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Abstract
In recent years, there has been considerable interest in embedding continuous time methods in machine learning
algorithms. In system identification, the task is to learn a dynamical model from incomplete observation data,
and when prior knowledge is in continuous time – for example, mechanistic differential equation models – it
seems natural to use continuous time models for learning. Yet when learning flexible, nonlinear, probabilistic
dynamics models, most previous work has focused on discrete time models to avoid computational, numerical, and
mathematical difficulties. In this work we show, with the aid of small-scale examples, that this mismatch between
model and data generating process can be consequential under certain circumstances, and we discuss possible
modifications to discrete time models which may better suit them to handling data generated by continuous time
processes.

1. Introduction
State space models (SSMs), such as stochastic differential equation (SDE) models, are widely used in engineering and
scientific application to describe the behaviour of systems. The idea is to model the evaluation of a state xt ∈ D over time
t ∈  in a Markovian way, and model observations {yi ∈ ∆ }ni=1 as a measurement of the state at some particular times {ti }ni=1 .
xt+δ = fDT (xt ) + LDT κt

or

dxt = fCT (xt ) dt + LCT dβt

yi = g(xti ) + ρi

(1)
(2)

Each κt ∼ N(0, I) independently, each ρi ∼ N(0, R) independently, and βt is standard D-dimensional Brownian motion.
The process noise terms κt , βt are included for regularisation: the process noise variance can absorb, for example, model
mismatch, and regularise the learning problem (Leander et al., 2014).
For a number of important tasks, such as model predictive control or experiment design, a key requirement is to be able
to propagate uncertainty about the dynamics forward through time, motivating a Bayesian approach. If the the system is
very well understood, this can be done in a parametric fashion (Särkkä, 2013; Särkkä & Solin, 2019). But for more flexible
models, a powerful option is to use Gaussian process (GP) models, yielding a non-parametric method for learning dynamics
which can give meaningful uncertainty estimates in the low data regime, yet scale up as further measurements are collected.
This is the approach we focus on here. To limit non-identifiability, we consider g fixed.
GPSSMs, in common with many machine learning methods, have mainly been used in discrete time (DT), whether using a
pre-trained GP (Deisenroth & Rasmussen, 2011) or for full system identification (Frigola-Alcalde, 2014; Eleftheriadis et al.,
2017; Bui, 2017; Ialongo et al., 2019; Doerr et al., 2018; Curi et al., 2020). Yet usually the data considered is generated by a
mechanical or chemical system, traditionally modelled in continuous time (CT). Of course, there is no physical reason for
observation times to be constrained to a regular grid, and in some applications, particularly in biological systems, data is
highly irregularly sampled. This has motivated recent work on CT GPSSMs by Duncker et al., 2019, based on work by
Archambeau et al., 2007. This comes with several challenges: the number of trainable parameters becomes very large, the
learning algorithm takes much longer to run, and more care is needed to avoid catastrophic numerical errors.
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This is typical of the disadvantages of CT methods in machine learning – there are numerous challenges to overcome in the
implementation, but they can bring compelling advantages. For instance, in the case of neural ordinary differential equations
(ODEs), there are substantial memory savings (Chen et al., 2018). Intuitively, when modelling using Bayesian approach, it
should be an advantage to select prior distributions to match our prior knowledge of the process we are trying to model, but
it remains an open question whether this brings a significant advantage in system identification. We explore this as follows.
Firstly, in Section 2, we examine the qualitative differences in placing a GP prior on CT dynamics compared to DT dynamics
by considering the types of trajectories x(t) sampled form such systems.
Secondly, in Section 3, we examine the impact of this in a full, toy, learning problem. We see empirically that there are only
small gains for the CT model in low noise, but much more substantial gains in the face of high noise.

2. Contrasting priors

Figure 1: Prior samples from GPSSMs (without noise). Each row is one sample; f is on the left, and x(t) for the DT (centre)
and CT (right) cases are shown.

Figure 2: Trajectories generated by a discrete time system with transition function x + δ−1 fCT (x) for decreasing δ. As
it converges, the trajectories exhibit the characteristic qualities of CT systems (non-intersecting trajectories, all points
converging to equilibria in 1D).
We sample both fDT and fCT identically from a GP, and note that there are several qualitative differences between the
sampled trajectories.
Firstly, we plot sampled trajectories for a one-dimensional system in Figure 1; in 1D, CT systems can only be simple systems
which are drawn into equilibria. But in DT, the dynamics can be mcuh richer, with stable quasi-periodic behaviour.
Secondly, more generally, the trajectories from CT and DT systems look different. Ignoring the process noise, CT dynamics
denerate trajectories which do not cross over, whereas in DT they may do so (Hirsch et al., 2004). Note that if the SDE is
interpreted in Itô sense, then it can be shown that if we set fDT (x) = x + δ fCT (x), and LDT = δLCT then the limit as δ → 0 of
the DT system is the CT system, and we see that the trajectories stop intersecting as we make δ smaller in Figure 2. But this
does not follow if we merely iterate fDT (xt ); DT systems often exhibit more complex and challenging to analyse behaviour
than CT dynamics. It is well-known in the dynamical systems literature that these more challenging behaviours arise when
fDT is not diffeomorphic (that is, smooth and bijective with smooth inverse) (Losert & Akin, 1983). In our case, fDT is a GP,
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and will typically not be guaranteed to be diffeomorphic.
There are two common approaches to construct diffeomorphisms for machine learning purposes.
• Construct the function as the solution to an ODE, for example (Walder & Schölkopf, 2008).
• Construct the function to by composing simpler diffeomorphisms, for example (Papamakarios et al., 2021).
If we were to do the former, we may as well work with a CT model to begin with. The latter is not immediately applicable
here, since we would need a fundamentally different probabilistic model for f , but is an interesting direction.
Thirdly, consider the van der Pol oscillator (D = 2, with parameter µ), which we use in Section 3.
ẋ1 = x2

ẋ2 = µ(1 − x12 )x2 − x1

(3)

The true dynamics have a sparse structure in the sense that ẋ1 depends only on x2 , but when integrated over a step of δ to
generate the DT updates, both update equations will depend on both variables. In higher dimensional problems, this could
cause issues, for example if the downstream task involves inferring causal structures in the system.

3. Experimental comparison
We now consider tackling the full learning problem. We optimise the variational lower bound on the log marginal likelihood
by gradient ascent. The approximate posterior q( f )q(x) ≈ p(x, f |y) follows previously used constructions (Frigola-Alcalde,
2014; Duncker et al., 2019). For q( f ) we use a sparse approximation to the GP (Titsias, 2009; Hensman et al., 2015), which
is available in closed form given q(x) and certain kernel expectations over q(x). For q(x), we use affine Gaussian transition
densities whose parameters are optimised directly with respect to the objective. That is, in DT and CT respectively
q(xt+δ |xt ) = N(xt+δ |At xt + bt , Qt )

or

dxt = (At xt + bt )dt + Q1/2
t d β̃t

(4)

where β̃ is a standard Brownian motion independent of β. We use a squared exponential kernel, for which all the required
kernel expectations are available in closed form. For details of the objective function and parameterisation of the variational
distribution, we refer the reader to the references.
Intuitively, since the model f is quite flexible, both models should do well under benign circumstance – where there is
adequate, high quality data. When the data is lower quality – for example, noisier – then the priors play a more important
role, and we might expect to see the DT model perform worse.
We test this hypothesis by training both models on a van der Pol oscillator (Equation (3)) with µ = 0.5. This is a minimal
working example in the sense that we require D ≥ 2 to exhibit interesting nonlinear phenomena in CT, such as the stable
oscillations of this system. We train the models in both lower (R = 10−2 ) and higher (R = 10−1 ) observation noise settings
and examine the error in the posterior dynamics (Figure 3) and the latent means
√ of q(x) (Figure
√ 4). We allow full state
observations (g(x) = x) and keep the process noise fixed to a low value (LDT = 0.001, LCT = 0.001/δ). As well as the
plots, we estimate the root mean squared error (RMSE) between the learnt mean function and the ground truth dynamics.1
In the low noise case, both models perform well, tracking the state of the system closely, learning dynamics qualitatively
similar to the groundtruth, and with similar RMSEs (in CT 0.51; in DT, 0.46). Although the DT model has a slightly lower
RMSE, the CT model produces a qualitatively better fit: the states track the generating trajectory more closely, and the error
is lower where there is data and in the central region. In high noise, both models struggle, but the RMSE is much worse for
the DT model (in CT 0.84, in DT 1.37). Qualitatively, the CT model performs much better, with similar behaviour at the
edges of the plots to low noise. However, the CT model is more computationally demanding, requiring around five times as
long to train, and care to avoid numerical errors.

4. Conclusions
We have shown empirical evidence that using CT models for system identification when the data is generated by a CT
process leads to better performance, and discussed the major qualitative differences between CT and DT priors. Worthwhile
future work would be to compare CT and DT methods on real-world tasks, and investigate possible methods for flexible
priors over diffeomorphisms for more competetive DT models.
1

For a fair comparison, we convert the CT dynamics functions to DT by integrating:

Rδ
0

f (x(t))dt.
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Figure 3: RMSE error (grey contours) and posterior predictive f (arrows, shaded by 2σ confidence) for the van der Pol fit.
The blue dots are the training data, and the faint dashed line is the generating process. The CT model produces a visually
better result in both noise settings.

Figure 4: Mean of the approximate posterior trajectory q(x) in the van der Pol fits as black arrows; rest as in Figure 3.
Note that the DT model picks up the smooth, non-self-interesecting propoerties of the generating process in low noise, but
violated these under high noise.
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