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Abstract. As a matter of fact, chaos is widely investigated in various field relevant to differential 
equations. This paper examines chaos theory, starting with the butterfly effect as a key example, 
and explores its fundamental concepts and diverse applications. The study first explains the main 
characteristics of chaotic systems, including their extreme sensitivity to initial conditions, nonlinear 
dynamics, and inherent unpredictability over time. It then provides a historical overview of chaos 
theory’s development, highlighting its impact across fields such as physics, meteorology, biology, 
and economics, where it has proven essential in understanding complex, nonlinear phenomena. 
However, the theory also has its limitations, particularly regarding the simplification of models and 
the challenges of accurate long-term prediction. The paper concludes by discussing the potential 
future of chaos theory, suggesting that advancements in computational power and interdisciplinary 
research could help overcome these limitations and further broaden its applications. As the 
understanding of chaotic systems deepens, chaos theory could offer valuable insights for managing 
uncertainty and complexity in both natural and social systems. 
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1. Introduction 

Differential equations first appeared in the work of Isaac Newton, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, and 

the Bernoulli brothers, Jakob and Johann at the late seventeenth century. This discovery was caused 

by scientists’ persistent works which were focusing on combining the new ideas of calculus with 

classic mechanics. For more than 300 years, differential equations have been an important tool for 

describing and analysing problems in many scientific disciplines [1]. The development of Ordinary 

Differential Equation was companied by three core questions about Existence, Uniqueness and 

Stability. There are roughly 5 periods. At the beginning of the development, mathematicians were 

focusing on finding general solution. For instance, Leibnitz used method of separation of variables to 

study the solution of first order differential equation, Bernoulli equation is proposed and solved, Euler 

transformed first order linear differential equation into properly differential equation to solve it by 

using integrating factor method, La-grange solved non-linear differential equation by using method 

of variation of constant, singular solution problem, etc. Subsequently, the research period of definite 

solution theory. For instance, Liouville proved that there is no general elementary solution for Riccati 

equation, Cauchy built the existence and uniqueness theorem of the solution of the initial value 

problem, The propose of Lipschitz condition and the application of Pi- card stepwise approximation 

method, etc. Later, the period of analytical theoretical research is ongoing, solving some special 

equations mainly by defining some special function, such as Bessel equation, Legendre equation and 

Gauss geometric equation, etc. Next is the period of qualitative theoretical research. During this 

period, the research content was mainly on the large-scale nature of solutions, this is facilitated by 

the qualitative theory built by Poincare and the theory of stability of motion created by Lyapunov. By 

the middle to late 20th century, with the rapid development of computer technology, ordinary 

differential equations entered the period of finding special solutions. For example, some important 

discoveries of special solutions such as chaos, singular attractors, and solitons [2]. 

Differential equation has been widely used in many areas. A team from Changde, China used 

differential equation in mechanics of materials, aimed at studying elastic buckling of the double 

modulus beam with circular section under axial compression [3]. Peng et al. used differential equation 

in proposing a structural grid generation method that include fuses neural networks and partial 

differential equations. The proposed method takes the boundary of the calculation domain and the 
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internal sampling point as the input, establishes a neural network model combined with partial 

differential equations for grid generation, and the control equation and geometric boundary 

constraints are embedded in the loss function as the optimization target of the model; the proposed 

method introduces the adaptive weighting strategy of the loss function and the point weighting 

mechanism to improve the quality of the grid and the fitting ability at complex boundaries [4]. Zhao 

and Zhang from College of Water Resources and Hydropower Engineering, North China Electric 

Power University, used differential equation in hydromechanics. Their essay in view of the scientific 

problem of the dynamic mechanism of jet surface adhesion droplet deformation, under a given final 

value condition, the inverted random differential equation of the motion deformation of the jet surface 

adhesion droplet is established, and the initial value is studied to achieve the predetermined goal of 

the droplet [5]. However, the field of chaos theory extensively employs differential equations, which 

is the field the author mainly discussed in this essay.   

In this essay, the author revolved the topic around chaos theory, gave a detailed introduction to 

chaos theory, and evaluated it. In the second part, the author started form butterfly effect, led to chaos 

theory, at the same time introduced it briefly. And the author featured and evaluated the chaos theory 

in the next part. Next, the author illustrated some applications of chaos theory in many areas in the 

fourth part and pointed out the limitations and prospects of chaos theory in the last part of text. 

2. From Butterfly Effects to Chaos Theory 

In the winter of 1961, the meteorologist Edward Lorenz was calculating a mathematical model he 

had designed to simulate the flow of air in the atmosphere, but he encountered a problem: no matter 

how the mathematical model was corrected, the slightest difference in the starting data would cause 

a large difference in the simulation results. This unpredictable uncertainty is what Lorenz calls the 

butterfly effect: a butterfly in Brazil flapping its wings could cause a tornado in the United States. 

Coincidentally, in Lorenz's work, the convection equation in the atmospheric equation was simplified 

to obtain an equation whose trajectory was also shaped like a butterfly, and the trajectory of this set 

of equations was called the “Lorentz attractor” [6]. This is what the author will discuss in the 

following essay. Same as the Lorentz system, there are many other models also show uncertainty, 

unpredictability and sensitivity to initial condition. For instance, Triple Star System: the system which 

describes the movement of three stars when they affected by each other’s gravitational pull and push. 

And Double Pendulum (Chaotic Pendulum): A pendulum, the end of which is connected to another 

pendulum, forms a simple physical system that exhibits rich dynamic behavior and is highly sensitive 

to initial conditions [7]. Such a system whose behavior cannot be explained and predicted by a single 

data relationship, but by a whole, continuous data relationship, is called a chaotic system, this theory 

is called chaos theory. 

For almost half a century, scientists have found that although many natural phenomena can be 

transformed into simple mathematical formulas, their behavior cannot be predicted. For instance, 

meteorologist Edward Norton Laurence found that simple thermal convection can cause 

unimaginable meteorological changes, resulting in the so-called "butterfly effect". In the 1960s, 

American mathematician Stephen Smail found that after the behavior of certain objects undergoes 

some kind of regular change, the subsequent development has no certain trajectory to follow, 

presenting a chaotic state of disorder. Noticed that the original Lorentz equation is based on the Navi-

Stokes equation, the continuity equation and the heat conduction equations as following: 

𝜕𝜈⃗⃗ 

𝜕𝑡
+ (𝑣 𝛻)𝑣 = −

𝛻𝑝

𝜌
+ 𝑣𝛻2𝑣 + 𝑔                                (1) 

𝜕𝜌

𝜕𝑡
+ 𝛻 ⋅ (𝜌𝑣 ) = 0                                      (2) 

𝜕𝑇

𝜕𝑡
+ 𝛻 ⋅ (𝑇𝑣 ) = 𝜒𝛻2𝑇                                    (3) 

𝜌 = 𝜌0(1 − 𝛾(𝑇 − 𝑇0))                                   (4) 
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Here, 𝑣  is the flow velocity, T is the fluid temperature, 𝑇0 is the ceiling temperature, 𝜌 is the 

density, p is the pressure, 𝑔  is the gravity, 𝛾, 𝑥, 𝑣 is thermal expansion coefficient, thermal diffusion 

rate and dynamic viscosity coefficient. One Can simplify them to a series of ordinary equations (5)-

(7): 

ⅆ𝑥

ⅆ𝑡
= 𝜎(𝑦 − 𝑥)                                       (5) 

ⅆ𝑦

ⅆ𝑡
= 𝑥(𝜌 − 𝑧) − 𝑦                                     (6) 

ⅆ𝑧

ⅆ𝑡
= 𝑥𝑦 − 𝛽𝑧                                       (7) 

Where 𝜎 is called Prandtl number, represent the ratio of viscosity and thermal diffusion rate. 𝜌 

is named Rayleigh number (Ra), represent the ratio of natural convection and diffusion heat and 

momentum transfer. 

3. Features and Evaluations for Chaos Theory 

There is no accepted mathematical definition of chaos, Robert summarized the commonly used 

definitions, pointing out that chaotic systems have three properties [8]: 

⚫ The sensitivity affected by the initial condition. Only a micro change can lead to big difference 

in the final condition. 

⚫ It has topological mixing; not strictly speaking, the system will completely disrupt the 

topological properties of the initial space, so that any initial state can be transformed into any 

other position. 

⚫ Periodic orbits are dense, that is, values with periodic orbits can be found near any initial value. 

Sensitivity to the initial condition is known as “butterfly effect”, which is first mentioned by E. 

Lorenz in a paper named “Does the Flap of a Butterfly’s Wings in Brazil set off a Tornado in Texas?” 

in 1972 [9]. At that time, Lorentz wanted to ran weather simulation with his colleagues by using a 

simple digital computer- Royal McBe LGP-30. The computer runs with a 6-bit accuracy, and the print 

output rounds the variables to 3 digits, which was seen as will not cause any actual impacts according 

to the consensus at that time. However, Lorentz found that even a micro difference of the initial 

condition can lead to a macro variety in the end [10]. Fig. 1 show the sensitivity of the initial 

conditions in the phase space area occupied by the attractor. Topological mixing refers to any given 

area or open set of the system phase space, which will overlap with any given area over time. For 

example, a mechanic system which satisfy that the displacement in phase space is doubled than the 

last second as the following equation: 

2𝑓(𝑡) = 𝑓(𝑡 + 1)                                       (8) 

𝑥 = 𝑀02
𝑡                                           (9) 

Here, 𝑀0 is the initial input value. In that equation, the condition of the system can also have 

huge difference if input different value of  𝑀0. But there exists some condition in phase space which 

will never appear according to this equation. This goes against the topological mixing of the chaos 

system. A chaotic system with dense periodic orbits means that all points in space are arbitrarily close 

to periodic orbits [11]. 

 

Figure 1. Lorentz attractor shows chaotic behaviour 
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4. Applications of Chaos Theory 

4.1. Cryptography 

Chaos theory has been used in cryptography for several years. High sensitivity to initial conditions 

and control parameters, random behaviors, and unstable periodic orbits with long periods make chaos 

a good candidate for the proposed encryption [12]. In the past, several attempts have been made to 

utilize the chaos discrete mechanical system in encryption purposes, the first being perhaps by 

Matthews, which following the form [13]: 

𝑥𝑘+1 = 𝑓(𝑥𝑘), 𝑥0 ∈ 𝐼                            (10) 

Here, 𝐼 is either the unit interval or the unit square. 𝑓 is a nonlinear, continuous function. Noticed 

that an exponent named the Lyapunov exponent is the amount that characterizes the separation rate 

of an infinitesimally approaching trajectory. Quantitatively, two trajectories in phase space with 

initial separation vector δZ0 diverge at a rate given by [14]: 

|𝛿𝑍(𝑡)| ≈ ⅇ𝜆𝑡|𝛿𝑍0|                                    (11) 

Where 𝜆 is the Lyapunov exponent. The Exponential function Eq. (11) shows the sensitivity for 

the initial condition in the chaos system. This equation illustrates that the bigger Lyapunov exponent 

the chaos system which researcher used has, the higher safe degree that system will be (higher 

Lyapunov exponent means faster divergence velocity, the resulting random coding is also more 

disordered, leading to higher safe degree). 

 

Figure 2. Three-dimensional diagram of the Lotka-Voltera equation 

4.2. Biology 

For more than 100 years, biologists have been attempting to track variety of populations in 

different species by using Population model. The chaos model realized in many specific populations, 

despite most of model are continuous [15]. For instance, the research of the Lynx canadensis 

illustrated that there is a chaotic nature of population growth [16]. Lotka-Volterra equation is an 

example that applying chaos theory in biology, this equation was published independently by Alfred 

Lotka and Vito Volterra in 1925 and 1926 respectively, it illustrates how population growth under 

density constraints leads to a chaotic state. Lotka-Volterra equation (12) and (13) is a binary first-

order nonlinear differential equation, which is used to describe a dynamic model when the predator 

interacts with the prey in a biologic system: 

ⅆ𝑥

ⅆ𝑡
= 𝑥(𝛼 − 𝛽𝑦)                                     (12) 

ⅆ𝑦

ⅆ𝑡
= −𝑦(𝛾 − 𝛿𝑥)                                    (13) 
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Here, 𝛾 is the quantity of the predator; x is the quantity of the prey; dy/dt, dx/dt represent 

variety of the time when that two ethnic group fight against each other; T is the time; 𝛼, 𝛽, 𝛾, 𝛿 

denote the coefficients that represent the interaction between the two species, which are all positive 

real numbers. Typical sketch is shown in Fig. 2. 

4.3. Economy 

Chaos theory may also improve the economic model, but it is an extremely complicated task to 

predict the health of the economic system and analyse the factors that have the greatest impact [17]. 

In economics, chaotic phenomena can be found through recursive quantitative analysis. In fact, 

Orlando et al. through the so-called recursive quantification correlation index [18], hidden changes 

in the time sequence were found [19]. 

4.4. Celestial Mechanics 

Chaos theory can also apply in celestial mechanics. When observing asteroids, chaos theory can 

better predict when they will approach planets. It is worth noting that four of Pluto's five satellites 

rotate in a chaotic way (seen from Fig. 3) [20]. 

 

Figure 3. Pluto and its satellites [20] 

5. Limitations and Prospects 

Chaos theory, a mathematical approach to understanding the behavior of nonlinear dynamic 

systems, has been applied in a variety of fields such as physics, meteorology, economics, and biology. 

However, despite its success in some areas, the application of chaos theory is constrained by several 

limitations that need to be addressed to fully exploit its potential. A primary limitation is the extreme 

sensitivity of chaotic systems to initial conditions, often referred to as the "butterfly effect." This 

sensitivity means that even the smallest errors in the initial conditions of a system can led to vastly 

different outcomes, making long-term predictions extremely difficult. Lorenz demonstrated this 

effect in meteorology, showing that small variations in weather data could lead to dramatically 

different forecasts after a short period of time [21]. As a result, while chaotic systems can be modeled 

and predicted over short periods, achieving reliable long-term predictions remains nearly impossible. 

Another challenge is the complexity of the mathematical models used in chaos theory. These models 

often rely on nonlinear equations that are difficult to solve accurately, and the real-world factors that 

influence these systems can further complicate modeling efforts. Marotto pointed out that accurately 

determining the parameters of chaotic systems is often impractical, limiting their usefulness in 

practical applications such as engineering or economics [22]. 

In addition to these issues, the computational demands of chaos theory can also be a significant 

obstacle. Many chaotic models involve high-dimensional, nonlinear equations that require substantial 

computational power to simulate. Even though advances in computing technology have made it 

possible to solve some chaotic systems, simulating more complex scenarios still requires considerable 

computational resources and may result in accuracy or stability problems. Kapitaniak highlighted that 

while computing advances have made certain chaotic simulations feasible, high-dimensional models 



Highlights in Science, Engineering and Technology IFMPT 2025 

Volume 128 (2025)  

 

236 

and real-time simulations continue to be computationally intensive and may lack the precision needed 

for practical applications [23]. Ott further elaborated on the complexity of simulating chaotic systems, 

explaining that even with modern computing capabilities, achieving precise and stable simulations of 

complex chaotic phenomena remains a difficult task [24]. 

Despite these limitations, chaos theory still holds promise for various future applications, 

particularly in areas where short-term predictions or small-scale dynamics are important. For example, 

in biology, chaos theory has been applied to model population dynamics and the spread of diseases 

[25]. Moreover, as machine learning and artificial intelligence technologies continue to advance, there 

is growing potential to integrate these tools with chaos theory to address challenges such as model 

uncertainty and incomplete data, ultimately expanding the scope and accuracy of its applications. 

6. Conclusion 

To sum up, chaos theory has fundamentally changed how one views complex systems in nature 

and society. From the butterfly effect to the broader study of chaotic systems, the theory reveals how 

small variations in initial conditions can lead to vastly different outcomes. While it has provided 

valuable tools for analyzing nonlinear phenomena in many disciplines, chaos theory also faces 

challenges, such as limitations in model accuracy and predictive precision. Nevertheless, with 

ongoing improvements in computational technology and greater interdisciplinary collaboration, these 

challenges may be addressed. Looking ahead, chaos theory is likely to continue expanding its 

influence across various fields, offering deeper insights into the behavior of complex systems. A more 

thorough understanding of chaos could help us navigate the uncertainties and complexities of both 

natural and human systems. 
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