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ABSTRACT 
The New Zealand standard NZS1170.5:2004 (amendment 1; Sep 2016; Earthquake actions) 
recommends seven methods for the determination of site classification as defined in Section 3.1.3.1. 
The most preferable method is direct measurement of shear wave travel times or shear wave 
velocities (Vs). The second and third preferable methods are through obtaining shear wave 
velocities by inversion and empirical correlations. Shear wave velocities are also required, whether 
measured or estimated, for site specific seismic response studies. This paper provides an overview 
of existing standard penetration test (SPT) to shear wave velocity (Vs) relationships and leverages a 
limited dataset from boreholes in the Wellington Central area with SPT testing and downhole (DH) 
seismic testing. This paper provides a local calibrated correlation between shear wave velocity and 
SPT that may be used in some parts of Wellington. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
One of the main requirements for designing new structures or assessing existing structures is to assess the 
site seismic response which requires determining the site subsoil class. The New Zealand standard 
NZS1170.5:2004 (amendment 1; Sep 2016; Earthquake actions) recommends seven methods for the 
determination of site classification as defined in Section 3.1.3.1. The most preferable method is direct 
measurement of shear wave travel times or shear wave velocities (Vs). The second and third preferable 
methods are through obtaining shear wave velocities by inversion and empirical correlations.  

Where the site period is required to be determined, a practice becoming common here in Wellington 
(especially in the CBD area at or near the C/D class boundary zone) is drilling a borehole down to bedrock 
with standard penetration test (SPT) at 1 m to 1.5 m intervals, then undertake downhole shear wave velocity 
measurements in the same borehole. As this has started to become a popular practice, geotechnical 
consultants are accumulating valuable data that comprise geological borehole logs, shear wave velocity 
measurements and SPT records. This data base will continue to grow in the future (including data that we 
expect to be provided by other interested geotechnical firms). 
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This paper explores existing SPT to Vs empirical relationships and individually assesses their suitability for 
use in the area of study. The relationship with the most suitable functional form is then calibrated to reflect 
local soil conditions. 

2 AREA OF THE STUDY 
The area of study is a localised area within Wellington City (Wellington Central) as presented in Figure 1 
below. Further ongoing studies on locations outside the area will be included in future studies.  

 

Figure 1: Extent of Area of Study 

The measured shear wave velocity profiles are obtained from downhole seismic testing in three boreholes 
with measured SPT blow counts. Each borehole is from a different site within the area of study. In addition 
to these three boreholes, another five boreholes with SPT only (no seismic testing undertaken) were 
considered in the study. 

The investigation depths varied between 30 m and 110 m. Bedrock was encountered between 25 m and  
100 m below ground level.  

The general ground profile for the area in study consists of Reclamation Fill material, underlain by Harbour 
Deposits and Alluvium, overlying Greywacke Bedrock.  

Groundwater depth varied between 1 m and 2 m below ground surface. 

3 REVIEW OF AVAILABLE CORRELATIONS (SPT AND VS) 
This section briefly describes the common correlations between SPT and Vs that were found in the literature. 
For more in-depth understanding or to understand the background and applicability of these correlations, 
refer to the corresponding referenced papers. 

The SPT is represented in its field value N (hammer blows per foot (30 cm)) or via correction for hammer 
energy, rod length, sampler diameter, etc. to N60. Optionally further correction for overburden to N1,60. 
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Many studies were undertaken to correlate SPT with Vs. Some of these correlations were discussed in 
Dikmen 2009 (Figure 2) and were in the form of:  

𝑉𝑉𝑠𝑠 = 𝑎𝑎 .  𝑁𝑁 𝑏𝑏 (1) 

Where 𝑎𝑎 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 𝑏𝑏 are constants that correspond to different soil types.  

 

Figure 2: SPT to Vs correlations taken from Dikmen (2009) 

Wair et al 2012 have added the vertical stress / overburden (𝜎𝜎) to the equation (as a multiplier) and this was 
in the form of: 

𝑉𝑉𝑠𝑠 = 𝑎𝑎 .  𝑁𝑁60 𝑏𝑏 𝜎𝜎𝑐𝑐 (2) 

Where a, b and c are constants corresponding to the several soil types (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: SPT to Vs correlations taken from Wair et al 2012 
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A third variation was that of Brandenberg et al 2010 derived from data in California, which is in the form of: 

𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 𝑉𝑉𝑠𝑠 = 𝐶𝐶0 +  𝐶𝐶1 𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙(𝑁𝑁60)  + 𝐶𝐶2  𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 𝜎𝜎′ + 𝜀𝜀𝜀𝜀𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙  (3) 

Where as per Brandenberg et al 2010 … 

- 𝜎𝜎′ is the vertical effective stress 
- ɛσlnVs is a standard normal variation and deviation form 
- C0, C1, C2 are constants corresponding to different soil types 

The equation by Brandenberg et al 2010 showed to be the most relevant to this study and will be discussed 
further in the next sections. 

4 ANALYSIS  
The obtained measured shear wave velocity data were in the format of arrival time with depth (the source is 
at surface and the receiver is descending down the hole). We have used this data to visually check the fit of 
the correlations. Accordingly, the derived shear wave velocities from the SPT data were converted to arrival 
times with depth for the purpose of checking the measured versus the derived results. 

Equation (1) and Equation (2) were first considered to calibrate the arrival time’s trend with depth. It was 
hard to regenerate the measured profile. After several trials, the authors decided to abandon these equations. 
It was found that overburden should be accounted for not as a multiplier but as an additional component that, 
due to its nature, increases with depth. Accordingly, more research and analysis was undertaken to find that 
equation (3) represents the trend in the local profile in the location of the study. 

During the calibration process it was found that there is a change in the trend at a depth of 25 m below 
ground level. Plotting SPT N with depth (Figure 4) has shown that the ground is more of a normally 
consolidated granular material down to that depth, then starts to become over consolidated and dominantly 
very dense. Brandenberg et al 2010 also indicated a change in trend in sandy soils at an overburden of  
200 kPa. Wellington’s alluvium in the area of study showed similarity to California’s sandy soils in 
Brandenberg et al 2010.  



Paper 34 – Correlation between standard penetration test and shear wave velocity in Wellington, NZ 

 NZSEE 2020 Annual Conference 

 

 

Figure 4: Raw SPT (N) with depth for the area of study from eight boreholes 

The constants C0, C1, C2 and C3 were calibrated by trial and error to provide the best visual fit in the curves. 
Accordingly, the following equation was found to be representative: 

𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 𝑉𝑉𝑠𝑠 = 𝐶𝐶0 +  𝐶𝐶1 𝑙𝑙𝑛𝑛𝑁𝑁60  + 𝐶𝐶2 .𝐶𝐶3  𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓  (4) 

Where: 
- Vs = Estimated Shear Wave Velocity (m/s) 
- C0, C1, C2, and C3 are the fitted parameters 
- C0 = 4 
- C1 = 0.1 
- C2 = 0.27  
- C3 = 1 down to a depth of 25 m (normally consolidate portion) and 1.15 below 25 m depth 
- N60 = the energy corrected SPT N value  
- fz = the actual depth below surface (m); assuming shallow groundwater 

The plots of the fitted arrival time curves versus the measured ones showing an acceptable visual fit are 
included in Figure 5. The arrival times are the time for the shear wave to travel from surface to a specific 
point in depth. The correlated values are at 1 m to 1.5 m depth intervals since derived from SPT. The 
measured values are at 0.5 m to 1 m depth intervals as measured down the hole.   
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 Figure 5: Shear wave (SW) arrival time with depth (measured and correlated) 

The recommended equation is considered valid for N60 of up to approximately 60 blows. Above 60 can be 
used, but it was not found to be sensitive to the results and, for the sake of consistency, we suggest to limit 
the N60 to 60.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 
This paper has discussed several historic correlations between shear wave velocities and SPT N values. 
Analysis was undertaken on a specific area of study in Wellington’s CBD area (Wellington Central) where 
deep boreholes were drilled, SPTs undertaken and downhole shear wave velocities were measured. The 
following equation was obtained through this study. 

𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 𝑉𝑉𝑠𝑠 = 𝐶𝐶0 +  𝐶𝐶1 𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑁𝑁60  + 𝐶𝐶2 .𝐶𝐶3  𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓  (5) 

or 

𝑉𝑉𝑠𝑠 = 𝑒𝑒𝐶𝐶0+ 𝐶𝐶1 𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑁𝑁60 +𝐶𝐶2 .𝐶𝐶3  𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓   (6) 

Where: 

- Vs = Estimated Shear Wave Velocity (m/s) 
- C0, C1, C2, and C3 are the fitted parameters 
- C0 = 4 
- C1 = 0.1 
- C2 = 0.27  
- C3 = 1 down to a depth of 25 m (normally consolidate portion) and 1.15 below 25 m depth 
- Fz = is the actual depth below surface (m); assuming shallow groundwater 
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- N60 = energy corrected SPT number; SPT N obtained from the field should be corrected for 
variations from the standard (non-standard sampler type, borehole diameter, rod length, and 
normalised to the reference energy ratio of 60%). It is not appropriate to normalise or correct 
penetration resistance for overburden. The recommended equation is considered valid for N60  
of up to approximately 60 blows. 

The above equation can be assumed to be applicable to the area of study of this paper. It could also be 
applicable to most of the reclaimed portion of the CBD that was underwater prior to the year 1800, but we 
recommend to confirm the correlation prior to applying it outside the area of study. Another area within 
Wellington is also being studied by the authors. Progress to date shows some slight variations to the above 
equation due to the difference in geological sequence.  

A Wellington specific SPT to Vs relationship would provide insight to local practitioners in their initial 
geotechnical assessments and provide a means to plan site characterisation efforts which should (if not must) 
include geophysical testing, if a shear wave velocity profile is needed for design. This proposed relationship 
would be especially helpful in reviewing historical geotechnical borehole logs with SPT measurements or 
when undertaking initial seismic assessments of existing buildings.  

This paper lacks the discussion on errors and also doesn’t include a rigorous statistical regression. This will 
be considered in the future studies. 
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