
the search for fundamental design principles or ‘natural laws’ underlying the biological
systems (see, e.g., [14]). These two trends are still visible today, e.g., comparing realistic
simulations of the yeast cell cycle [15] with minimal model approaches [16] for the same

Fig. 1 Relationship between the disciplines. This schematic representation illustrates how the two
foundations of Systems Biology, one associated with Engineering, the other with Physics, can be related to
two different sets of goals
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system. In the case of the MAPK cascade (one of the systems with the richest modeling history in Systems Biology [17]), there seems to be a clear trend towards ever more
detailed and realistic simulations. This research is of high relevance for the mathematical description and numerical exploration of a specific cellular function. One example
is the work of Hatakeyama et al. [18], who studied the different regulatory events triggered by a single kinase, PI3K, via a detailed mathematical model (see also [19]). However,
when searching for the disruptive research result that provided insight into the design
principles of the cascade and its evolutionary constraints, the seminal work by Huang
and Ferrell [20] stands out, where the cascade was related to ultrasensitivity. A recent
progress in understanding further generic principles is reported in [21], where the broad
range of dynamical behaviors a MAPK cascade can potentially display was studied with a
technique developed in Physics – generalized modeling [22].
The history of interactions between Physics and Biology is rich and diverse. Here our
emphasis is on interactions on the theoretical side. Therefore, the progress in instrumentation and experimental methods as well as the whole discipline of Biophysics are not
discussed. Also, it is clear that there is a regular and important flow of concepts, inspirations and methods in the opposite direction, from (Systems) Biology to Physics, all of
which is not addressed here.
In addition to the many clear and direct influences of theoretical concepts from Physics
on biological questions, there are fascinating examples of scientific developments in some
field serving as an inspiration for a large research endeavor in Physics, which in turn
facilitated (or even enabled) the application to Biology.
A prominent example is the development of Random Boolean Networks (RBNs) in the
late 1960s by S. Kauffman, a physician who became a prominent figure in the study of
complex systems. Kauffman’s model [23], which was intended as a minimal model of gene
regulatory networks, served as a starting point for an avalanche of research in Theoretical
Physics (see [24] for a review).
In Biology, this model initially didn’t have the same significance. In the early 2000s,
however, building on Kauffman’s original work and the subsequent research in Physics,
several case studies demonstrated the usefulness of Boolean network models for the
understanding of specific regulatory systems in Biology. Examples include the segment
polarity network in Drosophila [25] and the cell cycles of the budding yeast Saccharomyces
cerevisiae [16] and the budding yeast Schizosaccharomyces pombe [26].
Over the last years, Boolean network models have become an integral part of Systems
Biology (see, e.g., [27–29]). One article in this Topical Issue [30] compares Boolean network models with models based on ODEs, as well as Boolean-ODE hybrid models, by
using several regulatory motifs and biological examples.
In Fig. 2, a few historical publications and concepts, either originating in Theoretical
Physics or with a strong impact on Physics, are listed, which can serve as examples of
how such milestones have – directly or indirectly – shaped research strategies in Systems
Biology.
Such a list is necessarily incomplete and also biased by one’s own perception of scientific developments. It should therefore be emphasized that the purpose of Fig. 2 is to
illustrate a few examples of such developments rather than serve as an ‘encyclopedia’ of
physical concepts behind Systems Biology. An excellent account of some of the broader
developments leading to Systems Biology is given in [31].
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Fig. 2 Examples of historical milestones associated with the impact of Physics on Systems Biology. Upper
half: This timeline provides a few examples of historical publications or concepts, some from Physics, others
from neighboring disciplines, all of which had a strong impact on the relationship of Physics and Biology.
Lower half: Research directions and trends in Systems Biology related to these milestone publications and
concepts. This set of examples provides an illustration of the ‘Physics core’ of Systems Biology

While such a timeline will always suffer from severe omissions, the figure shows quite
strikingly the deep historical roots of some of the concepts, which in Systems Biology are
occasionally perceived as novelties.
Let us highlight one example in a little more detail. The Ising model of ferromagnetism [32, 33] is a simple thermodynamically motivated model, where the interaction of
neighboring spins facilitates the alignment of spin orientations (‘up’ = 1, ‘down’ = −1),
while temperature (which can be seen as the control parameter of the system) provides
the energy for randomly occurring spin flips. The ‘magnetization’, i.e. the average of all
spins (which serves as the order parameter of the system), can asymptotically be in three
states, +1, 0 or −1. In the simplest form of the model (on a 2-dimensional lattice without
an external magnetic field) one observes a second-order phase transition of magnetization
as a function of temperature.1
In addition to its prominence in Theoretical Physics, this model – due to its simplicity and the fundamental relevance in systems of interacting two-state elements –
has been applied to a multitude of real-world phenomena across a wide range of
disciplines, ranging from opinion formation [34] to biological membranes [35]. The
model itself and its diverse extensions (e.g., spin glasses, [36], or the Hopfield model,
[37]) have also had a strong impact on Systems Biology. In [38] the signaling pathways underlying E. coli chemotaxis have been modeled using an Ising-type model.
The emergence and regulation of long-range chromatin structures has also been studied with the help of Ising models in [39]. The Hopfield model, in which neurons are
described as binary (active or inactive) variables that are connected via couplings and
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switch their states in an asynchronous manner, was first introduced by Hopfield [37].
It has been used to understand brain structures and functions and was received, used
and developed in quite different ways by theoretical physicists and neurobiologists, as
described in [40].
Building on the general ideas put forward by Schrödinger (on the thermodynamic interpretation of biological life, [14]) and von Bertalanffy (on open systems, [10]), the work by Turing (on patterns arising in reaction-diffusion systems
[41]), Nicolis and Prigogine (on dissipative structures [42]) and Haken (on selforganization and synergetics [43, 44]) have shown how thermodynamically open systems can give rise to complex structures and spatial as well as spatio-temporal
patterns.
Turing’s fundamental paper [41] was able to trigger an avalanche of research in Physics
on spatio-temporal patterns, with a strong emphasis on applications in Biology. In particular, via the concept of activator-inhibitor models [45], Turing patterns have shaped a
long debate in Developmental Biology on the origin of gene expression patterns during
development [46].
Over many years, Physics has consistently put forward minimal models for a wide range
of complex phenomena. The disciplinary and interdisciplinary successes of the Ising
model illustrate the amount of guidance such a model can provide. The Kuramoto model
of coupled phase oscillators [47] has enabled a deep theoretical understanding of synchronization phenomena [48] and continues to serve as a template for identifying, classifying
and understanding synchronized behavior in diverse application fields [49]. The idea of
self-organized criticality [50] is intimately linked to the minimal model of avalanches on
a sandpile [51].
Dissipative structures [42] and the theory of self-organization [43] provide a formal
framework for the relationships between local interactions and collective behaviors that
many of these models describe.
Given the long history of interactions of the disciplines involved, it is an interesting question how the necessity of a systemic description of biological systems has
emerged from these early concepts and how Systems Biology could become this fascinating ‘melting pot’ of diverse scientific ideas. The two seminal articles by Hiroaki
Kitano, both published in 2002, helped define the research agenda of Systems Biology [52, 53]. The following factors stand out as key factors in this development
(see also e.g. [54]):
1.

Advances in experimental techniques and the ‘omics’ era.
In the last decades, there was an enormous development of new experimental
techniques in Molecular Biology and Cell Biology. Starting with new sequencing
methods for whole genomes and transcriptomes, these high-throughput
techniques have enabled the study of cells and cellular systems with unprecedented
levels of detail and lead to the onset of the ‘omics’ era, which provides us with huge
amounts of data on the genome, the transcriptome, the proteome or the
metabolome levels. For the first time, it seemed in principle possible to get a
mechanistic and quantitative understanding at a molecular level. Importantly,
parallel to these achievements, methods of perturbing networks of interacting
biomolecules, such as loss-of function knockouts of genes or RNA interference,
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2.

3.

4.

have also been established. These new possibilities also raised the question of data
storage, appropriate data preprocessing, visualization and analysis, which are
required to make use of these new kinds of information.
New developments in Bioinformatics.
Driven by the necessity of organizing and contextualizing these increasing volumes
of biological data, the similarly young discipline of Bioinformatics expanded
rapidly. Bioinformatics provides diverse statistical methods and algorithms,
together with approaches from pattern recognition and machine learning, for these
purposes. In line with the development of ‘omics’ technologies and Bioinformatics
methods, the question of public data availability and transparency of data analysis
and modeling became relevant. One consequence of this discussion was an
explosion of the number of databases for data and knowledge sharing. This
development is accompanied by consistent demands for the formulation of
standards for formats and preprocessing steps. The requirement to provide raw
data or to make source codes available, allowing reviewers to reproduce each step
in the analysis, for publication in renowned journals is also a result of this debate.
Quantitative models for molecular networks become feasible.
In contrast to pure data analysis, Systems Biology aims at a mechanistic
understanding of biological processes at a molecular level. Thus quantitative or
qualitative dynamic models of interacting molecular components play a key role
here. Networks (or, more precisely, graphs consisting of nodes and links) have
become a very popular data structure in Biology, as a wide range of biological
information can be represented as interaction patterns between molecular
components. As a consequence, the analysis of biological networks has become an
integral part of Systems Biology.
Besides high-throughput techniques enabling simultaneous monitoring of
numerous components, experimental approaches that resolve processes in time
and space and on a quantitative level also play a role for model development in
Systems Biology. The availability of experimental data for the modeling process is a
major advance compared to many models described in Mathematical Biology
textbooks. On the one hand, intracellular dynamics can now, in principle, be
captured quantitatively and not only phenomenologically. On the other hand, this
gives rise to completely new challenges for modeling and model analysis. Some
aspects will further be detailed later on. More globally speaking, the connection of
‘omics’ opportunities and new modeling challenges is at the core of the emergence
of Systems Biology.
Complex models can be handled with increasing computer power.
Increasing computer power principally enables the study of large and complex
(nonlinear) models via numerical simulations, and we can indeed observe a trend
in Systems Biology towards larger and more complex models (see for example
[55, 56]). While computer simulations have largely influenced various fields of
nonlinear dynamics (prominent examples are the understanding of phase
transitions and chaotic behavior [57]), they cannot replace concepts for the search
of simpler underlying principles. Moreover, in the presence of a high degree of
uncertainty in model parameters and structure, which is typical for these models,
simulation-based studies are associated with certain risks when these uncertainties
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5.

are not properly taken into account. As a consequence, the predictive power of
these models is often only moderate. This is particularly true, when they are used
to predict yet untested scenarios. Statistical approaches for model inference and
sensitivity analyses are powerful tools for dealing with these problems and are
frequently used for this purpose (see e.g. [58, 59]). One paper in our topical issue
addresses this point by discussing different variants of sensitivity analyses for ODE
models of biological systems by using the example of the MAPK pathway [60].
Another example of such a transition from minimal models to high-dimensional
detailed models is the decade-long theoretical work on circadian oscillations [see,
e.g. [61]]. The more recent work is still covering both levels of modeling, the search
for design principles [62, 63] and the construction of detailed, realistic models of
circadian rhythms [64, 65].
At this point, the key duality underlying Systems Biology investigations becomes
visible again: minimal models giving access to fundamental principles and universal
laws potentially governing a particular class of biological systems vs. detailed highdimensional models allowing a direct validation of experimental data for specific
systems and thus complementing and supporting experimental investigations.
New approaches also enter Medical Sciences.
High-throughput ‘omics’ technologies have become an integral part of medical
research, thus paving the way towards Personalized Medicine or ‘Precision
Medicine’. Accordingly, methods from Bioinformatics and Systems Biology need to
be adapted (or even newly developed) for the context of clinical data [66]. The
resulting new field, Systems Medicine [67], sets out to offer a multi-‘omics’ view on
patient cohorts. Challenges to be addressed along this way include data integration
(i.e., the cross-referencing of different types of patient-specific data and the
development and use of standardized, universal data formats) and the capacity to
analyze diverse data distributed over interdependent networks.

A detailed look at a few examples

In the following, we will show some of the contributions from Physics to Systems Biology
by using a few selected examples. Figure 3 sketches four fields of research that have substantially been influenced and shaped by methodology originating in Physics. We have
classified these fields into contributions to network analysis, functional robustness of biological systems, concepts for dynamic modeling and methodology for model inference
and parameter estimation.
Network analysis

There is a broad interdisciplinary trend towards considering complex systems as networks
of interacting dynamic components in different research areas, including Systems Biology
(see e.g. [68]). This new view on complex systems has lead to a variety of new methods and
concepts. In Systems Biology these methods have been applied to metabolic networks,
gene regulatory networks and signaling networks in particular.
Together with Statistical Physics (e.g. [69]), Systems Biology has been one of the
principal drivers behind the development of a theory of complex networks and a rich
set of methods for network analysis [70]. In fact, metabolic networks were among
the first examples of graphs with a power-law degree distribution [71], thus helping
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Fig. 3 Examples of research fields in Systems Biology that have profited from contributions from Physics.
Methodology developed in Physics has been adapted and applied to biological systems, supporting a
systemic understanding of these systems. In this survey we focus on physical contributions to progress in the
development of dynamic modeling approaches, to concepts for the characterization and analysis of dynamic
network models, to methodology for model inference and parameter estimation and to a unifying
framework for functional robustness of biological systems

to define and analyze the corresponding category of scale-free graphs [72]. An analysis in terms of networks allows us to use terms and concepts from graph theory
in order to understand organization principles of living systems. Examples of this
viewpoint can be found in [1, 68, 73, 74]. More specifically, with their capacity to
provide abstractions of biological systems, networks have been instrumental in the
search for universal design principles governing biological systems. Results along these
lines include the analysis of hierarchy [75] and modularity [76], the disassortativity of
protein interaction networks [77] and the subgraph composition of gene regulatory
networks [2].
There is increasing evidence that dynamic properties of biological networks are tightly
related to network architecture. This constitutes an important starting point for generalizing abstractions, in which complex intracellular networks are reduced to network
structures and graphs, which are, to a large extent, independent of the choice of kinetics or the exact values of the kinetic rate constants. This abstraction has, for example,
lead to the identification of network motifs, which are small subnetworks that are ubiquitous in nature and might fulfill certain biological tasks [78]. Feedback circuits are an
example of such motifs, and single circuits are already well understood from a theoretical
point of view. Pioneering work has been done by Thomas and colleagues [79–84]. Positive
feedback, which amplifies an external perturbation, is related to bistability, switch-like
behavior, memory and hysteresis effects, and cellular decision making. In contrast, negative feedback, which counteracts external perturbations, can cause oscillating behavior,
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but also has a stabilizing effect and plays a major role in maintaining homeostasis (see
for example [81, 85–89]). Similarly, feed-forward control might enable a system to show
perfect adaptation to a signal, as it is typical of chemotactic systems [89]. In this case, the
system shows a transient response to a persisting input signal. The design of feedback
and feed-forward loops has already entered the world of Synthetic Biology. An impressive early example was the repressilator model [90], and in the meantime many more
regulatory modules have been built up in Synthetic Biology (for examples see e.g. [89]).
One also observes an interesting interplay between network approaches and modeling:
Statistical approaches are used to identify unexpected topological properties (compared
to suitable random networks), and subsequent modeling supports the functional relevance of these topological properties. Network motifs and their dynamical functions are
an example of this interplay [2, 89].
A class of mathematical models relating networks and dynamical modeling are Boolean
network models (see also the previous Section), where few discrete states (e.g., 0 =
inactive/off and 1 = active/on) of the dynamical variables are iteratively updated using
Boolean rules, thus generating a time evolution of the system along discrete time. Due to
their stylized representation of dynamics, Boolean networks are frequently used to reveal
fundamental principles of large networks that are not yet accessible to a detailed quantitative description. Boolean networks have been successfully applied to various biological
systems [1, 24, 91–94].
Facilitated by these studies, new methodology has also been developed for the analysis
of these network models [95–97]. Ultimately, these will allow to reveal unifying regulation
principles for reliable functioning that are found across different organisms, which is in
the spirit of the search for basic principles.
This topical issue contains two examples of methodologies for network analysis. First,
in [98], the match between transcriptome profiles and two levels of gene regulation,
namely the transcriptional regulatory network and the arrangement of genes on the (circular) chromosome, are statistically analyzed, revealing a time-dependent interplay of
‘digital’ (network-based) and ‘analog’ (chromosomally regulated) control in bacterial gene
expression. Second, a fascinating example of a new type of network analysis is the 3D
reconstruction of a (eukaryotic) chromosome from a contact network of genomic sites (as
obtained from a Hi-C data), which is enabled by an elegant, graph-theoretical treatment
of constraints on the distance matrix for a given contact network [99].
Functional robustness

In his seminal papers [52, 53], which laid an important foundation for Systems Biology, Kitano emphasized the huge diversity of systemic properties often summarized in
the term robustness. This robustness manifests itself, for example, in bacteria, which are
extremely flexible and capable of maintaining functions essential for survival under a
wide variety of conditions [100]. Signaling pathways take over a key role in these adaptation processes in all kinds of cells, and show amazingly reliable functioning [101–104].
Another example are pathogens such as viruses and bacteria, which rapidly adapt and are
able to become resistant to various treatments, which today constitutes a major health
care problem in hospitals [105, 106].
Robustness of dynamical processes is an important concept at the interface between
Physics and Biology. A central question is whether conceptions of robustness originating
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in Physics can be directly transfered in any way to Biology or whether extensions
and new concepts are required (see for example [107, 108]). This topic is furthermore tightly related to questions concerning function and evolution of networks [109]. Systems Biology is creating a theory of functional robustness, a term
or concept that is used to describe reliable and robust functioning despite perturbations, fluctuations and varying environmental conditions. Appropriate definitions
and quantifications of such functional robustness measures have been developed
at the interface of Physics and Systems Biology [110, 111]. This research direction also aims at finding unifying underlying principles and mechanisms for robust
functioning.
Biological systems do not only face perturbations and variations in external conditions but also have to cope with intrinsic noise and stochasticity [112, 113]. An elegant
stochastic approach enabling the separation of extrinsic and intrinsic noise from data of
a heterogeneous cell population is presented in [114, 115]. These ideas were later used in
a recent study for the design of robust synthetic signaling modules [116]. Several studies carried out in the last few years hint at the fact that network complexity is intimately
linked to functional robustness, meaning that the network structure contributes to a
reliable performance of tasks in the presence of perturbations and noise [101, 117–121].
Dynamic modeling approaches

Intracellular networks are nowadays commonly described by ODEs based on chemical
reaction kinetics and regulatory interactions. This results in systems of coupled nonlinear equations, which show phenomena beyond the superposition principle. Here, Physics
has made valuable contributions to the general field of nonlinear dynamics by developing approaches to the analysis of such systems, and by equipping mathematicians with
physical examples of systems that show highly nonlinear behaviors [57].
Almost all nonlinear models are only accessible via simulations, and the broad acceptance and wide application of numerical simulations in diverse new fields also possess an
inherent danger. As Robert May pointed out several years ago [122], we are approaching a point in science where the vast majority of ‘users’ numerically studies systems of
nonlinear ODEs without an education in (Applied) Mathematics. It is certainly difficult
for them to recognize pitfalls such as numerical instabilities, to apply stability analyses, to reduce model complexity (e.g., via time scale separation) or to handle uncertain
parameters.
Simulating a model usually requires detailed knowledge of the systems. For example,
parameters and initial conditions have to be known a priori, information that is often lacking in Systems Biology. Especially if model parameters can only vaguely be defined and the
model is sensitive to small changes of some of these parameters, an analysis of these models solely based on simulations can be misleading. In consequence, these models might
show a large variation when used to predict new scenarios, and their predictive power
is low. There are several ways to deal with this problem. One direction is the development of identification approaches that are able to track uncertainty in measurements and
model parameters to respective uncertainties in model predictions, as further outlined
below. Another approach is the search for minimal models that facilitate the qualitative
understanding of generic system properties. Such minimal models can be found in many
Mathematical Biology textbooks, but also in Theoretical Physics. Successful reductions to

Page 11 of 19

Radde and Hütt EPJ Nonlinear Biomedical Physics (2016) 4:7

minimal models in Systems Biology, which are driven by physical concepts, can be found
for gene regulation networks [1] or for biological self-organization [123].
As already discussed above, Boolean models aim to reduce model complexity by operating on a reduced state space. They are particularly helpful in analysing large networks and
relations between phenotypes and intracellular network states. As an example, a Boolean
model of the apoptosis network can be found in [92]. Systems Biology has also influenced
further development of this kind of qualitative models, e.g. network inference from data,
or various model extensions (for an overview see e.g. [94]). One article in this topical issue
[30] also deals with Boolean modeling by providing a detailed comparison of ODE models
with Boolean models and an intermediate, continuous-time class of models, called hybrid
models.
New technologies even enable the quantification of phenomena at the single cell level
that cannot be captured with ODE models. Examples include stochasticity in gene expression or stochastic fluctuations due to low copy numbers, the spatio-temporal organization
within mammalian cells, or heterogeneity in populations of genetically identical cells. This
opens the field for the development of novel modeling and analysis approaches beyond
nonlinear ODEs. An accurate processing and description of single cell data has become
a rapidly developing field in recent years, and physicists are also actively contributing.
Examples are described in [124]. A major contribution of a physicist to stochastic modeling certainly is the Gillespie algorithm [125, 126], which is a dynamic Monte Carlo method
for the creation of sample paths of chemical reaction networks with a low number of
molecules. This algorithm is extensively used in Systems Biology, and several variations
have been developed in the past decades. Further important milestones in methodology
for stochastic processes such as system size expansions stem from Statistical Physics (The
book [127], written by the theoretical physicist van Kampen, certainly belongs to the most
famous references in this field). Linear noise approximation techniques, in particular, are
nowadays frequently used in Systems Biology, e.g. for the analysis of variance of molecular
species in signaling networks [114].
Model inference

A key obstacle in the development of quantitative models that capture the dynamic behavior of intracellular processes is the calibration of these models with experimental data.
Since quantitative measurements are complex and expensive, the data available for model
calibration is often sparse. The data contain insufficient information for the unique identification of all model parameters, and the corresponding optimization problems are
ill-posed. Standard point estimators such as least squares or maximum likelihood estimators are not suitable in this context. They might not be unique, or they do not take
sloppy parameters into account. This issue can partly be dealt with by data-driven modeling approaches, which take the data available for model calibration into account when
choosing the granularity of the model. Good examples for such approaches can be found
in [128] and [59]. Physics has also contributed to method development for revealing
and handling non-identifiable parameters, especially for nonlinear models [129]. Furthermore, driven by current problems and challenges in Systems Biology, statistical methods
have been established, which are able to deal with sloppy or non-identifiable parameters.
Examples consist of profile likelihoods [130], sampling-based Bayesian approaches, and,
related to this, stochastic model approaches. A good introduction into sampling-based
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model inference in Systems Biology can be found in [131], important applications are, for
example, described in [115, 132]. Related to sampling-based approaches for the estimation of model parameters, statistical methods for model comparison, model selection and
model validation have also been introduced and adapted to the specific needs in Systems
Biology.
What is the contribution of Physics in this context? Sampling-based approaches are
computationally expensive, which limits applicability to models of medium size at most.
They are (with a few exceptions, when many parameters are well-identifiable) not yet
feasible for large models comprising several hundred parameters and states. However,
increasing computing power, combined with advances in algorithms for the production of samples from arbitrary distributions, has, in recent years, led to a rapid increase
in the size of the problems that can be handled. Substantial progress has been made
in this area via Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) sampling algorithms, which produce correlated samples, but often with much higher efficiency than direct samplers.
MCMC methods have their origins in Statistical Physics [133], and the Statistical Physics
community has, in the past, also contributed to making naïve algorithms more efficient. An impressive example are Hamiltonian Monte Carlo methods [134], in which
proposals for the next move are not completely random, but take the target distribution into account by solving Hamiltonian equations of motion [135–137]. This
allows for a more efficient exploration of the target distribution and therefore faster
convergence.
Apart from this, Physics has also substantially contributed to the huge field of model
reduction, which deals with the question of reducing the size and complexity of a model
without loosing important properties. Model reduction techniques are often required to
overcome limiting storage and computational capacities. Moreover, they help to make
models accessible to computationally expensive analysis methods such as for example
sensitivity analysis or optimization methods for inverse model inference problems. In
fact, many models in Physics, such as Newton’s equations for multi-body dynamics, have
suffered from expensive computations, and the Physics community has thus introduced
several concepts for handling this problem, such as the well-known mean field theory
for a simplified description of many interacting particles (see [138] for a review of such
approaches with an emphasis on applications in Biology). One article in this topical
issue introduces model reduction techniques based on optimized state aggregation for an
efficient reduction of stochastic calcium release site models [139].

Conclusions
Systems Biology has two theoretical foundations: the Engineering perspective focusing
on detailed, parameter-rich simulations of specific biological systems, and the Physics
perspective employing minimal models and principles of coherence and collective states
in order to search for design principles and universal laws. Our brief review focuses on
this latter foundation that is less often discussed in other Systems Biology reviews. EPJ
Nonlinear Biomedical Physics addresses this gap by devoting a topical issue to the Physics
perspective on Systems Biology.
Core topics of contributions from (mainly Theoretical) Physics to Systems Biology
include (1) statistical properties of networks, (2) the robustness of biological systems,
and (3) minimal models and design principles. In this topical issue, the network view
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is illustrated by [99], where a 3D chromosomal structure is derived from a contact
network of genomic locations, and by [98], where time-resolved transcriptome profiles are mapped onto a transcriptional regulatory network. Robustness is discussed
from the perspective of sensitivity analysis for ODE models of biological systems
using the example of the MAPK pathway [60]. The notion of minimal models is
nicely illustrated in the methodological comparison of modeling approaches of varying levels of detail in [30]. Another perspective on modeling is given in [139], where
coarse-graining of the state space is used to simplify Markov-chain models of calcium
dynamics.
The relationship between Physics and Biology has a rich, century-spanning history. An
important segment of Systems Biology builds on, and continues, this history. In his defining paper on Computational Systems Biology [53], Hiroaki Kitano emphasized the danger
of building up Systems Biology directly from the toolbox of complex systems (see also
the more general remark by Fox Keller [140]). Physics will need to continue searching
for the appropriate balance of simplicity and detail in modeling and analyzing biological
situations.
It is worth noting in this context that, similar to Systems Biology, Physics, too, is a
discipline which naturally deals with experimental data and their interpretation and integration into mathematical frameworks. Experimental and theoretical physicists often
work in close collaboration and influence and enrich each other. Thus – in contrast to
the majority of mathematicians and computer scientists – physicists are used to working
with experimental data. They are, in principle, familiar with the cycle of modeling, experimentation and model refinement, which is often underestimated in other disciplines (see
also [141] for an account of some of the social patterns underlying Systems Biology).
This competence is certainly of great help for physicists entering into the field of Systems
Biology.
At the same time, many of the methods from Physics have not yet reached their
full potential in addressing biological questions. Examples include (1) the theoretical
understanding of interdependent networks [142, 143], (2) a theory of dynamical processes on graphs, which may serve as an important foundation of the interpretation of
‘omics’ data in Biology and Medicine [144–146], (3) the effect (and potentially functional relevance) of noise on diverse levels of cellular organization – ranging from
transcriptional noise to fluctuations in signaling [147] and variability in spatio-temporal
pattern formation [148] and (4) a theory of biological information processing, in particular the distinction between the algorithmic level and the biochemical ‘implementation’
level [1].
In her remarkable essay, E. Fox Keller voices doubt as to whether the search for “allencompassing laws” is the right approach for understanding biological systems. This
is precisely why the two foundations of Systems Biology help to install the right balance between detail and generalization that any quantitative science requires. Similar to
Astronomy2 , where the design of instrumentation (by Galileo) and accumulation of data
(by Brahe) has lead to a theoretical understanding of patterns in the data (by Kepler) and
subsequently to the formulation of natural laws (by Newton), a long path of data-driven
modeling and attempts at abstraction may be required before a theoretical foundation of
Biology will emerge. Contributions from Physics can be expected to play a decisive role
along the way.
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Endnotes
1
More precisely, the common choice for the control parameter β is the coupling
strength J divided by the temperature T, β = J/kB T, with the Boltzmann constant kB .
2
This example goes back to a review by Orly Alter [149]; see also [150].
Acknowledgements
Some of these ideas have been developed and discussed during a WE Heraeus Physics School ‘The Physics behind
Systems Biology’, which was held in July 2015 at Jacobs University in Bremen. The school was funded by the Wilhelm
und Else Heraeus Foundation. It brought together physicists, biologists and computer scientists working in Systems
Biology. This work was supported by the German Research Foundation (DFG) within the Cluster of Excellence in
Simulation Technology (EXC 310/2) at the University of Stuttgart (NR).
Authors’ contributions
Both authors contributed equally to this work. Both authors read and approved the final manuscript.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Author details
1 Institute for Systems Theory and Automatic Control, University of Stuttgart, Pfaffenwaldring 9, 70569 Stuttgart, Germany.
2 School of Engineering and Science, Jacobs University Bremen, Campus Ring 1, 28759 Bremen, Germany.

Received: 6 June 2016 Accepted: 14 July 2016

References
1.
Bornholdt S. Less is more in modeling large genetic networks. Science. 2005;310(5747):449–50.
2.
Alon U. Network motifs: theory and experimental approaches. Nat Rev Genet. 2007;8(6):450–61.
3.
Fall CP, Marland ES, Wagner JM, Tyson JJ (eds). Computational cell biology. Interdisciplinary applied mathematics,
vol. 20. New York, NY, Springer; 2005.
4.
Murray JD. Mathematical biology - an introdcution. Interdisciplinary applied mathematics, vol. 17. Berlin, Germany:
Springer; 2002.
5.
Court DL, Oppenheim AB, Adhya SL. A new look at bacteriophage lambda genetic networks. J Bacteriol.
2007;189(2):298–304.
6.
Oppenheim AB, Koliber O, Stavans J, Court DL, Adhya S. Switches in bacteriophage lambda development. Annu
Rev Genet. 2005;39:409–29.
7.
Monod J. Recherches sur la croissance des cultures bactériennes. Dissertation: Université de Paris; 1941.
8.
Legewie S, Blüthgen N, Herzel H. Mathematical modeling identifies inhibitors of apoptosis as mediators of positive
feedback and bistability. PLoS Comput Biol. 2006;9(2):120. doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.0020120.
9.
Wiener N. Cybernetics, or control and communication in the animal and the machine, 2nd. Paris, France: MIT Press;
1948.
10. von Bertalanffy L. The theory of open systems in physics and biology. Science. 1950;111:23–9.
11. Heinrich R, Rapoport TA. A linear steady-state treatment of enzymatic chains. General properties, control and
effector strength. Eur J Biochem. 1974;42(1):89–95.
12. Heinrich R, Schuster S. The regulation of cellular systems. New York, NY: Chapman & Hall/CRC; 1996.
13. von Bertalanffy L. Quantitative laws in metabolism and growth. Q Rev Biol. 1957;32(3):217–31.
14. Schrödinger E. What is life? Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press; 1944.
15. Chen KC, Csikasz-Nagy A, Gyorffy B, Val J, Novak B, Tyson JJ. Kinetic analysis of a molecular model of the budding
yeast cell cycle. Mol Biol Cell. 2000;11(1):369–91.
16. Li F, Long T, Lu Y, Ouyang Q, Tang C. The yeast cell-cycle network is robustly designed. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A.
2004;101(14):4781–6.
17. Vayttaden SJ, Ajay SM, Bhalla US. A spectrum of models of signaling pathways. ChemBioChem. 2004;5(10):1365–74.
18. Hatakeyama M, Kimura S, Takashi N, Kawasaki T, Yumoto N, Ichikawa M, Jae-Hoon K, Saito K, Saeki M,
Shirouzu M, et al. A computational model on the modulation of mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK) and Akt
pathways in heregulin-induced ErbB signalling. Biochem J. 2003;373(2):451–63.
19. Kolch W, Calder M, Gilbert D. When kinases meet mathematics: the systems biology of MAPK signalling. FEBS Lett.
2005;579(8):1891–5.
20. Huang CY, Ferrell JE. Ultrasensitivity in the mitogen-activated protein kinase cascade. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A.
1996;93:10078–83.
21. Zumsande M, Gross T. Bifurcations and chaos in the MAPK signaling cascade. J Theor Biol. 2010;265(3):481–91.
22. Gross T, Feudel U. Generalized models as a universal approach to the analysis of nonlinear dynamical systems.
Phys Rev E. 2006;73(1):016205.
23. Kauffman SA. Metabolic stability and epigenesis in randomly constructed genetic nets. J Theor Biol. 1969;22(3):
437–67.
24. Drossel B. Random Boolean networks In: Schuster HG, editor. Reviews of nonlinear dynamics and complexity.
Weinheim: Viley VCH; 2008. p. 69.

Page 15 of 19

Radde and Hütt EPJ Nonlinear Biomedical Physics (2016) 4:7

25.
26.
27.

28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.

57.
58.
59.
60.

61.
62.
63.
64.
65.

Albert R, Othmer HG. The topology of the regulatory interactions predicts the expression pattern of the segment
polarity genes in Drosophila melanogaster. J Theor Biol. 2003;223(1):1–18.
Davidich MI, Bornholdt S. Boolean network model predicts cell cycle sequence of fission yeast. PLoS ONE.
2008;3(2):1672.
Saez-Rodriguez J, Simeoni L, Lindquist JA, Hemenway R, Bommhardt U, Arndt B, Haus UU, Weismantel R,
Gilles ED, Klamt S, et al. A logical model provides insights into t cell receptor signaling. PLoS Comput Biol.
2007;3(8):163.
Choi M, Shi J, Jung SH, Chen X, Cho KH. Attractor landscape analysis reveals feedback loops in the p53 network
that control the cellular response to dna damage. Sci Signal. 2012;5(251):83–3.
Bornholdt S. Boolean network models of cellular regulation: prospects and limitations. J Roy Soc Interface.
2008;5(Suppl 1):85–94.
Saadatpour A, Albert R. A comparative study of qualitative and quantitative dynamic models of biological
regulatory networks. Eur Phys J Nonlinear Biomed Phys. 2016;4(5):. doi:10.1140/epjnbp/s40366-016-0031-y.
Westerhoff HV, Palsson BO. The evolution of molecular biology into systems biology. Nat Biotechnol. 2004;22(10):
1249–52.
Ising E. Beitrag zur Theorie des Ferromagnetismus. Zeitschrift für Physik A Hadrons Nuclei. 1925;31(1):253–8.
Peierls R. On Ising’s model of ferromagnetism. In: Mathematical Proceedings of the Cambridge Philosophical
Society vol. 32. Springer Verlag Berlin Heidelberg New York Tokyo: Cambridge Univ Press; 1936. p. 477–81.
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