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Supplementary Information

Appendix A: Microscopic model

We derive the chemical reactions shown in Fig. 1 from physical principles, starting from a description of the geometry
and interaction potentials of fundamental elements. This ensures full consistency not only with thermodynamics but
also with the constraints of elementary catalysts. The interaction potentials are simplified to two parameters, a forward
and a backward activation energy, which control the kinetic rates through the Arrhenius law. This approach follows
previous work showing that it accounts for properties obtained from molecular dynamics simulations with spherical
particles at sufficiently low temperatures [1]. For illustrative purposes, we draw the basic elements as squares or
rectangles in two dimensions, with interaction patches at specific locations on their surface controlling the strength
and specificity of their interaction with other elements.

1. Elements and interactions

The physical model has 4 types of elements, Ai, A
′
i, Bi and Ci, each existing in N different types i. Interactions

occur only between elements of the same type i, except for a few binding interactions between some Ai and Cj with
j 6= i. These interactions are reciprocal and are represented as i ∼ j. An element Ai has two interacting interfaces,
one through which it interacts with A′i, Bi and Cj with j ∼ i, and one through which it interacts with Ci. Elements
A′i and Bi have a single interface each and interact only with Ai. Elements Ci have three interfaces through which
they interact with Ai, Aj with j ∼ i, and A′i. For simplicity, we assume that all elements of the same type have
equivalent physical properties.

We denote by h− the activation energy for the dissociation of AiA
′
i into Ai +A′i, and h+ the activation energy for

the association of Ai +A′i into AiA
′
i. These activation energies are represented as

Ai +A′i
h+

−−⇀↽−−
h−

AiA
′
i, (A1)

while the geometrical constraints are represented as
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Similarly, the interaction of Ai with Bi is described as

Bi +Ai
φ+
B−−⇀↽−−
φ−B

BiAi (A2)

with an activation energy φ+
B for association and an activation energy φ−B for dissociation, and represented as
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The interaction of Ai with Ci is described as

Ci +Ai
0−⇀↽−
ε
Ci·Ai (A3)

with no activation energy for association and an activation energy ε for dissociation, and represented as
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Note that Ai interacts with Ci through a different interface than with A′i or Bi. The difference is represented
symbolically by denoting Ci·Ai with a dot.

The interaction of Ai with Cj with j ∼ i is described as

Cj +Ai
φ+
C−−⇀↽−−
φ−C

CjAi (A4)

with an activation energy φ+
C for association and an activation energy φ−C for dissociation, and represented as
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Ci·A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="yuQa2gOxBL3xg0tLV370T3tj+rY="></latexit>

Ci·Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi
<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="rMpK8EWS+Ylvmaa7GELcG7F1oAE="></latexit>

CjAi

<latexit sha1_base64="UwHU0iqdSXVWIVjmY1aJQ4i/dpA="></latexit>

Bi + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="QOO3FfQ1FVhbwI09UPXjVUXXAEs="></latexit>

BiAi

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

Note that Ai interacts with Cj through the same interface as with A′i and Bi. This ensures that Ai can interact
with Cj but AiA

′
i cannot.

Finally, the interaction of A′i with Ci is described as

Ci +A′i
0−⇀↽−
ε
Ci·A′i (A5)

with the same activation energy ε as in Eq. (A3), and represented as

<latexit sha1_base64="3ZhpY6v6VxQEhEXNBkjXb4eIFXc="></latexit>

Ci:(AiA
0
i)

‡ <latexit sha1_base64="m1Ps1oiPEmiPPYTcUSV+BoSdgcM="></latexit>

Ci·Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="L1llYO2d6hqYIw/x3iQm9ZHiZTQ="></latexit>

Ci + Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="PqELIC80NXXv9d7SRt88AbpxBIw="></latexit>

Ci + AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="HoyR7tx0t+A8vlTelbglazpNi/g="></latexit>

Ci·AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="jqseyGswE9DaUm/l10HxupHc2WE="></latexit>

AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="YMbwDmL3YhfzSvTl03p6Q7etSvo="></latexit>

(AiA
0
i)

‡ <latexit sha1_base64="p7bGPQ6KblcALNe1mIgOcjwNsUQ="></latexit>

Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="8wMedkNuHDrXXrxQwzml4mLfWgA="></latexit>

Ci + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="uSRM4XgnbsUEW6bC2/nyZ4VFYsc="></latexit>

Ci + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="JO1I7cyXKp6h60H8153jzURxFW4="></latexit>

Cj + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="EXa3LdAJjROAp7PnWHyrVG3MDfY="></latexit>

Ci·A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="yuQa2gOxBL3xg0tLV370T3tj+rY="></latexit>

Ci·Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi
<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="rMpK8EWS+Ylvmaa7GELcG7F1oAE="></latexit>

CjAi

<latexit sha1_base64="UwHU0iqdSXVWIVjmY1aJQ4i/dpA="></latexit>

Bi + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="QOO3FfQ1FVhbwI09UPXjVUXXAEs="></latexit>

BiAi

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

We ignore complexes AiBiCi (which could be excluded as a consequence of slightly modified geometries or by
introducing repulsion between Bi and Ci).

2. Detailed spontaneous reaction

To account for catalysis, a more detailed description of the reaction AiA
′
i

h+

−−⇀↽−−
h−

Ai + A′i is needed that includes the

transition state (AiA
′
i)
‡ when Ai and A′i are at an intermediate distance of each other at which the potential energy

is maximal,

<latexit sha1_base64="3ZhpY6v6VxQEhEXNBkjXb4eIFXc="></latexit>

Ci:(AiA
0
i)

‡ <latexit sha1_base64="m1Ps1oiPEmiPPYTcUSV+BoSdgcM="></latexit>

Ci·Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="L1llYO2d6hqYIw/x3iQm9ZHiZTQ="></latexit>

Ci + Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="PqELIC80NXXv9d7SRt88AbpxBIw="></latexit>

Ci + AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="HoyR7tx0t+A8vlTelbglazpNi/g="></latexit>

Ci·AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="8wMedkNuHDrXXrxQwzml4mLfWgA="></latexit>

Ci + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="uSRM4XgnbsUEW6bC2/nyZ4VFYsc="></latexit>

Ci + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="JO1I7cyXKp6h60H8153jzURxFW4="></latexit>

Cj + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="EXa3LdAJjROAp7PnWHyrVG3MDfY="></latexit>

Ci·A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="yuQa2gOxBL3xg0tLV370T3tj+rY="></latexit>

Ci·Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi
<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="rMpK8EWS+Ylvmaa7GELcG7F1oAE="></latexit>

CjAi

<latexit sha1_base64="UwHU0iqdSXVWIVjmY1aJQ4i/dpA="></latexit>

Bi + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="QOO3FfQ1FVhbwI09UPXjVUXXAEs="></latexit>

BiAi

<latexit sha1_base64="jqseyGswE9DaUm/l10HxupHc2WE="></latexit>

AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="YMbwDmL3YhfzSvTl03p6Q7etSvo="></latexit>

(AiA
0
i)

‡ <latexit sha1_base64="p7bGPQ6KblcALNe1mIgOcjwNsUQ="></latexit>

Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="p7bGPQ6KblcALNe1mIgOcjwNsUQ="></latexit>

Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="jqseyGswE9DaUm/l10HxupHc2WE="></latexit>

AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i
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This corresponds to the following sequence of events where the energy of each state is indicated below each symbol:

Ai +A′i
0

−⇀↽− (AiA
′
i)
‡

h+

−⇀↽− AiA
′
i

h+−h−
(A6)

Taking differences of energies between successive states to define activation barriers, this is represented as

Ai +A′i
h+

−−⇀↽−−
0

(AiA
′
i)
‡ 0−−⇀↽−−

h−
AiA

′
i (A7)

(AiA
′
i)
‡ is an unstable intermediate and eliminating it leads to Eq. (A1).

3. Catalysis of bond cleavage

The geometry of Ci is chosen to enable the catalysis of the spontaneous reaction AiA
′
i

h−−−⇀↽−−
h+

Ai+A′i. The mechanism

is represented by

<latexit sha1_base64="3ZhpY6v6VxQEhEXNBkjXb4eIFXc="></latexit>

Ci:(AiA
0
i)

‡ <latexit sha1_base64="m1Ps1oiPEmiPPYTcUSV+BoSdgcM="></latexit>

Ci·Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="L1llYO2d6hqYIw/x3iQm9ZHiZTQ="></latexit>

Ci + Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="PqELIC80NXXv9d7SRt88AbpxBIw="></latexit>

Ci + AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="HoyR7tx0t+A8vlTelbglazpNi/g="></latexit>

Ci·AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="8wMedkNuHDrXXrxQwzml4mLfWgA="></latexit>

Ci + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="uSRM4XgnbsUEW6bC2/nyZ4VFYsc="></latexit>

Ci + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="JO1I7cyXKp6h60H8153jzURxFW4="></latexit>

Cj + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="EXa3LdAJjROAp7PnWHyrVG3MDfY="></latexit>

Ci·A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="yuQa2gOxBL3xg0tLV370T3tj+rY="></latexit>

Ci·Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci
<latexit sha1_base64="feBBK4XKDncTA2Q1tbSBS9Clses="></latexit>

Ci

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>A
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi
<latexit sha1_base64="FHhI0zyX216BqCW8YLlb3aVBxZQ="></latexit>

Bi

<latexit sha1_base64="FlVK/a+lXiJ3PGOcsArgY2NIj0w="></latexit>

Cj

<latexit sha1_base64="rMpK8EWS+Ylvmaa7GELcG7F1oAE="></latexit>

CjAi

<latexit sha1_base64="UwHU0iqdSXVWIVjmY1aJQ4i/dpA="></latexit>

Bi + Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="QOO3FfQ1FVhbwI09UPXjVUXXAEs="></latexit>

BiAi

<latexit sha1_base64="jqseyGswE9DaUm/l10HxupHc2WE="></latexit>

AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="YMbwDmL3YhfzSvTl03p6Q7etSvo="></latexit>

(AiA
0
i)

‡ <latexit sha1_base64="p7bGPQ6KblcALNe1mIgOcjwNsUQ="></latexit>

Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="p7bGPQ6KblcALNe1mIgOcjwNsUQ="></latexit>

Ai + A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="jqseyGswE9DaUm/l10HxupHc2WE="></latexit>

AiA
0
i

<latexit sha1_base64="UE2cCRt+zi2wHWxZ2LuZoUWg4kk="></latexit>

Ai

<latexit sha1_base64="7M2vWW7qfRDULH7+sYRMKcskLxs="></latexit>

A0
i

corresponding to a catalytic cycle described by

Ci +AiA
′
i

h+−h−
−⇀↽− Ci·AiA′i

h+−h−−ε
−⇀↽− Ci:(AiA′i)‡

h+−2ε

−⇀↽− Ci·Ai +A′i
−ε

−⇀↽− Ci +Ai +Ai
0

(A8)

where an alternative path is for Ai to be released before A′i. This design is such that the two products Ai and
A′i cannot be fully attached to Ci, i.e., only in the transition state does Ci has two interacting interfaces. This is
achieved by proper positioning of the interacting interfaces [1].

Assuming 0 < ε < h±, the cycle is equivalently described by activation energies as

Ci +AiA
′
i

0−⇀↽−
ε
Ci·AiA′i

h−−ε−−−⇀↽−−−
0

Ci:(AiA
′
i)
‡ 0−−−⇀↽−−−

h+−ε
Ci·Ai +A′i

ε−⇀↽−
0
Ci +Ai +A′i (A9)

Eliminating the unstable intermediate, we obtain

Ci +AiA
′
i

0−⇀↽−
ε
Ci·AiA′i

h−−ε−−−⇀↽−−−
h+−ε

Ci·Ai +A′i
ε−⇀↽−
0
Ci +Ai +A′i (A10)

In this mechanism, catalysis is achieved by replacing a single barrier h− by two smaller barriers h− − ε and ε. The
catalytic rate is controlled by the largest of these two barriers, corresponding to an effective barrier max(h− − ε, ε)
which is minimal for ε = h−/2 (a more detailed analysis shows that this reasoning is valid only if h+ > h−, otherwise
the effective barrier is larger because of frequent recrossing events) [2]. In what follows we take h+ =∞ and simply
denote h− by h, so that the requirement for catalysis reads

0 < ε < h (A11)

4. All elementary reactions

We consider a chemostat where some species are injected and all species are diluted at a constant rate δ. In the
well-mixed case (where the diffusion constant D is infinite), the model is described by the following reactions where,
as above, we indicate above or below the arrows the reaction rate constants k as −(ln k)/kBT with kBT = 1 to fix
the unit of energy, where T is the temperature and kB the Boltzmann constant.
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Injection:

∅ − ln(δ[R])−−−−−−→ AiA
′
i (A12)

∅ − ln(δ[B]0)−−−−−−−→ Bi (A13)

∅ − ln(δ[C]0)−−−−−−−→ Ci (A14)

where [R], [B]0 and [C]0 can be interpreted as the concentrations at which the molecules are injected with rate δ.
Spontaneous reaction:

AiA
′
i
h−→ Ai +A′i (A15)

Catalysis:

Ci +AiA
′
i

0−⇀↽−
ε
Ci·AiA′i (A16)

Ci·AiA′i
h−ε−−→ Ci·Ai +A′i (A17)

Ci·AiA′i
h−ε−−→ Ci·A′i +Ai (A18)

Ci·Ai
ε−⇀↽−
0
Ci +Ai (A19)

Ci·A′i
ε−⇀↽−
0
Ci +A′i (A20)

Inhibition:

Bi +Ai
φ+
B−−⇀↽−−
φ−B

BiAi (A21)

Cj +Ai
φ+
C−−⇀↽−−
φ−C

CjAi (j ∼ i) (A22)

Dilution:

Ai
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A23)

A′i
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A24)

AiA
′
i
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A25)

Bi
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A26)

Ci
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A27)

BiAi
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A28)

Ci·AiA′i
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A29)

Ci·Ai − ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A30)

Ci·A′i
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A31)

CjAi
− ln δ−−−→ ∅ (A32)

Note that we do not distinguish between Ci·AiA′i and Ci·A′iAi. These reactions are translated into ordinary
differential equations by associating a kinetic rate with each activation barrier via the Arrhenius equation and ignoring

differences in prefactors. For instance, the reaction Bi+Ai
φ+
B−−⇀↽−−
φ−B

BiAi has a forward first-order kinetic rate k+ = κ0e
−φ+

B

and backward second-order kinetic rate k− = κ0Ω0e
−φ−B where κ−1

0 represents an unit of time and Ω0 a unit of volume
(the unit of energy is kBT = 1). We take κ0 = 1 to fix the unit of time, while leaving Ω0 as a parameter. With these



5

conventions, the equations describing a large well-mixed system are

d[AiA
′
i]

dt
= δ[R]− e−h[AiA

′
i] + e−ε[Ci·AiA′i]− Ω0[Ci][AiA

′
i]− δ[AiA′i] (A33)

d[Ai]

dt
= e−h[AiA

′
i] + e−ε[Ci·Ai]− Ω0[Ci][Ai] + e−h+ε[Ci·AiA′i] + e−φ

−
B [BiAi]− e−φ

+
BΩ0[Bi][Ai]

+
∑
j∼i

(e−φ
−
C [CjAi]− e−φ

+
C Ω0[Cj ][Ai])− δ[Ai] (A34)

d[A′i]
dt

= e−h[AiA
′
i] + e−h+ε[Ci·AiA′i]− δ[A′i] + e−ε[Ci·A′i]− Ω0[Ci][A

′
i] (A35)

d[Bi]

dt
= δ[B]0 + e−φ

−
B [BiAi]− e−φ

+
BΩ0[Bi][Ai]− δ[Bi] (A36)

d[Ci]

dt
= δ[C]0 − Ω0[Ci][AiA

′
i] + e−ε[Ci·AiA′i] + e−ε[Ci·Ai]− Ω0[Ci][Ai] + e−ε[Ci·A′i]− Ω0[Ci][A

′
i]

+
∑
j

(e−φ
−
C [CiAj ]− e−φ

+
C Ω0[Ci][Aj ])− δ[Ci] (A37)

d[BiAi]

dt
= e−φ

+
BΩ0[Bi][Ai]− e−φ

−
B [BiAi]− δ[BiAi] (A38)

d[Ci·AiA′i]
dt

= Ω0[Ci][AiA
′
i]− e−ε[CiAiA′i]− 2e−h+ε[Ci·AiA′i]− δ[Ci·AiA′i] (A39)

d[Ci·Ai]
dt

= Ω0[Ci][Ai]− e−ε[Ci·Ai] + e−h+ε[Ci·AiA′i]− δ[Ci·Ai] (A40)

d[Ci·A′i]
dt

= Ω0[Ci][A
′
i]− e−ε[Ci·A′i] + e−h+ε[Ci·AiA′i]− δ[Ci·A′i] (A41)

d[CjAi]

dt
= e−φ

+
C Ω0[Cj ][Ai]− e−φ

−
C [CjAi]− δ[CjAi] (A42)

Appendix B: Coarse-graining

The set of reactions is described by a smaller number of effective reactions when the different reaction rates are
separated in time.

1. Microscopic model

To perform the reduction, we rewrite all the reactions from slowest to fastest. We indicate above and below the
arrows the reaction rate constants (rather than their activation barrier as above). The indices refer to the time scale
of these rate constants.

AiA
′
i

k−1−−→ Ai +A′i (τ ∼ ε−1) (B1)

∅ δ[R]0−−−→ AiA
′
i, ∅ δ[C]0−−−→ Ci (τ ∼ 1) (B2)

AiA
′
i, Ci, Ai, A

′
i, Ci·AiA′i, Ci·Ai, Ci·A′i, CjAi

δ−→ ∅ (τ ∼ 1) (B3)

Ci·AiA′i
k0−→ Ci·Ai +A′i, Ci·AiA′i

k0−→ Ci·A′i +Ai (τ ∼ 1) (B4)

Ai + Cj
k+1−−⇀↽−−
k−1

CjAi (τ ∼ ε) (B5)

Ai +Bi
k+2−−⇀↽−−
k−2

BiAi (τ ∼ ε2) (B6)

Ai + Ci
k+3−−⇀↽−−
k−3

Ci·Ai, A′i + Ci
k+3−−⇀↽−−
k−3

Ci·A′i, AiA
′
i + Ci

k+3−−⇀↽−−
k−3

Ci·AiA′i (τ ∼ ε3) (B7)
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The time scale of each of these reactions is given in parentheses on the right, with a parameter ε that must be send
to zero for the coarse-graining to be mathematically exact [3] (this adimensional ε is distinct from the ε that denotes
an activation energy). The correspondence to the previous notations is as follows

k−1 = e−h, k0 = e−(h−ε), k+
1 = Ω0e

−φ+
C , k−1 = e−φ

−
C , k+

2 = Ω0e
−φ+

B , k−2 = e−φ
−
B , k+

3 = Ω0, k−3 = e−ε

(B8)

2. Principle of the reduction

We consider the following hierarchy of timescales

k−1 � k0, δ � k±1 � k±2 � k±3 (B9)

Formally, this is controlled by the small quantity ε by considering k±n = ε−nk̄±n where k̄±n are of order 1.
In addition, to simplify the formula, we also need k+

n /k
−
n to be either large or small: an assumption of strong or

weak binding that corresponds to a separation of timescale within the previous one. This is controlled by an other
small quantity ε′ larger than ε: ε � ε′ � 1. Formally, we take the limits ε → 0 and ε′ → 0 with ε/ε′ → 0. This is
achieved, for example, when ε′ = ε1/2 with ε→ 0.

Overall, we assume

k−1 � k0, δ � k+
1 � k−1 � k−2 � k+

2 � k+
3 � k−3 (B10)

The constraints k−1 � k0 � k−3 � k+
3 impose

0 < ε < h/2 (B11)

ε < − ln Ω0 (B12)

The other kinetic rates each involve an independent parameter which ensures that Eq. (B10) can be satisfied.

3. Elimination of processes on the slowest timescale τ ∼ ε−1

We ignore the spontaneous reaction which occurs on a timescale much slower than the other ones.

4. Elimination of processes on the fastest timescale τ ∼ ε3

On the fastest timescale, we have a quasi-equilibrium of the reactions

Ai + Ci
k+3−−⇀↽−−
k−3

Ci·Ai, A′i + Ci
k+3−−⇀↽−−
k−3

Ci·A′i, AiA
′
i + Ci

k+3−−⇀↽−−
k−3

Ci·AiA′i (B13)

The slow variables are

[Ai]3 = [Ai] + [Ci·Ai] (B14)

[A′i]3 = [A′i] + [Ci·A′i] (B15)

[AiA
′
i]3 = [AiA

′
i] + [Ci·AiA′i] (B16)

[Ci]3 = [Ci] + [Ci·Ai] + [Ci·A′i] + [Ci·AiA′i] (B17)

They are defined to be unchanged by the fast processes. Assuming equilibrium on the fast timescale, we obtain [Ci],
[Ai] and [CiAiA

′
i] as function of [Ai]3, [Ci]3 etc. The slow variables are simply expressed in terms of the fast variables,

for instance

[Ai]3 = [Ai](1 + k+
3 /k

−
3 [Ci]) (B18)

[Ci]3 = [Ci](1 + k+
3 /k

−
3 ([Ai] + [A′i] + [AiA

′
i])) (B19)

but inverting these relationships may not lead to simple expressions.
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On the slower timescale, the effective dynamics is given by

∂t[Ci]3 = δ([C]0 − [Ci]3) +
∑
j∼i

(k−1 [CiAj ]− k+
1 [Ci][Aj ]) (B20)

∂t[Ai]3 = k0[Ci·AiA′i]− δ[Ai]3 −
∑
j∼i

(k−1 [CjAi]− k+
1 [Cj ][Ai])− (k−2 [BiAi]− k+

2 [Ai][Bi]) (B21)

∂t[AiA
′
i]3 = δ([R]0 − [AiA

′
i]3)− 2k0[Ci·AiA′i] (B22)

where [Ci], [Ai] and [Ci·AiA′i] are understood as functions of [Ai]3, [AiA
′
i]3 and [Ci]3 so that we have effectively

eliminated them.
To simplify the formula, we take the limit k+

3 /k
−
3 � 1 where [Ai]3 ' [Ai], [AiA

′
i]3 ' [AiA

′
i], [Ci]3 ' [Ci] and

[CiAiA
′
i] ' k+

3 /k
−
3 [Ci][AiA

′
i], leading to

∂t[Ci] = δ([C]0 − [Ci]) +
∑
j∼i

(k−1 [CiAj ]− k+
1 [Ci][Aj ]) (B23)

∂t[Ai] = k0k
+
3 /k

−
3 [Ci][AiA

′
i]− δ[Ai]−

∑
j∼i

(k−1 [CjAi]− k+
1 [Cj ][Ai])− (k−2 [BiAi]− k+

2 [Ai][Bi]) (B24)

∂t[AiA
′
i] = δ([R]0 − [AiA

′
i])− 2k0k

+
3 /k

−
3 [Ci][AiA

′
i] (B25)

More precisely, k+
3 /k

−
3 ∼ ε′ � ε so this limit preserves the (other) timescale separation.

5. Elimination of processes on the second fastest timescale τ ∼ ε2

On the second fastest timescale, we have a quasi-equilibrium of the reaction

Ai +Bi
k+2−−⇀↽−−
k−2

BiAi (B26)

The slow variables are

[Ai]2 = [Ai] + [BiAi] (B27)

[Bi]2 = [Bi] + [BiAi] (B28)

in term of which we can express the others using the equilibrium constants. We have an effective dynamics given by

∂t[Ai]2 = k0k
+
3 /k

−
3 [Ci][AiA

′
i]− δ[Ai]2 −

∑
j∼i

(k−1 [CjAi]− k+
1 [Cj ][Ai]) (B29)

∂t[Bi]2 = δ([B]0 − [Bi]2) (B30)

where [Ai] is understood as function of the slower variables [Ai]2 and [Bi]2 so that we effectively eliminated [Ai], [Bi]
and [BiAi]. The equations for [Ci] and [AiA

′
i] are unchanged.

A first simplification is to replace [Bi]2 by [B]0, which is justified since if [Bi]2 = [B]0 at any time, it remains
constant.

A second simplification is to remark that the equation for [Ai] as a function of [Ai]2 and [Bi]2 simplifies in the limit
k−2 /k

+
2 � 1 to become

[Ai] ' max(0, [Ai]2 − [B]0) (B31)

This equation has a simple interpretation: in the limit of strong affinity, Bi is saturated by any available Ai. More
precisely, we consider k−2 /k

+
2 = ε′; note that it is a limit of strong binding, opposite to the limit of weak binding made

with k+
3 /k

−
3 = ε′.

6. Elimination of processes on the third fastest timescale τ ∼ ε

On the third fastest timescale, we have a quasi-equilibrium of the reaction

Ai + Cj
k+1−−⇀↽−−
k−1

CjAi (j ∼ i) (B32)
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The slow variables are

[Ai]1 = [Ai] +
∑
j∼i

[CjAi] (B33)

[Ci]1 = [Ci] +
∑
j∼i

[CiAj ] (B34)

in term of which we can express the others. We have an effective dynamics given by

∂t[Ci]1 = δ([C]0 − [Ci]1) (B35)

∂t[Ai]1 = k0k
+
3 /k

−
3 [Ci][AiA

′
i]− δ[Ai]1 (B36)

where [Ci] is understood as a function of the slow variables [Ai]1 and [Ci]1.
We have

[Ci] =
[Ci]1

1 + k+
1 /k

−
1

∑
j∼i[Aj ]

' [Ci]1

1 + k+
1 /k

−
1

∑
j∼i max(0, [Aj ]2 − [B]0)

(B37)

A first simplification is to assume [Ai]1 ' [Ai]2 which is achieved provided k+
1 /k

−
1 = Γε′ where Γ is of order 1 (limit

of weak binding).
A second simplification is to assume [Ci]1 ' [C]0 which is justified since [Ci]1 = [C]0 remains constant.
A third simplification is to remark that k0k

+
3 /k

−
3 � δ since we assumed k+

3 /k
−
3 = ε′ so that

∂t[AiA
′
i] = δ([R]0 − [AiA

′
i])− 2k0k

+
3 /k

−
3 [Ci][AiA

′
i] (B38)

can be approximated by

∂t[AiA
′
i] = δ([R]0 − [AiA

′
i]) (B39)

and we can consider [AiA
′
i] ' [R]0.

7. Coarse-grained model

The final result is

∂t[Ai]1 =
k+

3 /k
−
3 k0[C]0[R]0

1 + k+
1 /k

−
1

∑
j∼i max(0, [Aj ]1 − [B]0)

− δ[Ai]1 (B40)

Or in terms of order 1 quantities only, since k+
3 /k

−
3 = ε′ and k+

1 /k
−
1 = ε′Γ,

∂t[Ai]1 =
ε′k0[C]0[R]0

1 + ε′Γ
∑
j∼i max(0, [Aj ]1 − [B]0)

− δ[Ai]1 (B41)

We can eliminate ε′ from this formula by rescaling the volume so that [Ai]
′
1 = ε′[Ai]1, [B]′0 = ε′[B]0, [C]′0 = ε′[C],

[R]′0 = ε′[R]0. This leads to

∂t[Ai]
′
1 =

k0[C]′0[R]′0
1 + Γ

∑
j∼i max(0, [Aj ]′1 − [B]′0)

− δ[Ai]′1 (B42)

Denoting Λ = k0[C]′0[R]′0, we arrive at Eq. (1). The remaining parameters are free to take any value of order 1 relative
to ε′ and ε.

The coarse-grained model corresponds to two effective reactions,

∅ ki−→ Ai (B43)

Ai
δ−→ ∅ (B44)

with an effective rate ki of the form

ki =
Λ

1 + Γ
∑
j∼i max(0, [Aj ]−B)

(B45)
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Appendix C: Demographic noise

We add to the deterministic description fluctuations arising from the finite number of molecules, leading to Pois-
sonian noise in the actual realized number of reactions of each type. We follow standard and general procedures [4]
that can be applied to both the microscopic and coarse-grained models, with or without diffusion.

1. Reaction rates and the Master equation

Without loss of generality, any system of reactions involving S species i can be decomposed into a set of unidirectional
reactions of the form ∑

i

ν−`iXi
k`(N)−−−−→

∑
i

ν+
`iXi (C1)

where Xi is a symbol for species i, ν±`i are stoichiometric coefficients and k`(N) is a reaction rate constant. Here N
is an S-dimensional vector representing the molecular number of each species i and ` indexes the reaction. This is
associated with a master equation of the form

∂tP (N) =
∑
`

[a`(N − r`)P (N − r`)− a`(N)P (N)] (C2)

with, assuming mass action kinetics,

r` =
∑
i

(ν+
`i − ν−`i )ei (C3)

a`(N) = k`(N)Ω
∏
i

Ni!

(Ni − ν−`i )!Ων
−
`i

(C4)

where ei is an S-dimensional vector with components (ei)j = δij and where Ω is the volume.

2. Reduction using timescale separation

In the deterministic coarse-graining procedure (Appendix B), we used timescale separation to reduce the equations
to simpler ones. A key result that we now show is that the noise of the fast processes can be neglected, and that
the noise of the remaining slowest processes corresponds to the Poisson noise on the fluxes of the coarse-grained rate
equations.

To show this, we follow the framework of [5] and take a timescale δt which is short compared to the rates, kδt� 1, so
that the concentrations do not change much, but where the absolute number changes in this time are large, kΩδt� 1
where Ω represents the volume. The deterministic rates of the processes in Eqs. (A12-A32) are given by Ωk`(N) for
process `. The number of events λ`(t) for process ` between t and t+ δt is Poisson-distributed with mean Ωk`(N)δt,
so that, for large Ω, the probability P (λ`(t)) satisfies

lnP (λ`(t)) ' −Ωk`(N)δtφ

(
λ`(t)

Ωk`(N)δt

)
(C5)

where φ(x) ≡ x lnx−x+ 1 has a single minimum at x = 1. For δt chosen as prescribed, the λ`(t) are independent [5],
so the probability of all rates is simply

lnP [{λ`}`] =
∑
`

lnP (λ`(t)) = −Ωδt
∑
l

k`(N)φ

(
λ`(t)

Ωk`(N)δt

)
(C6)

We now consider a situation where there is timescale separation, so that the rates k`′ of the fast processes `′ ∈ F
are larger by a factor of 1/ε compared to others `′′ ∈ S (k`′ = k̃`′/ε with k̃`′ ∼ k`′′),

lnP [{λ`}`] = −Ωδt

[
1

ε

∑
`′∈F

k̃`′(N)φ

(
λ`′(t)

Ωk`′(N)δt

)
+
∑
`′′∈S

k`′′(N)φ

(
λ`′′(t)

Ωk`′′(N)δt

)]
(C7)
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Then, deviations of x = λ`′(t)/(Ωk`′(N)δt) from x = 1, where φ(x) = 0, are small, since they are highly unlikely,

with contributions scaling with ε as, P ∼ e−κε
−1

. We can therefore assume that the fast processes happen at the
deterministic rate given by λ`′(t) = Ωk`′(N)δt. More precisely, this assumes that the fluctuations of the fast processes

are at most of the order of the typical contribution of the slow terms: since k` = O(1/ε), we allow φ
(

λ`′ (t)
Ωk`′ (N)δt

)
= O(ε),

i.e., λi(t)
Ωk`′ (N)δt = 1 +O(

√
ε). From the deterministic derivation of Appendix B, this implies that the fast processes are

kept at a quasi-equilibrium.
In summary, accounting for demographic noise in the coarse-grained model can be done at the level of the effective

slow reactions given by Eqs. (B43)-(B44) without considering the noise associated with the faster reactions that they
encompass.

3. Langevin equation for typical fluctuations

For the purpose of numerical simulations, it is useful to make a further approximation, by assuming that the

fluctuations of λ`(t) deviates from its mean as the standard deviation of the distribution, [Ωk`(N)δt]
1/2

. In this case,
the Poisson distribution can be approximated by a Gaussian, giving the chemical Langevin equation [6] where

dNi
dt

=
∑
`

[
r`ia`(N) + r`i

√
a`(N)ξ`(t)

]
(C8)

with 〈ξ`(t)ξ`′(t)〉 = δ``′δ(t− t′), in the Itô convention, corresponding to an independent contribution to the noise from
each chemical reaction.

We verify that this approximation is justified for the range of parameters that we consider. In particular, flip events
occur when one active variable decreases to allow for another to increase, as argued in Appendix E. These events
happen when an active variable [A1] spontaneously decreases to about B + O(1/Γ) (and in fact even at higher [A1],
since for finite Γ the inactive variable also increases at the same time). In the relevant range, [A1] & B + O(1/Γ)
and the distribution of N1 = Ω[A1] shows almost no difference between the two noises, as shown in Fig. S9. Since
sampling Poisson random variables is computationally much more expensive than sampling Gaussian ones, we use
Gaussian noise in our simulations.

4. The chemical Langevin equation for the well-mixed coarse-grained model

At the coarse-grained level, the fluctuations of all constituents but Ai can be neglected, as argued above. We have
only two effective reactions

Ci −→ Ci +Ai (C9)

Ai −→ ∅ (C10)

Let N be the vector whose components Ni are the number of Ai and Ci(N) be defined by

Ci(N) =
ΛΩ

1 + Γ
∑
j∼i max(0, Nj/Ω− [Bj ])

(C11)

where Ω is the volume. The master equation has the form

∂tPt(N) =
∑
i

Ci(N − ei)Pt(N − ei) + δ(N + ei)Pt(N + ei)− (Ci(N)− δN)Pt(N) (C12)

and the chemical Langevin equation is therefore

∂tNi = Ci(N)− δNi +
√
Ci(N) ξ

(c)
i (t) +

√
δNi ξ

(d)
i (t) (C13)

which simplifies to

∂tNi = Ci(N)− δNi +
√
Ci(N) + δNi ξi(t) (C14)

where ξ
(c)
i (t), ξ

(d)
i (t) and ξi(t) are Gaussian white noises with unit variance.
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With ni = Ni/Ω and ci(n) = Ci(N = Ωn)/Ω, i.e.,

ci(n) =
Λ

1 + Γ
∑
j∼i max(0, nj − [Bj ])

(C15)

we obtain

∂tni = ci(n)− δni + ω
√
ci(n) + δni ξi(t) (C16)

where

ω =
1√
Ω

(C17)

By redefining time as t′ = δt and concentrations as [Ai]
′ = δ[Ai]/Λ, we can consider Γ′ = ΛΓ/δ and ρ′ = ρδ/Λ so as

to obtain effectively Λ = 1 and δ = 1. Only three parameters are left, Γ, [Bj ] = [B]0 and ω.

Appendix D: Model with diffusion

When space is discretized into cells of extension ∆x, diffusion can be formally described by additional “reactions”
describing the transfer of particles from one cell to the next. In the context of a one-dimensional system, the additional
reactions for Ai are

Ai(x)
D/∆x2

−−−−−→ Ai(x+ ∆x) (D1)

Ai(x)
D/∆x2

−−−−−→ Ai(x−∆x) (D2)

where x±∆x is understood modulo the total space length when considering periodic boundary conditions.

1. Coarse-grained model with diffusion

Since Ai is involved in 4 diffusion reactions, each with its own noise, the extension of Eq. (C16) to include one-
dimensional diffusion takes the form

∂tni(x) = ci(n(x))− δni(x) +D/∆x2(ni(x+ ∆x) + ni(x−∆x)− 2ni(x)) + ω
√
ci(n) + δniξi(x, t)

+ ω
√
D/∆x

(√
ni(x+ ∆x)ξ−i (x+ ∆x) +

√
ni(x−∆x)ξ+

i (x−∆x)−
√
ni(x)(ξ−i (x, t) + ξ+

i (x, t))
)

(D3)

In the continuous limit ∆x→ 0, it is more concisely written

∂tni(x) = ci(n(x))− δni(x) +D∂2
xni(x) + ω

√
ci(n) + δniξi(x, t) + ω

√
2D∂x

(√
ni(x)ζi(x, t)

)
(D4)

where ξi(x, t) and ζi(x, t) are Gaussian white noises. By rescaling space, we can always assume D = 1.

Appendix E: Steady-state distribution of well-mixed systems

The results of numerical simulations reported in Fig. 2C suggest that the productivity increases on average with
time. Here we explain the mechanism behind this behavior for well-mixed systems. To do so, we calculate the
transition probability between states in a limiting case that can be analyzed analytically and leads to a simple
picture, the low-noise limit where ω = Ω−1/2 is small. This limit ensures that the “active” and “inactive” variables
are well defined and that transitions are rare. In this limit, we expect an Arrhenius-like behavior for the transition
rates, scaling as exp

[
− 1
ω2 g(Γ, B, δ,Λ)

]
(this is called “to exponential accuracy” below.) We are interested in the form

of the function g . In addition, we consider the limit where Γ is large and B is small while keeping 1/Γ � B � 1.
This is in line with the requirement for bistability of two variables, where Γ needs to be large enough, and 1/Γ < B.
After this limit is taken, we obtain g(δ,Λ) independent of Γ and B.

The derivation below reveals the basic mechanism for the growth in productivity: when Γ is large, the inhibited
variables remain at low values, since it requires very strong noise for a variable to rise while it is inhibited. Transitions
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are therefore more likely to occur due to a spontaneous decline of the values of active variables below B, at which
point they no longer inhibit others. This makes transitions in which less active variables are inactivated more likely
than their opposite counterparts, and leads to a preference for states with more active variables. This mechanism
extends to models with unequal values of Λi.

Here we first derive the transition probability for one variable, then for two variables, before generalizing to any
number of variables. From the transition probabilities, we obtain the stationary probability of each state.

1. System with a single variable

For a single isolated variable, the slow effective reactions Eqs (B43)-(B44) are simply

∅ Λ−→ A1 (E1)

A1
δ−→ ∅ (E2)

Let N be the number of A1 particles. N ≥ 0 satisfies a Master equation with rates wN→N+1 = ΛΩ and wN+1→N = δN
whose stationary distribution is Poissonian,

Palone(N) =
(ΛΩ/δ)

N

N !
e−ΛΩ/δ ' exp

[
−ΛΩ

δ
φ

(
δN

ΛΩ

)]
. (E3)

where the second equality is to exponential accuracy, with φ(x) ≡ x lnx− x+ 1. Since φ(x) has a single minimum at
x = 1, Palone(N) is maximal when δN∗/(ΛΩ) = 1, i.e. when [A]

∗
= Λ/δ as expected from the deterministic equations.

2. System with two variables

Now consider a system with two variables that reciprocally inhibit each other. If N1 fluctuates around the noiseless
value N∗1 = ΩΛ/δ (“active” state), then N2 fluctuated around the deterministic value

N∗2 =
ΩΛ/δ

1 + Γ max(0, N∗1 /Ω−B)
=

ΩΛ/δ

1 + Γ(Λ/δ −B)
(E4)

where we assumed that Γ > 1/B and Λ/δ > B.
How does a transition occur? When Γ is large, it is very unlikely that the noise on N2 will push N2 up against the

strong deterministic downward force. Therefore, a transition event at low noise typically requires N1 to go down first,
until the downward force acting on N2 no longer scales with 1/Γ, namely when Γ max(0, N1/Ω−B) = Γ (N1/Ω−B) .
1. If N1 reaches N1 < BΩ, this is enough, since then it has no inhibitory effect anymore. All in all, N1 must go down
to

N
(flip)
1 = Ω(B +O(1/Γ)) . (E5)

What is the probability of N1 going from ΩΛ/δ to N
(flip)
1 ? For small noise, N1 spends most of the time fluctuating

close to its stable fixed point N∗1 . The probability of an excursion from there at small noise, is to exponential accuracy,

the stationary probability N
(flip)
1

lnP
(
N

(flip)
1

)
= −ΛΩ

δ
φ

(
δB

Λ
+O(1/Γ)

)
. (E6)

This can also be derived from a first-passage time calculation [7].

After reaching N
(flip)
1 ' ΩB, N1 must stay at this value for long enough to allow for N2 to grow above ΩB, at

which point it will inhibit N1, allowing the transition to be completed. Since N2 starts close to zero, and grows as
∂tN2 = ΩΛ − δN2, its evolution from this point on is N2(t) = ΩΛ/δ(1 − e−δt), and the time it takes to reach ΩB

is t = δ−1 ln 1
1−Bδ/Λ ' B/Λ + O

(
B2
)
. The probability to remain below N

(flip)
1 decays exponentially with time and

so contributes a term of the form e−Ωκt = e−ΩκB+O(B2) where κ is a constant. We now take B to be small and this
term is negligible. All together, taking B → 0 (but keeping 1/Γ� B).

lnPone transition ∼ −Ω

[
Λ

δ
φ

(
δ

Λ
B

)
+O(B)

]
→ −Ω

Λ

δ
= − Λ

ω2δ
(E7)

where we used φ(x→ 0) = 1.
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3. Generalization and effective detailed-balance

The above argument generalizes to any transition between states with

Ptransition = P kone transition (E8)

where k is the number of variables that have to go from active to inactive. From this it follows that the jump process
satisfies a detailed balance condition. Indeed, consider two states with F1 and F2 active variables, respectively, with

Foverlap active variables in common. Then the transition 1 → 2 is Ptransition(1 → 2) = P
F1−Foverlap

one transition and similarly in
the other direction. So

Ptransition(1→ 2)

Ptransition(2→ 1)
=
P−F2

one transition

P−F1

one transition

(E9)

This means that for the coarse-grained process of jumps between stable states satisfies detailed balance with an
equilibrium distribution

Peq = (Pone transition)
−F

(E10)

where here F is the number of active variables in a state. This holds to the same level of approximation as above (in
particular, lnPeq to order ω−2), so that

Peq ' exp

(
ΛF

ω2δ

)
(E11)

This equilibrium distribution corresponds to the frequency with which each stable state is sampled in the nonequilib-
rium steady state of our model.

4. Different values of Λi

When Λi depends on i, the above arguments generalize to lead to

Peq ' exp

[
1

ω2δ

∑
i∈active

Λi

]
(E12)

where the productivity
∑
i∈active Λi reduces to ΛF as in Eq. (E11) if all the Λi are equal.

Appendix F: Numerical methods

1. Numerical implementation

We simulate the chemical Langevin equation using the Euler-Maruyama algorithm, to which we add a maximum
function to enforce positivity. The generic Langevin equation Eq. (C8) is thus discretized as

xi(t+ δt) = max

(
0, xi(t) +

∑
`

[
r`ia`(x)δt+ r`i

√
a`(x)w`(t)(δt)

1/2
])

, w`(t) ∼ N (0, 1) (F1)

We take δt = 10−2 in a context where other parameters are of order 1.

We discretize space by considering a one-dimensional system with periodic conditions divided into M cells with
D = 1 and run simulations for a given total time T . We record K < T/∆t time points distributed in [0, T ] on a
logarithmic scale. The output of a simulation is therefore a K ×M ×N array X of concentrations Xkmn ≥ 0.
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2. Visual representation

To represent time evolution and spatial diffusion, we collapse Xkmn into the K × M array Ykm and represent
the third dimension by a color code. Following approaches developed in analytical chemistry [8], we use a coloring
scheme based on similarity between compositions. To do this, we first perform a low-dimensional projection of the
trajectories by UMAP (Uniform Mapping Approximation and Projection) [9]. Specifically, we first transform the
K×M ×N output into a KM ×N matrix and then apply an implementation of UMAP in Julia, UMAP.jl [10], using
3 components, the metric corr dist, and otherwise default parameters. The result is a KM × 3 output that we map
to the CIELAB color space, which is designed so that numerical differences between values correspond to the amount
of change humans see between colors [11].

3. States and productivity

Stable states are defined as combinations of active and inactive Ai, represented by 1 and 0, respectively. A stable
state formally corresponds to an independent set of the graph of inhibitory interactions, where Ai is active if and only
if all Aj to which it is connected by inhibitory interactions are suppressed. All stable states can be enumerated using
the Bron-Kerbosch algorithm [12, 13], which is used for panels C and D of Fig. 3.

There are two ways to assign a state to a given composition (Xkm1, . . . , XkmN ). One is to note that the distribution
of concentrations [Ai] is bimodal (Fig. S4A) and define all Xkmi exceeding a threshold, e.g., 1/2, as active. Another
is to first run a deterministic simulation (with ω = 0) and only after a given time (T = 102) apply the threshold to
define the state. We verify that the two approaches lead to equivalent stable states in most cases (Fig. S4B) and we
adopt the second approach. The similarity between states is defined as the fraction of active or inactive Ai that they
have in common. In Figs. 3-5, the state at the end of a trajectory is obtained by taking the median state over the M
cells.

The productivity of a state is simply the fraction of its active Ai.
To quantify the number of states reached at some time, we calculate the frequency (or prevalence) fk of each state

k and compute the Shannon diversity, defined as exp(−∑k fk ln fk).

4. Figures

Unless otherwise stated, we fix the following parameters: N = 50, Λi = 1, Γ = 10, [B]tot = 0.25, ω = 0.1, δ = 1.
We discretize the space in M = 10 or 100 cells, keeping a constant diffusion D = 1. Since the dynamics are stochastic
whenever ω > 0, different sample trajectories are obtained starting from the same initial condition, which we take by
default to be [Ai](x, t = 0) = 0 for all i and x. A particular graph of inhibitory interactions was chosen, which is
typical of the ensemble of regular graph of size N = 50 and connectivity c = 3. Results with different graphs from
the same random ensemble are shown in Fig. S3.

In Fig. 2, N = 20 sample trajectories are considered with M = 100 cells and a total time T = 105, sampled
logarithmically in K = 104 time points. One of these sample trajectories is used as an illustration in all panels (see
Fig. S2 for the other 19 sample trajectories). The average productivity and the average number of different states
over the 20 samples are also shown in panels C and D.

In Fig. 3, N = 105 sample trajectories with M = 10 and T = 102 are considered. In panel B, the distribution of sim-
ilarity is computed using a subsample of 104 sample trajectories. The prevalence of a state is the frequency with which
it is obtained as a final result in the N = 105 samples and is therefore lower bounded by 10−5 (dotted line in panel D).

In Fig. 4, N = 5.104 competitions are performed, concatenating as input the final compositions at the M = 5 first
positions of two of the N = 105 sample trajectories of Fig. 3. The simulations are run for a time period of T = 102.
For each competition, the state associated with the final evolution, denoted 1+2, is compared with the two states
associated with the initial condition, denoted 1 and 2. In panel B, the similarity to the closest of these two states is
shown in red. In panel C, pairs of initial states are ranked by the absolute value of their difference of productivity,
and the fraction of times the final state is closer to the state with the highest productivity is reported.

In Fig. 5, N = 103 sample trajectories are drawn, each with different values of Λi, see Eq. (1), taken uniformly at
random in [0, 1]. Competitions are then run as in Fig. 4, using the environments in which one of the two initial states
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was obtained. The distributions of similarities between the final state and the two initial states are shown, in red for
the state evolved in the same environment and in green for the other.
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A

B

FIG. S1. A. Example trajectory for a well-mixed system with N = 4 nodes and the inhibition graph shown in Fig. 1C. The initial
condition is the state with productivity P = 1/4 = 0.25, where the blue node is active and all others are inactive (see Fig. 1D),
but the system quickly leaves this state to alternate between the two other states with productivity P = 2/4 = 0.5, where the
concentrations [Ai] associated with the green and pink nodes alternate between values close to 0 and 1. The parameters are
Γ = 10, [Bi]tot = 0.25 and ω = 0.2. B. Representation of the same trajectory using UMAP, showing the alternation between
two states except for the very beginning (the colors of the nodes for A3 and A4 in Fig. 1C are chosen to correspond to the colors
of the states where they are at high concentration). The system being well-mixed, the composition is uniform across space.
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FIG. S2. 20 sample trajectories from the same inhibitory graph as used in Fig. 2 (which shows sample 7).
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FIG. S3. 20 sample trajectories using different inhibitory graphs (Fig. 2 and Fig. S2 use graph 11). Note that the scale on the
y-axis is different than in Fig. S2 to account for graphs that allow for higher levels of productivity, e.g. graphs 3 and 20.
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FIG. S4. A. Distribution of concentration [Ai] over space and (log) time for the sample trajectory shown in Fig. 2. The distri-
bution is bimodal, reflecting either active or suppressed Ai. B. An alternative to classifying as active an Ai with concentration
[Ai] > 0.5 is to use the concentrations of [Ai] as the starting point of a deterministic simulation (without demographic noise)
and to identify the stable state to which it necessarily converges. In most cases, the two procedures coincide. The graph shows
the fraction of cases where there is a difference, which decreases with time and is in any case of the order of only 0.01%.

A

B

FIG. S5. A. Productivity in the well-mixed case for different values of ω, averaged over 100 sample trajectories. B. Temporal
correlation functions, showing “aging” for small enough values of ω: the correlations grow with increasing values of t.

A B

FIG. S6. Temporal and spatial correlation functions for the 20 trajectories shown in Fig. S2. A. Temporal correlation function
C(x, t;x, t+ s) as a function of time interval s for different times t, averaged over space x and over the 20 samples. B. Spatial
correlation function C(x, t;x+d, t) as a function of the spatial interval d for different times t, averaged over the 20 samples. The
correlations are computed as Pearson correlations using the concentrations [Ai]. Both the temporal and spatial correlations
increase with time t.
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FIG. S7. The number of stable states grows exponentially with graph size N . Here shown for random regular graphs with
connectivity c = 3. Results obtained by averaging over exhaustive counts, using the algorithm of [13]. Errorbars are smaller
than marker size.
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FIG. S8. Exponential growth in the number of spatial locations in a given state is observed when the connections between
spatial locations are ordered in appropriate ways. For example, here migration between locations in space forms a random
regular graph with degree 3. The number of variables is N = 4, and the interacting pairs of variables in a given location are
(1, 2), (1, 3), (1, 4). This gives two possible states: only variable 1 is “on” and the rest “off”, or 2, 3, 4 are “on”. Four connected
locations (a central location and its three neighbors) in the latter state, and the rest in the former. The number of locations is
M = 2000, and ω = 0.14, B = 0.25, Γ = 10, D = 0.89.
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FIG. S9. Probability distribution of N = Ω[A1] for a single isolated variable A1 subject to Eqs. (B43)-(B44) with either
Gaussian or Poisson noise. The vertical dashed line indicates the threshold Ω(B + 1/Γ) below which the variable would have
no inhibitory effect. The parameters B,Γ,Λ, δ and Ω = 1/ω2 are as in the main text. In the range of values of N relevant to
the simulations (roughly, to the right of the vertical dashed line), the two distributions coincide up to differences comparable
to rounding of the continuous N to an integer. Values where the two distributions differ more significantly (bottom left) are
extremely rare (P . 10−20).
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