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Nonlinear Dynamics, Fractals, and Chaos Theory: 
Implications for Neuroautonomic Heart Rate Control in Health and Disease 
by Ary L. Goldberger  
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Figure 1. Two heart rate time series, one from a healthy subject (top) and the other from a 
patient with severe congestive heart failure (CHF) (middle) have nearly identical means and 
variances (bottom), yet very different dynamics. Note that according to classical physiological 
paradigms based on homeostasis, neuroautonomic control systems should be designed to damp 
out noise and settle down to a constant equilibrium-like state. However, the healthy heartbeat 
displays highly complex, apparently unpredictable fluctuations even under steady-state 
conditions. In contrast, the heart rate pattern from the subject with heart failure shows slow, 
periodic oscillations that correlate with Cheyne-Stokes breathing.  
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Figure 2. Examples of nonlinear dynamics of the heartbeat. Panels (a-c) are from subjects with 
obstructive sleep apnea syndrome. Panels (d and e) are from healthy subjects at high altitude 
(~15,000 ft).
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Figure 3. Left, schematic of a tree-like fractal has self-similar branchings such that the small 
scale (magnified) structure resembles the large scale form. Right, a fractal process such as heart 
rate regulation generates fluctuations on different time scales (temporal "magnifications") that 
are statistically self-similar. (Adapted from Goldberger AL. Non-linear dynamics for clinicians: 
chaos theory, fractals, and complexity at the bedside. Lancet 1996;347:1312-1314.)  
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Figure 4. Breakdown of a fractal physiological control mechanism can lead ultimately either to a 
highly periodic output dominated by a single scale or to uncorrelated randomness. The top heart 
rate time series is from a healthy subject; bottom left is from a subject with heart failure; and 
bottom right from a subject with atrial fibrillation. (Adapted from Goldberger AL. Non-linear 
dynamics for clinicians: chaos theory, fractals, and complexity at the bedside. Lancet 
1996;347:1312-1314.)  



 11 



 12 



 13 

• automated detection of the onset and end of pathologic low frequency (<.10 Hz) heart 
rate oscillations (Figs 1, 2 and 4) (43, 52-59);  

• detection of subtle ST-T alternans (17, 51);  
• detection of a breakdown in fractal scaling with disease and aging (43); and  
• quantification of differences or changes in the nonlinear complexity or dimension of a 

physiological time series (59, 60).  
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Table 1 
Nonlinear Mechanisms and Manifestations 

1. Abrupt Changes (10)  

Bifurcations (1, 9)  
Intermittency / Bursting (9, 10)  
Bistability; Multistability (11)  
Phase transitions  

2. Hysteresis (12)  
3. Nonlinear Oscillations (1, 2)  

Limit cycles  
Phase resetting  
Entrainment  
Pacemaker annihilation  

4. Fractals (2, 3)  

Scale-invariance  
Long-range correlations  
Self-organized criticality  
Diffusion limited aggregation  

5. Alternans (9)  
6. Nonlinear waves: spiral; scroll (6, 7)  
7. Complex periodic cycles; quasiperiodicities (13)  
8. Stochastic resonance (14)  
9. Time irreversibility  
10. Chaos  
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An expanded and updated version of this material appears in:  

Bolis CL, Licinio J, eds. The Autonomic Nervous System. Geneva: World 
Health Organization, 1999.  
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