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The refraction method is a highly efficient and accurate tool for determining the condition of subsurface
layers and is therefore of great importance. The more accurately the first-arrival times are picked in data
acquired by this method, the more complete the interpretation will be, and consequently, better
information can be obtained. In general, the quality of first arrivals depends on near-surface structure,
source type, and the signal-to-noise ratio. Therefore, if the near-surface layering is complex or the signal-
to-noise ratio is low, automatic picking of first-arrival times becomes a challenging task. In this study,
automatic algorithms and techniques are used to pick first-arrival times in both minimum-phase and zero-
phase data. The algorithms developed for minimum-phase data are based on the fact that the transition
between noise and signal-contaminated noise can be automatically detected by identifying sudden changes
in any of the proposed attributes, including energy ratio, entropy, or fractal dimension. These techniques
perform calculations using moving windows along the seismic trace. In addition, the use of a suitable
edge-preserving smoothing (EPS) indicator enhances the clarity of these sudden changes, leading to more
accurate detection of the onset of first-arrival times. The techniques applied to zero-phase data
(considering the difference in the onset of first arrivals compared to minimum-phase data) are based on
the application of three attributes: trace energy, entropy, and fractal dimension. If the noise level in the
data is very high such that the algorithm fails to detect the first-arrival time, an incorrect pick may occur.
In such cases, the picked times are corrected using interpolation from the neighboring preceding and
following traces. It should be noted that these attributes were applied to both synthetic and real data,
yielding accurate and reliable results for both minimum-phase and zero-phase datasets.

Introduction

noise ratios. In complex geological settings, the transition

Accurate first-arrival picking is one of the most
fundamental and time-consuming steps in seismic data
processing and plays a critical role in near-surface
velocity modeling, static corrections, refraction analysis,
and seismic tomography. First arrivals are generally
associated with direct or refracted waves propagating
through shallow subsurface layers, and their accurate
identification directly affects the reliability of subsequent
processing stages.

In practice, automatic first-arrival picking is strongly
influenced by near-surface heterogeneities, acquisition
geometry, source type, wavelet phase, and low signal-to-

from noise to signal is often gradual or obscured, making
reliable picking difficult. These challenges are
particularly pronounced when dealing with different
source types. Dynamite sources typically generate
minimum-phase wavelets, whereas vibratory sources
produce zero-phase signals, which require fundamentally
different picking strategies.

Conventional first-arrival picking methods are
commonly based on energy thresholds, amplitude
criteria, correlation techniques, or statistical hypothesis
testing. Although these approaches may perform
adequately under favorable conditions, their robustness
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deteriorates significantly in noisy environments or when
seismic signals exhibit complex phase characteristics.
Moreover, many traditional methods are primarily
designed for minimum-phase data and fail or produce
unreliable results when applied to zero-phase records. As
a result, extensive manual intervention is still required in
practical workflows, increasing processing time and
reducing consistency.

The objective of this study is to develop a unified and
reliable framework for automatic first-arrival picking
that is applicable to both minimum-phase and zero-phase
seismic data. By integrating multiple complementary
attributes and incorporating stabilization and correction
strategies, the proposed approach aims to improve
picking accuracy, reduce manual effort, and enhance the
overall efficiency of seismic data processing.

Materials and Methods

The proposed methodology is based on an attribute-
driven framework that evaluates seismic traces using
three complementary attributes: energy ratio, entropy,
and fractal dimension. Each attribute captures a different
aspect of seismic signal behavior and is computed along
individual traces using moving time windows.

The energy ratio attribute compares the energy
content of nested time windows to emphasize the contrast
between background noise and signal-dominated
regions. This attribute is effective in highlighting the
onset of seismic energy; however, its output may exhibit
rapid fluctuations due to noise. To address this issue, an
EPS smoothing operator is applied to stabilize the
attribute while preserving meaningful transitions.

Entropy is employed to quantify changes in the
statistical structure of seismic traces. A sudden change in
entropy indicates a transition from random noise to
coherent seismic signal. Entropy is computed within
moving windows whose length is selected based on the
dominant period of the seismic signal to balance noise
sensitivity and temporal resolution. EPS smoothing
further enhances the reliability of entropy-based picking.

The fractal dimension attribute exploits the difference
in complexity between random noise and coherent
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seismic signals. Noise typically exhibits higher fractal
dimensions, while seismic arrivals show lower values
due to their correlated structure. In this study, the fractal
dimension is estimated using a variogram-based
approach that relates signal variance to time lag through
a power-law relationship. The transition from noise to
signal is marked by a decrease in the estimated fractal
dimension, which is clarified through EPS smoothing.

To address phase-dependent behavior, different
picking strategies are adopted. For minimum-phase data,
the first arrival is identified by locating the maximum
derivative of the smoothed attribute curves. For zero-
phase data, derivative-based approaches are ineffective
because the first arrival coincides with the signal peak.
To overcome this limitation, attribute values are assigned
to the center of the moving window rather than its
endpoint, allowing the first arrival to be detected through
the maximum value of the modified attribute.

To ensure physical consistency and correct erroneous
picks, a multi-stage correction procedure based on least-
squares regression is implemented. This procedure fits
linear models to the picked arrivals, removes outliers
exceeding statistical thresholds, and re-evaluates rejected
traces within tolerance windows. The final output is a
coherent and physically consistent set of first-arrival
picks.

Results and Discussion

The proposed framework is evaluated using both
synthetic and real seismic data. Synthetic datasets are
generated by convolving reflectivity models with Ricker
wavelets exhibiting minimum-phase and zero-phase
characteristics and contaminating them with band-
limited random noise. These datasets allow controlled
assessment of picking accuracy under different phase
conditions.

The results show that all three attributes successfully
identify the transition from noise to signal. However, raw
attribute outputs often exhibit fluctuations that can lead
to ambiguous picks. The application of the EPS operator
significantly improves stability by suppressing spurious
oscillations and enhancing physically meaningful
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changes. In minimum-phase data, the maximum
derivative of the smoothed attributes aligns closely with
the true first-arrival time. In zero-phase data, the
modified attribute strategy reliably identifies the first
arrival through attribute maxima.

Application to real seismic data acquired with
dynamite sources further demonstrates the robustness of
the method under realistic noise conditions. Although
individual attributes may occasionally produce uncertain
picks, their combined use within the proposed framework
yields more stable and consistent results. The correction
procedure effectively removes outliers, compensates for
missing or ambiguous picks, and enforces physically
meaningful trends across traces.

The results indicate that integrating multiple attributes
and incorporating phase-aware picking strategies
significantly enhances the reliability of automatic first-
arrival detection, particularly in noisy and complex
environments.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Conclusions

This study presents a unified and robust framework
for automatic first-arrival picking in seismic data that is
applicable to both minimum-phase and zero-phase
records. By integrating energy ratio, entropy, and fractal
dimension attributes with EPS smoothing and a multi-
stage correction strategy, the proposed method
significantly improves picking accuracy and stability.

The framework reduces reliance on manual
intervention, enforces physical consistency across
seismic sections, and performs reliably under challenging
noise conditions. These characteristics make the
approach well suited for large-scale seismic surveys and
near-surface investigations. The results demonstrate
strong potential for improving seismic data processing
workflows and provide a solid foundation for future
developments in automated seismic analysis.
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Fig.15. Selection of the first arrival times by applying the fractal dimension algorithm on a portion of the common source record.
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Fig.16. a) Results of the energy ratio attribute, where the first arrival time is marked with a red. b) Incorrect selections have been

corrected.
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