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Catch the (Seismic) Wavelet
(Editor’s note: The Geophysical
Corner is a regular column in the
EXPLORER and is produced by M.
Ray Thomasson of the AAPG
Geophysical Integration Committee.
This month’s column is the first of a
two-part series on “Understanding the
Seismic Wavelet.” It deals with “Goals
of Deconvolution.”)
By STEVEN G. HENRY
Seismic data can provide a
remarkably good image of the
subsurface. However, without knowing

the seismic wavelet there are many
equally valid surface geologic
interpretations of the actual
subsurface geology.
“Geophysical Corner” will for the
next two months emphasize
understanding the seismic wavelet. It
is the filter through which geology is
viewed when interpreting the image
provided by seismic data.
The common assumption that
seismic data contain a broad bandzero phase wavelet is nearly always
wrong. The majority of mis-tie

problems between seismic and
synthetics, seismic to seismic of
different vintages and many of the
mis-interpretations based on modeling
(lithology prediction, trace attributes,
AVO, etc.) are the result of mixedphased wavelets remaining in fully
processed seismic data.
We hope with these articles to
show interpreters that significant
improvements in seismic data quality
and their interpretations based on this
data are easily obtainable by
converting from mixed-phase to zero

phase wavelets.
(Next month’s article will deal with a
comparison of seismic data in which
only the method of deconvolution was
changed, illustrating the desirability of
zero phase seismic data.)
* * *
The convolutional model is useful
for understanding how changes in
rock properties (velocity and density)
result in the waveform changes
observed in seismic data.
At lithologic boundaries the
magnitude of change (reflection
coefficient) in these rock properties
determines how much of the wavelet’s
energy is reflected to the surface. In
acquiring seismic data (Figure 1), the
subsurface is illuminated with sonic
energy (field wavelet), which is
reflected from these acoustic
boundaries and recorded at the
surface as a raw field trace.
Where lithologic boundaries are
widely separated the field wavelet can
be seen “hanging” below the reflector
(2.2 seconds). When boundaries are
more closely spaced (2.3-2.5
seconds) the wavelet is not as easily
seen due to the wavelets being
summed together.
This summing is also known as
convolution.
The convolutional model states that
all seismic traces are the result of
convolving (summing) the wavelet with
the reflection coefficient series. In
Figure 1, the raw field trace images
the desired geology (lithologic
boundaries = reflection coefficients),
but it is through the complex filter
(convolution) of the field wavelet.
Exploring for the sand in Figure 1
and assuming the wavelet is broad
band-zero phase, the sand should be
the largest peak. The largest peak,
however, is at 2.5 seconds, due to the
field wavelet not being zero phase.
When the wavelet in the seismic trace
is unknown, the geology is unknown.
Interpretations are not made on raw
field traces, but even on processed
seismic traces the wavelet must be
known to more correctly interpret the
geology.
The seismic processing procedure
designed to convert the field wavelet
to the desired broad band-zero phase
wavelet is deconvolution. The two
common methods of deconvolution
are deterministic deconvolution and
statistical deconvolution.
Deterministic deconvolution can be
applied when the field wavelet is
known (measured and/or modeled).
As shown in Figure 2, when the
wavelet is known, an inverse can be
determined and the field trace
deconvolved to contain the desired
zero phase wavelet.
When processed traces contain a
zero phase wavelet, increases in rock
velocity (shale to sand) will result in
peaks (positive reflection coefficients).
More typically, the field wavelet is
unknown and statistical
deconvolutions must be used.
Statistical deconvolutions must make
assumptions about both the wavelet
and the reflection coefficient series.
The most common assumption is that

continued on next page
MARCH 1997

AAPG

EXPLORER
Lithology

Velocity

Reflection
Coefficients

Field
Wavelet

Raw
Field Trace

-.1
2 .1

S h ale

+ .1

800 0

Wavelet "Hanging "
below the reflector

.0 8 5

2 .2
S an dy
S h ale

950 0

S h ale

900 0

2 .3
.1 2 2

2 .4
S and

1150 0

S h a ly
S and

1 0000

-.0 7 0

*

2 .6
9 000

High Amplitude
= Sand ?

2 .4

2 .6

Figure 1

2 .0

Reflection
Coefficient

Lithology
2 .0

Field Trace
Inverse
Field Wavelet

-.1

+ .1
S h ale

2 .1
.0 8 5
2 .2

2 .1

2 .2
S an dy
S h ale

-.0 2 7

2 .3

2 .3

2 .4

*

.1 2 2
-.0 7 0

2 .4
S and
S h a ly
S and

2 .5
-.0 5 3

2 .5

2 .6

2 .6
S h ale

2 .7

2 .7

Processed
Seismic Trace

Time
(sec.)

S h ale

2 .5
-.0 5 3

S h ale

2 .1

2 .2

-.0 2 7

2 .3

2 .5

Time
(sec.)
2 .0

2 .0

37

2 .7

2 .7

Figure 2

Figure 1: Lithologic boundaries define
a Reflection Coefficient series, which
when convolved (*) with the field
wavelet results in a simulated raw field
trace. Interpreting the highest
amplitude event (2.5 seconds) as the
reservoir sand would be wrong. This
mixed phase wavelet provides a
distorted image of the actual geology.
Figure 2: When the field wavelet is
known, deterministic deconvolution is
able to produce a processed trace that
contains the desired broad band-zero
phase wavelet. Note, the highest
amplitude in the processed trace is
now associated with the largest
Reflection Coefficient at the top sand.

continued from previous page
the wavelet is minimum phase and that
the reflection coefficient series is
random.
* * *
Over 90 percent of all seismic data
is processed assuming minimum
phase. Examples of a few of the more
popular minimum phase
deconvolutions include Spiking,
Gapped, Predictive and Adaptive.
Unfortunately, most field wavelets
are not minimum phase and that basic
assumption is not met.
Using minimum phase
deconvolutions typically results in
processed traces that contain mixedphase rather than the desired zero
phase wavelets.
A wavelet extracted
deterministically from seismic data
(using the known reflection coefficient
series from the well) that had been
deconvolved assuming minimum
phase is shown in Figure 3 (see page
38). Note that this wavelet is not zero
phase (phase spectrum: constant zero
value for all frequencies) but is mixed
phase (non-linear, variable for all
frequencies).
In describing mixed-phase
wavelets, it is useful to group
frequency into bands in which a linear
fit can be extrapolated to the phase
axis (phase spectrum). For the wavelet
in Figure 3, the higher frequencies (2065 Hertz) have a phase of -90
degrees, while the lower frequencies
(5-20 Hertz) have a phase of +60
degrees.
The description of this mixed-phase
wavelet is interpretive, and could be
described differently by using other
frequency bands. Using the bands
shown in Figure 3, with most of the
power (amplitude spectrum squared)

See Wavelet, next page
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in the 20-65 Hertz band, this wavelet
has the phase characteristic of -90
degrees (trough-peak).
An important ramification of mixed
phase wavelets is that their peaktrough relationships will change with
depth due to the effects of earth
filtering. In the case of the wavelet
shown in Figure 3, shallow in the
section where the earth has not
filetered the higher frequences
(maximum power 20-60 Hertz),
positive reflectors (low to high
velocity) will display -90 degrees
(trough-peak).
Deep in the section where the high
frequencies have been attenuated
(dashed line in the amplitude spectra)
the wavelet will appear with the phase
characteristics of the lower
frequencies and will have a phase of
+60 degrees (peak-trough).
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commonly observed when comparing
constant phase synthetics (from well
logs) to seismic data. Typically this
problem is compensated by applying
a bulk time shift (linear phase shift)
and changing the constant phase
wavelet used in making the synthetic.
Combining these corrections will
approximate the curved shape of the
mixed-phase (Figure 3) with a single
sloping line (time shift) that intersects
the phase axis at the desired constant
phase. A different time shift and
constant phase is required to match
the curve deeper in the section due to
the earth’s absorption of higher
frequencies.
Due to the mixed-phase wavelet,
peak-trough relationship change as a
function of earth absorption (Figure 4)
and interpretations based on
amplitudes, AVO, attributes, etc., are
likely to be incorrect. The solutions to
these problems are to convert the
mixed-phase wavelet to zero phase in
seismic processing, or to extract the
mixed-phase wavelet, know its effects
and use it when modeling.
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* * *
* * *
Mixed-phase wavelets are the most
common wavelets found in seismic
data and can have a strong affect on
interpretations. This is shown in Figure
4 by filtering back (5-20 Hertz) the
processed wavelet to illustrate strong
earth filtering.
The identical reservoir sandstone
would appear as a trough-peak (-90
degrees) shallow (1.0 seconds) in the
section and as a peak-trough (+60
degrees) deeper (3.0 seconds) in the
section.
This change in the peak-trough
relationship due to earth filtering is
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When interpreting seismic data it is
important to realize that the actual
subsurface geology is always being
viewed through the filter of the seismic
wavelet. Although deconvolution is
designed to provide a broad bandzero phase wavelet, this goal is
typically not met, and most seismic
data contain mixed phase wavelets.
Mixed-phase wavelets affect
interpretations and, as will be
discussed next month, degrade the
quality of seismic data. ❏
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Figure 3: Extracted wavelet and the associated amplitude and phase spectrum. Figure 4:
Seismic data containing this mixed phase wavelet will display a changing peak trough
relationship (-90 degrees to +60 degrees) and time shift (linear phase) due to the earthÕs
attenuatin of higher frequences with depth. For simplicity, the waveforms shown here are only
for the top sand reflector.
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Zero Phase Can Aid Interpretation

Practical Salt Tectonics
(Formerly Interaction Between
Sedimentation and Salt Tectonics)

NEW!!

Date: August 12-13, 1997 • Location: New
Orleans, La. • Tuition: $325, AAPG members;
$425, non-members. Includes course notes.
Content: 1.5 CEU • Instructor: Mark G. Rowan,
Research Assistant Professor, University of Colorado at Boulder. He is a structural geologist with
15 years industry experience, including petroleum
exploration, consulting, training, and industrysponsored research. He has worked in fold belts
and extensional basins worldwide, focusing the
past 5 years on salt tectonics, especially in the
Gulf of Mexico.

Who Should Attend
Exploration and production geologists, geophysicists, and managers working in salt basins
worldwide who need either an introduction to salt
tectonics or an update in this rapidly evolving field.
Objectives
Our understanding of salt tectonics has
advanced significantly in recent years, and this
course will help industry geoscientists in understanding and applying the newest concepts, models, and techniques. We will use a combination of
seismic data, realistic models, and reconstructed
histories to illustrate the varying 3-D geometry
and evolution of real salt structures from various
salt basins. This is an applied course that will
introduced practical tools for seismic interpretation and emphasize the impact of salt on fault and
trap geometries, sedimentation, and hydrocarbon
maturation and migration. The course will consist
of a combination of lectures and workshop exercises.
Content
• Mechanics of salt deformation
• Initiation and growth of diapirs and salt sheets
• Extensional and contractional salt tectonics
• Allochthonous salt systems (Canopies, nappes)
• Salt-sediment interaction
• Salt and hydrocarbon maturation/migration
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At first glance,
most interpreters would be
satisfied to have either of
these "spike-like" wavelets
in their seismic data.

Both methods of
deconvolution have
provided the
desired broad-band
amplitude spectrum.

Amplitude

Amplitude
0

20

40

0

60

Frequency (Hertz)

-25°

-90°

40

60

Statistical Decon resulted
in a mixed-phase wavelet,
Deterministic Decon
provided the desired zero
phase wavelet.

-90°

0°

135°

90°

0°

0°

90°
0

20

Frequency (Hertz)
Phase

By STEVEN G. HENRY
The seismic wavelet, as
discussed last month in Part 1 of this
two-part series, is the link between
seismic data (traces) on which
interpretations are based and the
geology (reflection coefficients) that
is being interpreted.
Although the wavelet must be
known to correctly interpret the
geology, it is typically unknown, and
assumed to be both broad band and
zero phase.
Providing this broad band, zerophase wavelet is the processing goal
of deconvolution. Unfortunately, this
goal is rarely met and the typical
wavelet that remains in fully
processed seismic data is mixedphased.
As was shown in Part 1,
differences in mixed-phase wavelets
result in mis-ties and often incorrect
interpretations.
In this article, significant
improvements in the quality of
seismic data will be shown to be
easily obtainable when mixed-phase
wavelets are converted to zero
phase. Providing seismic data that
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Phase

(Editor’s note: The Geophysical
Corner is a regular column in the
EXPLORER and is produced by M.
Ray Thomasson of the AAPG
Geophysical Committee. This
month’s column is the second of a
two-part series on “Understanding
the Seismic Wavelet.”)
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Figure 1. These wavelets have been extracted from the seismic in Figure 3-4 using
the well reflection Coefficients Statistical Deconvolution (a) commonly produces
mixed-phase wavelets. The broad band-zero phase processing goal of
deconvolution has been met using Deterministic Deconvolution (b).

meets the zero phase assumption
will improve the accuracy of the
interpreted subsurface geology and
provide the correct input to many

Exploration & Production
NEW!!
in Thrusted Terrains:
Practical Issues of Exploration and
the Environment in the Montana/
Alberta Over Thrust Belt
Date: July 14-19, 1997 • Location: Begins and
ends in Great Falls, Montana • Tuition: $1,250;
includes five nights lodging, lunches, transportation, and guidebook. • Limit: 40 • Content: 3.5
CEU • Leaders: William B. Hansen, Jireh Consulting, Great Falls, MT, Stephen Boyer, Consulting
Geologist, Seattle, WA; Kirk Osadetz, Geological
Survey of Canada, Calgary, Alberta, Canada

Who Should Attend
Exploration and development geologists,
geophysicists, log analysts, engineers, E&P
environmental coordinators, and exploration and
development managers who want thorough understanding of the geology and environmental issues
involved in exploration and production in over
thrust belts.
Objectives and Content
• Examine the issues of resource assessment,
exploration, production, and environmental/landuse, which taken together, guide strategic decisions for oil companies and government agencies.
• Review new ideas of the geometry and kinematics of the development of thrust belts with examples from western Montana and southern Alberta.

Well Log Analysis and Formation
Evaluation
Date: August 18-21, 1997 • Location: Dallas,
Texas • Tuition: $450, AAPG members; $550,
non-members (honoraria on this course is being
underwritten by Schlumberger); includes course
notes, and a copy of Basic Well Log Analysis for
Geologists by George Asquith • Content: 2.8 CEU
• Instructors: George B. Asquith, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas; Daniel J. Krygowski, Landmark, Austin, Texas

software packages (Attributes,
Amplitudes, AVO).
* * *

• Examine the mechanics of folding, fracturing,
and faulting in thrust belt terrains.
This field school focuses on the practical
issues of exploration and production of hydrocarbons in thrust belts of North America. It will
emphasize how these concepts can be applied
worldwide, where over thrust terrains are increasingly important exploration targets.

Reservoir Development
NEW!!
of Lowstand and
Transgressive System Tract ValleyFill/Estuarine Reservoirs
Date: July 26-August 1, 1997 • Location: Begins
and ends in Casper, Wyoming • Tuition: $1,995
(includes field transportation, lodging, most lunches, two dinners, and guidebook and maps) • Content: 3.5 CEU • Limit: 18 • Leader: Roderick W.
Tillman, Ph.D. - 25 years experience as a reservoir
geologist and team leader with Cities Service,
Conoco, Sinclair and Oxy. Leader of numerous
field trips, and AAPG and SEPM course leader and
an SPE Formation Evaluation editor.

Who Should Attend:
Development geologists, reservoir engineers
and other reservoir development team members
especially those using 3-D seismic or engineering
horizontal wells. Exploration geologists who are
interested in lowstand and transgressive system
tract reservoir analogs will also benefit.
Who Should Attend
Geologists, engineers, geophysicists, log analysts, and other professionals with a need to understand basic approach to open hole well log analysis
and interpreting skills.
Objectives and Content
• Offers a “how to” approach to basic open hole well
log analysis
• Explains different jargon from 50-year history of
well logging
• How to determine best log suites to use

The wavelets shown in Figure 1
were extracted from the seismic data
in Figures 3 and 4 (see page 68).
Both sets of seismic data were
processed identically, other than the
method of deconvolution (statisticalminimum phase vs. deterministic).
The wavelets were extracted
deterministically, by cross-correlating
(Wiener-Levinson filter) seismic
traces with the known geology
derived from the subsurface well
reflection coefficient series.
At first glance, most interpreters
would be content having either of
these “spike-like” wavelets
convolved on the subsurface
reflectors. The primary difference
between these wavelets is that
statistical deconvolution has resulted
in a mixed-phase wavelet (Figure 1 –
phase spectrum), whereas the
deterministic deconvolution provided
the desired broad band, zero-phase
wavelet.
These seemingly minor
differences in the phase spectra
(Figure 1) have a significant effect on
the seismic data’s overall quality.
Although the “quality” of seismic
data has always been in the “eye of
the beholder,” the conversion from
mixed-phase to zero phase provides
a more accurate image of the
subsurface geology.
The reason for the improved

continued on next page

Objectives
The purpose of this seminar is to interpret outcrop and subsurface reservoir analogs on
between-well and full-field scales. The trip will
focus on recognition of geologic facies and potential reservoir flow units in valley-fill channels, bay
head deltas and open-bay sand-ridges. The distribution of geologic facies will be considered in light
of their effect on reservoir volumes, and barriers
and baffles to flow. Exercises using cores, logs,
and maps will allow application of Cretaceous age
Muddy, Frontier and Shannon formation outcrop
models to be applied to subsurface fields.
Content
• Recognition of critical geologic reservoir facies
and flow units in lowstand and transgressive
system tracts.
• Outcrop volumetric flow unit modeling utilizing
facies, specific porosity and permeability data,
and outcrop gamma-ray logs.
• Integration of outcrop and core mini-permeameter analyses into fluid flow models.
• Comparison of reservoir properties and correlatability of tidal and fluvial valley-fill sandstones.
• Summarizing environment-specific critical factors in reservoir development of valley-fill
channels, bay-head deltas and open-bay sandridges.
• Exercises using cores and cross-sections applying outcrop observations.
• Calculate well logs in practical exercises
• Logging research and the future

For complete details contact:

AAPG

EXPLORER

67

continued from previous page

Statistical
Deconvolution
accuracy is illustrated in Figure 2.
The extracted wavelets (Figure 1)
have been convolved on a single
reflector (Top Sand). Note that the
mixed-phased wavelet has sharp
“Pinocchio-like” nose at the top of the
sand, but is followed by a low
frequency “beer-gut.”
When seismic data contains a
mixed-phase wavelet, each reflector
has this “Pinocchio with a beer-gut”
character. Neighboring reflectors
deeper in the section (base sand) are
phase rotated and lose amplitude as
their “noses” are summed with the
“beer-guts” from above.
The zero phase wavelet’s sharp
“nose” provides a clear image of the
top sand, and its “flat belly” doesn’t
interfere with neighboring reflectors.
The comparison of the seismic
data in Figures 3 and 4 illustrate
typical improvements that are easily
obtainable by converting from mixedphase to zero phase. Both seismic
sections “look” good, and visual
advantages can be found in each.
In general, however, the seismic
data containing the zero phase
wavelet (Figure 4) has a better overall
reflector continuity, better fault
definition and more easily identified
stratigraphic relationships. Mixedphase wavelets may occasionally
tune to enhance a particular reflector
(Figure 3 – increased continuity), but
the overall quality of mixed-phase
data is lower.

Deterministic
Deconvolution

Figure 2. The mixed-phase
wavelet (Figure 1a) has the
character of ÒPinocchio with a
beer-gut.Ó Each reflector has
a sharp nose followed by a
low frequency Òbeer-gut.Ó The
zero phase wavelet (Figure
1b) has all the energy moved
up to PinocchioÕs nose.
Reflectors lacking the
waveletÕs beer-gut more
clearly image the subsurface
geology.

Top
Sand

Mixed-Phase
Wavelet

Zero Phase
Wavelet

* * *
The seismic data comparison for
the shallower section is shown in
Figure 5 (see page 69).
Due to minor earth absorption, the
majority of the wavelet’s phase
characteristics (Part 1) are derived
from the higher frequencies (20-65
Hertz). The lower frequencies,
although contributing less, still
influence the character of the
reflectors.
The non-zero phase components
(5-20 Hertz) of the mixed-phase
wavelet (Figure 5a) can be seen
distorting the image of the geology.
These two images (Figure 5a and
b) of the same geology would likely
result in different interpretations. For
example, laterally discontinuous
reflectors within the high amplitude
package (2.2-2.3 seconds) appear
with different seismic character and
even in different locations.
Their interpretation (Channel

See Geophysical, next page
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Figure 3 (left). Seismic data identical to
Figure 4 other than the method of
deconvolution, Statistical. This seismic
data contains the mixed-phase wavelet
of Figure 1a. The ÒPinocchio with a
Òbeer-gutÓ character can be seen as
the trailing low frequencies beneath
the high amplitude reflectors. Mixedphase wavelets reduces the ability to
accurately resolve the subsurface
geology. Figure 4 (right). Seismic data
identical to Figure 3 other than method
of deconvolution, Deterministic. This
seismic data contains the desired zero
phase wavelet (Figure 1b). Note that
reflectors are sharper and lack the low
frequency Òbeer-gutÓ of the mixedphase wavelet. In general reflector
continuity, fault breaks and
stratigraphic relationships are
significantly improved.

Geophysical
from previous page
sands? Carbonate mounds?) and if
they are within/below the deeper
high amplitude reflector (Figure 5a)
or above the reflector (Figure 5b) are
in question. Knowing that mixedphase wavelets distort the seismic
image, the interpretation should be
made from the zero phase seismic
data.
In general, the zero phase
wavelet provides a much sharper
(broad band-zero phase) image of
the subsurface geology.
Stratigraphic relationships above 2.0
seconds (Figure 5) are more clearly
defined and reflector continuity in

continued on next page
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Figure 5. Enlarged from Figure 3-4. Significantly different seismic images from
the same subsurface geology. The zero phase seismic data not only ÒlooksÓ
better, but also provides a more accurate image. Mixed-phase wavelets distort
the seismic image and can lead to incorrect interpretations.
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Figure 6. Enlarged from Figure 3-4. Significant improvements in the definition of faults are
seen on the zero phase seismic data (b). ÒPinocchioÕs beer-gutÓ in the mixed-phase seismic
data (a) hangs over the faults, distorting the image. Reflector continuity and stratigraphic
relationships are also improved in the seismic data containing the zero phase wavelet.

continued from previous page

general (especially 2.6 seconds), is
improved.
Deeper in the section (Figure 6),
as Earth’s filtering of the higher
frequencies increases, the lower
frequencies contribute more strongly
to wavelet’s phase characteristic (as
seen last month in Part 1 of this
series). In the mixed-phase seismic
data, the non-zero (135 degrees) low
frequency (5-20 Hertz) components
begin contributing more. This adds to
the distortion seen shallow in the
section (Figure 5), further reducing
the ability to accurately image the
geology.
Absorption also affects the zero
phase wavelet, reducing high
frequencies (narrowing the
bandwidth) and thereby stretching
out the wavelet. However, since all
frequencies (5-65 Hertz) are zero
phase, the seismic image provides
an accurate representation of the
geology.
The most striking improvement
seen in the zero phase seismic data
(Figure 6b) is the ability to better
define faults. The mixed-phase
wavelet’s “beer-gut,” which has
grown with depth due to absorption
(loss of high frequencies), is hanging
in the fault zones. “Noses” on the
other side of the faults are smeared
out by the “beer-guts” from above.
Other significant improvements
seen in the zero phase seismic data
are the improved continuity of
reflectors and the imaging of geologic
details needed for stratigraphic
interpretations. The zero phase
wavelet, as shown in these examples,
provides a more accurately image of
the subsurface geology than the
mixed-phase wavelet.
* * *
Mixed-phase seismic data can
easily be converted to zero phase by
extracting the wavelet and filtering
the data. This added effort to obtain
zero phase seismic data is minor.
Working with zero phase data will
improve the accuracy of the
interpreted subsurface geology and
provide the correct input to many
software packages (Attributes,
Amplitudes, AVO) used to reduce
exploration risks.

(Editor’s note: Steven Henry is a
geophysical advisor for GeoLearn in
Houston.)
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