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Abstract
The dynamics of most healthy physiological processes are complex, in that they are comprised of
fluctuations with information-rich structure correlated over multiple temporospatial scales. Lipsitz
and Goldberger (1992) first proposed that the aging process may be characterized by a progressive
loss of physiologic complexity. We contend that this loss of complexity results in functional
decline of the organism by diminishing the range of available, adaptive responses to the
innumerable stressors of everyday life. From this relationship, it follows that rehabilitative
interventions may be optimized by targeting the complex dynamics of human physiology, and by
quantifying their effects using tools derived from complex systems theory. Here, we first discuss
several caveats that one must consider when examining the functional and rehabilitative
implications of physiologic complexity. We then review available evidence regarding the
relationship between physiologic complexity and system functionality, as well as the potential for
interventions to restore the complex dynamics that characterize healthy physiological function.
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1. INTRODUCTION
A hallmark of healthy physiologic function is the capacity to detect, respond and adapt to
the innumerable perturbations and stressors of daily life. This capacity is achieved via
complex interactions between multiple control systems, feedback loops, and regulatory
processes that operate over multiple scales of time and space (Lipsitz and Goldberger,
1992), and interact with one another in nonlinear fashion (Goldberger et al., 2002a). As a
result of this rich organization, the seemingly irregular dynamics of most physiological
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outputs are “complex;” i.e., they contain “meaningful structural richness (Grassberger,
1991)” marked by a degree of non-random fluctuations over multiple temporospatial scales
(Costa et al., 2002; Goldberger et al., 2002a). In recent years, the study of physiologic
complexity, using the theory and quantitative tools derived from complex systems biology,
has shown great promise for improving our understanding of aging, monitoring senescence,
and evaluating novel interventions that treat age-related disease and promote healthy aging.

The conventional view of aging is that it is a linear process of physical and cognitive decline
that occurs over time as one progresses from adulthood into senescence. Lipsitz and
Goldberger (1992) first proposed that the aging process can be defined by a progressive loss
of complexity within the dynamics of physiologic outputs. Although important exceptions
have been reported and are described elsewhere (Duarte and Sternad, 2008; Hartman et al.,
1994; Vaillancourt and Newell, 2002; Vaillancourt and Newell, 2003), numerous studies
have since demonstrated that biological aging and numerous age-related diseases and
syndromes are characterized by a loss of physiologic complexity in the dynamics of the
cardiovascular (Beckers et al., 2006; Costa et al., 2008; Iyengar et al., 1996; Kaplan et al.,
1991; Pikkujamsa et al., 1999), respiratory (Peng et al., 2002), central nervous (Yang et al.,
2012) and motor control (Costa et al., 2007; Manor et al., 2010; Thurner et al., 2002)
systems, among others. Importantly, this loss of information content is often independent of
age- and/or disease-related changes in signal variability (Manor et al., 2010). Figure 1, as an
example, illustrates the dynamics of anterioposterior (i.e., fore-aft) postural sway recorded
as four individuals stood with their eyes open on a stationary force platform. Compared to
the healthy young adult, the fluctuations in postural sway were less complex in each older
adult and in particular those suffering from peripheral or central nervous system impairment.

An age-related loss of physiologic complexity is believed to stem from gradual deterioration
of underlying structural components of physiological systems, as well as alterations within
the nonlinear coupling between these systems (Lipsitz, 2002; Lipsitz, 2004). We therefore
contend that 1) relatively low physiologic complexity in the dynamics of a system under
basal conditions (i.e., resting or free-running) underlies the diminished capacity of that
system to respond and adapt to stressors, and 2) preventative and/or rehabilitative
interventions may be optimized by targeting the physiologic complexity that often
characterizes healthy system function.

In this paper we aim to provide empirical evidence regarding the relationship between
measured physiologic complexity and system functionality, as specifically defined by the
capacity to adapt to physiologic stresses or perturbations. We then examine the potential for
and functional implications of interventions designed to restore the loss of physiologic
complexity with advancing age. First, however, we discuss several important caveats
regarding measurement and task constraints that one must consider when interpreting this
research.

2. PHYSIOLOGIC COMPLEXITY: MEASUREMENT ISSUES AND TASK
CONSTRAINTS

When examining the relationship between the complexity of a system’s dynamics and the
functionality of that system, one must consider 1) the metric(s) used to quantify complexity,
2) the sampling frequency and window of observation, 3) the impact of task constraints, and
4) the type of stimulus, stressor or perturbation being examined.

First, there are numerous metrics available that each quantify different aspects of the
complex, nonlinear properties of physiologic time-series, including entropy (Pincus, 1991)
and multiscale entropy analyses (MSE) (Costa et al., 2002), detrended fluctuation analysis
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(Peng et al., 1995), fractal dimension (Higuchi, 1988) and recurrence plot analysis (Webber,
Jr. and Zbilut, 1994), among others. It is of note that traditional entropy-based metrics
estimate the degree of regularity or orderliness of a time-series on a single scale of time. As
discussed in depth by Costa et al (2002), these metrics do not capture the structural
characteristics of a signal over multiple scales of time, and thus, may fail to characterize
physiologic complexity. To overcome this issue, new metrics have been developed such as
MSE, which utilizes a technique called “coarse-graining” to enable estimation of a signal’s
regularity over multiple time scales (Figure 2). Still, Goldberger et al (2002b) has argued
that no single statistical measure can fully capture the complexity of a physiological system.
Insensitivity of a particular metric to the effects of group, experimental condition or
intervention does not necessarily imply that other metrics will also lack meaningful
relationships to the functionality or rehabilitative potential of the system in question.

Second, estimation of a signal’s complexity is dependent upon both the sampling frequency
and window of observation. The contribution of high-frequency fluctuations may be omitted
if the sampling frequency is not sufficiently high, whereas the contribution of low-frequency
fluctuations may be overlooked if the measurement window is not sufficiently long. An
example of the latter can be seen in the regulation of heart rate. Endogenous circadian
rhythms influence heart rate on time scales of approximately 24 hours. When measured over
days or weeks, these low-frequency fluctuations contribute to the physiologic complexity of
heart rate dynamics (Hu et al., 2008). On the other hand, if heart rate is observed over an
observation window of several hours, circadian influences will cause a “drift” or
“nonstationarity” in heart rate; i.e., the statistical distribution of the signal will change over
time. Such nonstationarities—whether stemming from important physiological processes,
measurement error or noise—significantly affect complexity metrics and should be
detrended (Peng et al., 2009). In addition to clouding inter-study comparisons, therefore,
these issues must be considered when drawing conclusions regarding the functional
implications of complexity as estimated from finite physiological time-series.

Third, the constraints within which a system operates may influence the functional
implications of physiologic complexity. For example, in several studies examining the
dynamics of force output of the finger (Sosnoff and Newell, 2008; Vaillancourt and Newell,
2002; Vaillancourt and Newell, 2003), subjects were asked to match either constant or time-
varying target forces with their index finger by pressing on a load cell, and were provided
with real-time continuous visual feedback from a computer screen. Younger adults
performed each task with less error than older adults. Yet, compared to older adults, the
force dynamics produced by younger adults were also more complex in the constant force
condition, and less complex in the time-varying force condition, as quantified by
approximate entropy analysis. In the constant force condition, this relatively high
complexity likely stemmed from the numerous regulatory processes interacting over
multiple time scales to effectively dampen output fluctuations about the fixed target value.
At the same time, this high-functioning control system may have also enabled younger
adults to more reliably produce oscillatory forces during the time-varying force condition,
resulting in force dynamics with lower complexity. Thus, it is important to consider whether
a system is operating under resting or free-running conditions, or responding to a given
stimulus.

Fourth, the innumerable stressors and perturbations that a system may experience can be
either acute or chronic in nature, and may also change system constraints. Quantification of
the physiological response to an acute stressor may be relatively straight-forward; for
instance, measuring the magnitude of blood pressure drop during the head-up tilt test or the
increase in heart rate during an exercise test. Quantifying the response to a chronic
perturbation, on the other hand, may be clouded by time-dependent physiological adaptation
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to that stimulus. When standing, for example, closing one’s eyes creates a continuous visual
perturbation that results initially in increased size and speed of postural sway. However, this
increase tends to diminish over time as standing posture is sustained, a phenomenon
attributed to dynamic “re-weighting” of available sensory feedback (Hafstrom et al., 2002).
It is also important to remember that in some cases, introducing a stimulus may alter the task
constraints within which the system must operate. In the aforementioned studies on force
production, for example, (Sosnoff and Newell, 2008; Vaillancourt and Newell, 2002;
Vaillancourt and Newell, 2003), a stimulus was introduced by adding acute changes to target
force output values. And, as previously discussed, the functional implications of complexity
may be different between these two conditions.

3. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SYSTEM COMPLEXITY AND FUNCTIONALITY
Much of the available evidence regarding the link between the complexity of a system’s
output over time and its capacity to adapt to stressors stem from indirect, cross-sectional
studies relating physiologic complexity to conditions, diseases, or outcomes commonly
associated with impaired adaptive capacity. Only a handful of studies offer direct, intra-
subject comparisons of physiologic complexity and the capacity to adapt to an
experimentally-induced perturbation. Although examples from other physiological systems
exist, here we examine available evidence from the cardiovascular, central nervous and
motor control systems.

3.1. Cardiovascular System
Heart rate is influenced by numerous interacting factors operating across a variety of time
scales, including the parasympathetic and sympathetic branches of the autonomic nervous
system, hormonal and temperature variation, bouts of physical activity, digestion and
circadian rhythms. As such, healthy variations in heart rate are exceedingly complex
(Kaplan et al., 1991). Biological aging from adulthood into senescence alters this multi-scale
organization, resulting in a loss of complexity in cardiovascular signals (Beckers et al.,
2006; Iyengar et al., 1996; Lipsitz, 1995; Pikkujamsa et al., 1999).

A large and growing body of literature has linked the degree of physiologic complexity
contained within heart rate time-series to cardiac disease and mortality in older adults.
Specifically, the age-related loss of complexity in heart rate variability is accelerated in
those with heart murmur (Gomez-Garcia et al., 2011), atrial fibrillation (Costa et al., 2002;
Vikman et al., 1999), and heart failure (Angelini et al., 2007; Costa et al., 2002; Ho et al.,
1997; Ho et al., 2011; Norris et al., 2008). Relatively low heart rate complexity is also
predictive of suffering post-surgical complications (Makikallio et al., 1997; Makikallio et
al., 1999). In a recent study, Ho et al (2011) analyzed the variability and complexity of 24
hour heart rate time-series in 40 older adults suffering from heart failure. Whereas
traditional, linear metrics of heart rate variability did not predict survival, those patients with
greater heart rate complexity, as estimated by MSE analysis, were more likely to survive the
follow-up period.

3.2. Central Nervous System
The healthy human brain comprises remarkable complexity in both its structural architecture
and functional communication networks (Bullmore and Sporns, 2009). As measured by
electroencephalography, magnetoencephalography (MEG) and most recently blood-oxygen
level dependent (BOLD) MRI, the degree of long-range correlation and multiscale
organization in brain activity appears to decrease with advancing age (Raja Beharelle et al.,
2012; Sun et al., 2012; Takahashi et al., 2009; Yang et al., 2012). The relationship between
functional complexity and mental disorders, however, has been debated and is seemingly
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dependent upon the type of disorder in question, the metric utilized to estimate complexity
and the potential interactive influences of “normal” biological aging (for a recent review, see
Takahashi, 2012).

Several recent papers indicate that the degree of complexity contained within the temporal
fluctuations of brain activity may relate to cognitive function. Raja Beharelle and colleagues
(2012) completed MSE analysis of MEG signals recorded as traumatic brain injury patients
and healthy controls completed a visual feature-matching task. As compared to controls, the
patient group exhibited lower complexity within multiple brain regions. Lower signal
complexity was in turn correlated with greater trial-to-trial variability in cognitive task
performance. Yang et al (2012) studied healthy younger and older adults and examined the
link between MSE-derived complexity of spontaneous, resting-state BOLD activity and
performance in a battery of cognitive tests in. An age-related loss of complexity was present
in the temporal fluctuations of BOLD signals from multiple brain regions. Within older
adults, the degree of complexity (and not traditional measures of variability) estimated from
numerous brain regions within the default mode network was positively correlated with
numerous cognitive functions, including attention, orientation, memory and verbal fluency.

3.3. Motor Control System
3.3.1. Postural Control—The postural control system is comprised of somatosensory,
visual and vestibular sensory feedback networks, numerous brain regions and the musculo-
skeletal system (Horak and MacPherson JM, 1996; Maki and McIlroy, 1996). This system
regulates the body’s postural sway with respect to its base of support, thereby enabling both
upright stance and the capacity to adapt to stressors in unpredictably changing environments.
Postural sway is most commonly assessed by recording center-of-pressure fluctuations as an
individual stands on a force plate (Winter et al., 1990). Similar to other physiological
signals, postural sway dynamics during quiet, upright standing are complex; i.e., they
contain a degree of correlated fluctuations over multiple time scales (Lipsitz, 2004; Riley
and Clark, 2003; Sabatini, 2000).

Although the longitudinal effects of aging are unclear (Duarte and Sternad, 2008; Seigle et
al., 2009; Thurner et al., 2002), cross-sectional studies have indicated that several age-
related conditions linked to poor balance are also marked by reduced postural sway
complexity. Costa et al (2007) demonstrated that older adults with a history of falling had
diminished postural sway complexity (as quantified by MSE) when standing quietly with
eyes-open as compared to older adult non-fallers and healthy younger adults. Using the
same complexity metric in a large sample of older adults, lower postural sway complexity
has also been independently associated with frailty, a complex syndrome characterized by
weakness, unintentional weight loss, slow gait, exhaustion and low daily activity (Kang et
al., 2009).

Recently, we studied the direct link between postural sway complexity and the adaptive
capacity of the postural control system in older adults (Manor et al., 2010). Specifically, we
examined the effects of visual and lower-extremity somatosensory impairment on postural
sway complexity during quiet standing, and its relationship to postural adaptation to a serial-
subtraction cognitive dual task. Older adults participating in the MOBILIZE Boston study
(Leveille et al., 2008) were classified into four mutually-exclusive groups: normal controls,
visual impairment only (< 20/40 vision), somatosensory impairment only (inability to
perceive the 5.07 monofilament on the plantar hallux), or combined impairments. A
complexity index was quantified using MSE analysis. The traditional metrics of postural
sway speed and magnitude, which did not correlate with complexity, were also computed.
During quiet standing, the complexity index was highest in controls and successively lower
in the visual, somatosensory, and combined impairment groups (Figure 3A). The stress of
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performing serial subtractions while standing (i.e., dual tasking) resulted in decreased
complexity, but increased speed and magnitude of postural sway. Importantly, with all
participants combined, lower complexity during quiet standing correlated with greater
absolute and percent increases in postural sway speed from quiet standing to dual tasking
conditions (Figure 3B). Together, these observations indicate that chronic sensory
impairments contribute to decreased complexity in standing balance dynamics, which in turn
is associated with reduced adaptive capacity of the postural control system during dual task
conditions. Relatively low baseline complexity, therefore, may indicate control systems that
are more vulnerable to dysfunction during cognitive and other stressors.

3.3.2 Locomotor system—The capacity to maintain balance when walking through
unpredictably changing environments is critical to independent living. Locomotor system
output, which is most commonly quantified by recording the temporal and/or spatial
variations in kinematic variables from one stride to the next, is complex (Hausdorff et al.,
1995; Jordan et al., 2006). To the authors’ knowledge, no study to date has investigated the
direct relationship between the complexity of gait dynamics and an individual’s capacity to
overcome physical (i.e., a slip, trip or push) or cognitive stressors. However, both healthy
aging and disease have been associated with diminished complexity within the kinematic
properties of locomotion. For instance, the fractal-like, multi-scale variations in stride
duration as one walks over ground is lower in healthy older adults as compared to their
younger counterparts (Hausdorff et al., 1997b; Scafetta et al., 2009). In patients with
Parkinson’s disease, this fractal-scaling is further diminished, such that stride-to-stride
fluctuations closely resemble uncorrelated white noise (Herman et al., 2005). Finally, in
older adults with “higher-level gait disorders,” diminished fractal scaling of gait dynamics is
significantly lower in those with a history of falling (Hausdorff et al., 1997a).

3.3.3 Manual Force Production—Multiple studies have examined the dynamics of force
output of the fingers during force-matching tasks (Sosnoff and Newell, 2008; Vaillancourt
and Newell, 2002; Vaillancourt and Newell, 2003). Vaillencourt and Newell (2003) asked
older adults to match both constant and time-varying target forces using visual feedback
from a computer screen. In the constant force condition, the physiologic complexity of force
output was greatest in young adults, lower in old adults (aged 60–69 years), and lowest in
old-old adults (aged 75–90 years). In the time-varying force condition, the results were
opposite; i.e., complexity was lowest in the young group and highest in the old-old group.
These results suggest that the complexity of a system may be dependent upon the specific
task and/or environmental constraints in question. (Vaillancourt and Newell, 2002). They
also suggest that the degree of complexity associated with baseline dynamics (i.e., the
constant force condition) may predict the capacity of the system to adapt to a more difficult
condition (i.e., the time-varying force condition).

3.4 Implications and future directions
Mounting evidence from the physiologic systems described above suggests a link between
the degree of complexity contained within resting-state or “free-running” system dynamics
and the functionality of that system, as defined by the capacity to respond and/or adapt to
stressors. We therefore contend that a loss of information content in the dynamics of system
output underlies the diminution of adaptive capacity that often accompanies the aging
process and is characteristic of frailty. As such, complexity-based metrics appear to hold
strong clinical potential and may compliment traditional biomarkers of health and disease.
Future research is warranted to strengthen our understanding of the mechanisms through
which complexity changes over time, as well as the sensitivity and specificity with which
various complexity metrics predict the resilience of an organism.
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4. PHYSIOLOGIC COMPLEXITY: IMPLICATIONS FOR REHABILITATION
The growing appreciation of the link between a biological system’s complexity and its
functionality has exciting implications for the prevention and rehabilitation of functional
loss associated with age and disease. First, metrics that quantify characteristics of
physiologic complexity may serve as sensitive markers of an intervention’s effectiveness.
Second, new interventions may be derived from the theoretical underpinnings of complexity
theory that aim to improve outcomes via restoration of healthy system dynamics. As
previously detailed by Lipsitz (2004), interventions with the greatest potential to restore
healthy dynamics in biological systems may include those that 1) have effects on multiple
systems (i.e., single interventions with multi-system effects such as mind-body exercise,
medications, etc.), 2) identify and treat numerous risk factors that contribute to a particular
disease or disability (i.e., multifaceted interventions), and 3) include noise-based devices
that augment the information readily available to the system of interest.

To date, several studies have reported the effects of various interventions on dynamic
complexity, primarily with respect to the cardiovascular and postural control systems.

4.1. Cardiovascular System
Both exercise and pharmacological interventions appear to influence the degree of
complexity contained within the heart rate dynamics of healthy older adults and/or patients
suffering from cardiovascular disease. Resistance training is one example (Heffernan et al.,
2007; Millar et al., 2012). Most recently, Millar et al (2012) published a randomized,
controlled trial examining the effects of a two-month progressive isometric hand-grip
training program on blood pressure and several markers of heart rate complexity in older
adults with treated hypertension. Compared to controls, the exercise group demonstrated
decreased systolic and mean blood pressure following the intervention. Whereas no changes
were observed in traditional spectral and time-domain measures of heart rate variability, the
HR signals of participants of the exercise program showed an increase in sample entropy
(i.e., decreased predictability) and decrease in the fractal distance score (i.e., the HR signal
moved closer toward fractal-like, 1/f noise)—two important, nonlinear markers of
complexity.

Resistance training, and detraining, also appears to alter cardiovascular dynamics in healthy
young adults (Heffernan et al., 2007). Sample entropy, Lempel-Ziz entropy, and traditional
heart rate variability measures were calculated from heart rate time-series acquired during
supine rest with paced-breathing (12 breaths/min) before, immediately after, and four weeks
following a six week progressive full-body resistance training program in fourteen young
men (mean age = 25 years). Despite no change in any spectral heart rate variability
parameter, training was associated with a significant increase in each entropy measure.
Moreover, after only four weeks of detraining, these variables returned to their pre-training
levels.

Although results are mixed, aerobic exercise may also beneficially affect cardiovascular
dynamics (Kanaley et al., 2009; Tulppo et al., 2001). Tulppo et al (2001) reported that two
months of moderate to high-intensity aerobic training increased the fractal-like correlations
contained within heart rate dynamics of previously sedentary older adults. On the other
hand, however, a four month moderate-intensity aerobic training program did not affect the
sample entropy of heart rate dynamics in obese adults (aged 40–60 years) with or without
type 2 diabetes mellitus (Kanaley et al., 2009). Thus, while promising, much more work is
warranted to determine the exercise mode, intensity and amount needed to optimize
cardiovascular dynamics, keeping in mind that effects may be specific to both the population
studied and the metric(s) used to estimate system complexity. Furthermore, direct
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correlations between exercise-related changes in system dynamics and clinical outcomes
will be critical to furthering our understanding of the functional implications of system
dynamics in aging and disease.

A small but growing body of research also suggests that certain medications may affect
cardiovascular dynamics. Single doses of the beta-blocking drug propranolol (Castiglioni et
al., 2011; Lepoluoto et al., 2005), as well as the β2-adrenoceptor agonist terbutaline (Jartti et
al., 1998), induce acute increases in the fractal dimension of heart rate dynamics in healthy
young adults. Recently, Ho et al (2011) examined the effects of beta-blocker therapy on
heart rate dynamics in older adults suffering from heart failure. Conventional measures of
heart rate variability were not affected by beta-blocker therapy (either carvedilol or
metoprolol). Compared to controls, however, subjects receiving the therapy exhibited
increased multiscale entropy of heart rate dynamics and moreover, were more likely to
survive the follow-up period.

4.2. Postural Control System
Several interventions aimed at improving postural control appear to induce beneficial
changes in the complexity of postural sway. First, Collins, Priplata and others have reported
that in healthy older adults (Collins et al., 2003; Priplata et al., 2002) and in patients with
type 2 diabetes mellitus or stroke (Priplata et al., 2006), the application of stochastic, sub-
sensory vibrations to the foot soles decreased the magnitude of postural sway and altered
several nonlinear characteristics derived from stabilogram diffusion analysis. Costa et al
(2007) extended this work by demonstrating that this mechanical vibration also increased
the MSE-derived complexity of postural sway in healthy older adults. Although the exact
mechanism is unclear, the authors theorized that the addition of sub-sensory mechanical
noise may have increased the complexity of postural control via “stochastic resonance,” a
phenomenon in which non-zero levels of random noise lower the response threshold of
receptors and thus, increase input to the control system.

Tai Chi training may also increase the complex dynamics of postural sway. As a multi-
component therapeutic intervention stemming from the Chinese martial and healing arts, Tai
Chi combines physical movement, breathing techniques and cognitive imagery (Wayne and
Kaptchuk, 2008a). It is widely purported to improve clinical measures of balance in older
adults both with and without movement disorders (Wayne and Kaptchuk, 2008b). In order to
determine if complexity-based metrics inform Tai Chi’s impact on the postural control
system, we recently examined the effects of a 12-week, group-based Tai Chi training
program, as compared to an education-based control intervention, on standing postural sway
and physical function in frail older adults residing in supportive housing facilities. Although
no changes were observed in the traditional metrics of postural sway speed or magnitude,
the Tai Chi group increased postural sway complexity when standing with eyes open and
eyes closed as compared to controls. Intriguingly, these training-related increases in
complexity correlated closely with functional improvements in both gait speed and mobility
(Lough et al., 2012).

4.3 Implications and Future Directions
Limited yet intriguing evidence suggests that physiologic complexity is a modifiable
property of system dynamics. Yet, many important questions remain unanswered. For
example, it is unclear whether multifaceted interventions have greater impact upon
complexity as compared to single-component interventions. Although multifaceted
interventions may be intuitively superior, complex systems theory suggests that modifying
only a single component of a system may also lead to holistic effects on system behavior.
Furthermore, as both random noise (e.g., stochastic resonance) and goal-directed therapies
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(e.g., medications, Tai Chi) have resulted in increased physiologic complexity, future
research should strive to uncover the mechanisms through which different forms of
perturbations and/or stressors are integrated over multiple temporospatial scales and
reflected in altered system behavior.

5. Conclusions
The degree of physiologic complexity associated with a system’s resting dynamics may be
fundamentally related to the adaptive capacity of that system. Numerous studies have linked
the age-related loss of complexity to diseases, conditions and syndromes that are often
associated with diminished adaptive capacity, and mounting evidence also points to positive,
intra-subject relationships between physiologic complexity and the capacity of a system to
adapt to experimentally-imposed stressors. While encouraging, future studies are needed to
further our understanding of the functional implications of physiologic complexity. When
designing these studies, considerable care should be taken regarding experimental design
and the quantification of physiologic complexity.

The theoretical underpinnings of the complexity theory of aging suggest that interventions
designed to restore healthy system dynamics may optimize functional improvements in older
adults. Available evidence from exercise, pharmacological and noise-based interventions
suggests that physiologic complexity is modifiable and may compliment traditional, linear-
based approaches in the prediction of adverse outcomes or assessment of intervention
effectiveness. This promising yet relatively young body of research should therefore serve as
grounds for future research to examine the rehabilitative implications of physiologic
complexity across the lifespan.
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MEG magnetoencephalography
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Highlights

• Physiologic signals contain a degree of information-rich structure, or complexity

• Aging and disease are often linked to reduced physiologic complexity

• Diminished physiologic complexity may underlie loss of system functionality

• Interventions designed to restore complexity may optimize outcomes in older
adults
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Figure 1. Representative anterioposterior postural sway time-series during standing with eyes
open
Age- and disease-related changes to the neuromuscular system are often associated with
unique alterations to the dynamics of postural sway. Presented here are unfiltered postural
sway (i.e., center-of-pressure) dynamics of four individuals differing in age and/or disease
status. Multiscale entropy analysis (of high-pass filtered data) was used to derive the
complexity index (CI), for which higher values reflect a greater degree of irregularity across
multiple scales of time (i.e., greater complexity). The CI was highest in the healthy young
adult and lowest in the older adult with chronic brain damage due to a history of a
hemispheric middle cerebral artery infarction (i.e., stroke). It is also of note that CI was
independent of the traditional measure of maximum sway range.
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Figure 2. Schematic illustration of the coarse-graining procedure utilized in multiscale entropy
analysis (Adapted from Costa et al., 2002)
Consecutive time-series are constructed from the original time-series (scale 1) by averaging
successively increasing number of data points in non-overlapping windows. Here, coarse-
grained time-series capturing time scale two and three are shown. Entropy of each coarse-
grained series is then calculated to estimate the degree of irregularity over multiple scales of
time. See Figure 3 for an example of multiscale entropy analysis of physiological data.
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Figure 3. Analysis of postural sway complexity and its relationship to the adaptive capacity of
the postural control system
(Adapted from Manor et al., 2010). Multiscale entropy was computed from postural sway
(i.e., center-of-pressure) dynamics by plotting the sample entropy of anterioposterior
postural sway displacement as a function of time scale (A). It is apparent that chronic
sensory impairments alter the regularity of postural sway over numerous unique time scales.
Across all subjects, those with lower complexity index values, as calculated by the area
beneath the MSE curve, were less able to adapt their postural sway to a cognitive dual task
(B).
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