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1. Introduction
1.1. What is seismic tomography?

Seismic tomography is a data inference technique that exploits
information contained in seismic records to constrain 2D or 3D
models of the Earth’s interior. It generally requires the solution of a
large inverse problem to obtain a heterogeneous seismic model that
is consistent with observations. More formally, provided that we
can establish an approximate relationship d =g(m) between seis-
mic data d and seismic structure m - so that for a given model m
we can predict d - then the seismic tomography problem amounts
to finding m such that d explains the data observations dgps. In
most cases d and m are discrete vectors of high dimension, which
means that many data records are used to constrain a detailed
model. Implicitly, this detail must apply to both vertical and lat-
eral structure. As such, the radial Earth model produced by Backus
and Gilbert (1969), based on the theory in their seminal paper of
the preceding year (Backus and Gilbert, 1968), is not usually viewed
as an early example of seismic tomography despite the similarity
in methodology.

A simple example of seismic traveltime tomography, which
serves to illustrate several features typical to most applications, is
shown in Fig. 1. In this artificial test, a synthetic model in spherical
shell coordinates is generated (Fig. 1a) which consists of 780 grid
points evenly spaced in latitude and longitude with cubic B-spline
functions used to describe a smooth velocity field. For a given set of
sources and receivers, first-arriving geometric ray traveltimes are
then computed (Fig. 1b) through the model. These traveltimes con-
stitute the synthetic data set that is equivalent to the information
one may obtain from seismograms recorded in the field. The rela-
tionship d=g(m), where d represents the traveltime dataset and
m the velocity model, is non-linear in this case because the path
taken by the seismic energy is a function of velocity. Almost with-
out exception, only the first-arrivals of any phase are exploited in
traveltime tomography, because later arrivals due to multi-pathing
(wavefront folding) are difficult to pick. One property of first
arrivals is that they tend to avoid low velocity anomalies, and pref-
erentially sample high velocity anomalies, as can be see in Fig. 1b.

Due to the non-linearity of the inverse problem, the traveltime
misfit surface (some measure of the difference between observa-
tion and model prediction) may not be a simple smooth function
with a well defined minimum. While a fully non-linear solution
technique may therefore seem appropriate, the size of the prob-
lem usually makes this computationally prohibitive. Instead, some
gradient-based technique is often used, which relies on having an
initial model “close” to the solution model. Fig. 1c shows the ini-
tial model used in this case, which has a uniform velocity, resulting
in great circle paths. The node spacing is identical to that of the
synthetic model (Fig. 1a), which will favourably bias the recovery
of structure. Repeated application of forward ray tracing and lin-
earized inversion eventually produces the solution model shown
in Fig. 1d, which remains unchanged with further iterations, and

satisfies the synthetic dataset. This basic approach, which relies
on accurate a priori information in the form of an initial model,
some class of forward solver, and a local inversion technique, is
ubiquitous to most forms of tomography, be it traveltime, surface
waveform, anisotropy or attenuation.

Comparison of Figs. 1a and d reveals a number of interesting
similarities and differences between the synthetic and recovered
models. Clearly, regions near the edge of the model that have no
path coverage do not deviate from the initial model. In cases where
rays exist but have a similar azimuth, recovered anomalies have
a tendency to be severely smeared out in the dominant ray path
direction (e.g. the two high velocity anomalies in the southwest
and northeast corners of the model). Within the bounds of the
receiver array, where path coverage is dense, the recovery of struc-
ture appears to be accurate, with the exception of the four distinct
low velocity anomalies, whose amplitudes are severely underesti-
mated. This problem arises from the fact that first-arrivals avoid low
velocity regions, as shown clearly in Fig. 1b, and therefore poorly
constrain them. Most forms of seismic tomography, even those that
do not directly exploit traveltimes (e.g. attenuation tomography),
are affected in some way by this phenomenon, because they usu-
ally rely on the paths provided by first-arrival tomography to solve
the data prediction problem. Other issues, including solution non-
uniqueness (where more than one solution satisfies the data to
the same extent) and the validity of geometric ray theory, will be
discussed in the following sections.

1.2. Pioneering work

The name most commonly associated with the origins of seismic
tomography is that of Keiiti Aki, who published a seminal paper in
1976 on 3D velocity determination beneath California from local
earthquakes (Aki and Lee, 1976). In this paper, traveltime data col-
lected at 60 stations from 32 local earthquakes are inverted for
3D crustal structure, described by a total of 264 constant slowness
(inverse of velocity) blocks, and hypocenter corrections. The inver-
sion is linear, because ray paths are assumed to be straight, and a
damped least squares approach is used to find a solution. Estimates
of model covariance and resolution are also made to assess solution
robustness A year later, this publication was followed by an equally
influential paper which employs teleseismic tomography to image
the 3D velocity structure beneath the Norwegian Seismic Array
(Norsar) in southeast Norway (Aki et al., 1977). Traveltime resid-
ual information from distant (teleseismic) earthquakes is used to
constrain structure, which is confined to a local region beneath the
array. Constant slowness blocks are again used to describe the litho-
sphere, although this time, the initial model is defined by constant
velocity layers, so ray paths are permitted to bend. However, the
inversion is still linear as path geometry is not updated to account
for the recovered heterogeneity.

The early work of Aki undoubtedly catalyzed the numerous seis-
mic tomography studies of the crust and lithosphere that soon
followed, but a number of other influential developments, arguably
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Fig. 1. Synthetic reconstruction test illustrating several typical characteristics of seismic traveltime tomography. (a) Synthetic test model with sources (grey stars) and
receivers (blue triangles) superimposed; (b) same model as in (a) but with all first arrival paths plotted; (c) starting model and path coverage for the iterative non-linear
inversion; (d) recovered model, which can be compared with (a). (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version

of the article.)

of similar importance, occurred at around the same time. In global
tomography, Adam Dziewonski published a paperin 1977 that uses
nearly 700,000 P wave travel time residuals from the bulletins of
the International Seismological Centre (ISC) to image the velocity
structure of the Earth’s mantle, described using a spherical har-
monic parameterization (Dziewonski et al., 1977). Despite the size
of the traveltime dataset, the number of unknowns in the inverse
problem is restricted to only 150, presumably due to limitations in
computing power.

Although not as frequently cited as Aki and Dziewonski’s sem-
inal works, an earlier paper by Bois et al. (1972) implements a
scheme that clearly conforms to the above definition of seismic
tomography. In this study, the authors use cross-hole (or well to
well) active source seismic imaging to examine part of the Lacq
oil field of southwest France. Small charges were inserted down
one hole, and their detonation recorded by geophones placed down
another hole. Traveltimes picked from the resultant seismograms
are then inverted for the 2D velocity structure of the cross-section
separating the two boreholes. Rather than use a constant block
parameterization, a regular grid of nodes is specified together with
an interpolant that ensures continuity of the velocity field and
its first derivative at every point. The traveltime prediction prob-
lem is solved using a shooting method of ray tracing that fully
accounts for isotropic heterogeneity, and an iterative non-linear
approach, similar to that demonstrated in Fig. 1, is used to recon-
cile observed and model traveltimes (Bois et al., 1971). Although
the number of unknowns that are solved for is 110, and the max-
imum number of ray paths used is 90, the proposed technique is
sophisticated, particularly considering the minimal development

that had occurred in the field prior to this application. One might
argue that seismic tomography implies 3D imaging, but in terms of
the underlying theory, there is no real difference, except for the
size of the inverse problem, and the complexity of the forward
solver.

1.3. The last three decades: a brief history

1.3.1. Local studies of the crust and upper mantle

Following the pioneering efforts in seismic tomography
described above, a veritable cascade of new applications and
developments soon followed. In cross-hole tomography, various
techniques for ray tracing and inversion were trialled (McMechan,
1983, 1987; Bregman et al., 1989), but essentially, the underly-
ing method of Bois et al. (1971) was not significantly advanced
upon. Backprojection inversion techniques, inherited from medical
imaging, were generally more popular than gradient-based meth-
ods, perhaps due to similarities in acquisition geometry. Greater
innovation came in the form of diffraction and wave equation
tomography (Pratt and Worthington, 1988; Pratt and Goulty, 1991;
Song et al., 1995; Pratt and Shipp, 1999), which attempt to exploit
more of the recorded waveform. Other classes of seismic tomog-
raphy that have their origins in exploration include reflection
tomography and wide-angle (refraction and wide-angle reflec-
tion) tomography, which use artificial sources such as explosions,
airguns and vibroseis to generate seismic energy. Reflection tomog-
raphy is a natural compliment to migration imaging, because it
offers a means to constrain velocity and interface depth using
traveltimes and, less commonly, geometric spreading amplitudes
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and reflection/transmission coefficients. One of the first studies
to implement reflection tomography was that of Bishop et al.
(1985), which combines ray shooting and a gradient based inver-
sion technique to constrain a 2D model described by constant
velocity gradient blocks and cubic spline interfaces. Similar stud-
ies have also been carried out by Farra and Madariaga (1988)
and Williamson (1990). In general, coincident reflection travel-
time data alone appears to be insufficient to satisfactorily resolve
the trade-off between interface depth and layer velocity. Con-
sequently, more recent efforts have been directed towards joint
inversion of traveltime and amplitudes (Wang and Pratt, 1997;
Wang et al., 2000), joint inversion of reflection and wide-angle trav-
eltimes (Wang and Braile, 1996; McCaughey and Singh, 1997) and
full waveform tomography (Hicks and Pratt, 2001; de Hoop et al.,
2006).

Wide-angle tomography is similar to reflection tomography, but
the source-receiver offset tends to be much greater in order to
detect refracted rays from significant depths (e.g. Pn waves from
the Moho). Both 2D and 3D experiments are common, and over the
last few decades have played a major role in unravelling the crustal
architecture of continents and margins in various parts of the world
including Canada (e.g. Hole, 1992; Kanasewich et al., 1994; Clowes
et al.,, 1995; Zelt and White, 1995; Morozov et al., 1998; Zelt et
al,, 2001, 2006) and Europe (e.g. Riahi and Juhlin, 1994; Staples et
al,, 1997; Darbyshire et al., 1998; Louden and Fan, 1998; Mjelde et
al., 1998; Korenaga et al., 2000; Morgan et al., 2000; Bleibinhaus
and Gebrande, 2006). Early efforts in this field tended to treat the
wide-angle reflection and refraction data separately, but it was
soon recognised (e.g. Kanasewich and Chiu, 1985) that their joint
inversion dramatically increased the likelihood of resolving both
interface structure and velocity variation. In recent years, wide-
angle tomography has been the subject of much interest in the
emerging field of full waveform tomography, where the prospect of
far greater resolution has motivated a number of different studies
(Pratt et al., 1996; Sirgue and Pratt, 2004; Brenders and Pratt, 2007;
Jaiswal et al., 2008).

Following the early work of Aki and Lee (1976), local earthquake
tomography (or LET) has become a popular tool for imaging subsur-
face structure in seismogenic regions. One distinguishing feature
of the technique is the need to relocate hypocenters in tandem
with recovering seismic structure. Although the conceptual basis
of LET has not really changed since Aki’s original paper, several
advances have been made, including full 3D ray tracing and itera-
tive non-linear inversion (Eberhart-Phillips, 1990); direct inversion
for Vp/Vs or Qp/Qs ratio (e.g. Walck, 1988); development of meth-
ods for constraining 3D anisotropic velocity variations (Hirahara,
1988; Eberhart-Phillips and Henderson, 2004) and attenuation
structure (Sanders, 1993; Tsumura et al., 2000); and double differ-
ence tomography (Zhang and Thurber, 2003; Monteiller and Got,
2005), which aims to significantly improve hypocenter relocation.
In subduction zone settings, recent advances include tomographic
inversion of shear wave splitting measurements for anisotropic fab-
ric (e.g. Abt and Fischer, 2008), and of velocity and attenuation
anomalies for water content, temperature and composition (Shito
et al., 2006).

Teleseismic tomography has been used extensively to map
the structure of the crust and lithosphere in 3D (e.g. Oncescu
et al., 1984; Humphreys and Clayton, 1990; Benz et al., 1992;
Glahn and Granet, 1993; Achauer, 1994; Saltzer and Humphreys,
1997; Graeber et al., 2002; Rawlinson et al., 2006b; Rawlinson and
Kennett, 2008). Compared to the original technique of Aki et al.
(1977), most teleseismic tomography now uses iterative non-linear
inversion coupled with 3D ray racing or wavefront tracking (e.g.
VanDecar and Snieder, 1994; Steck et al., 1998; Rawlinson et al.,
2006b). In most cases, teleseismic tomography is still based on
the recovery of isotropic velocity models from arrival time residu-

als, although attempts have been made to recover anisotropy (e.g.
Plomerova et al., 2008).

Detailed local studies of the upper mantle have also been con-
ducted using data from surface waves. For regions with close
spacing of broadband seismometers, interstation measurements
or array techniques (Friederich and Wielandt, 1995; Forsyth and
Li, 2005; Pedersen et al., 2003) can be used to estimate the local
dispersion characteristics within the zone of interest. These meth-
ods have been applied in a number of locations to produce detailed
tomographic images of the lithospheric mantle (e.g. Weeraratne et
al,, 2003; Bruneton et al., 2004; Li and Burke, 2006; Darbyshire and
Lebedev, 2009).

1.3.2. Regional and global tomography

The different classes of seismic tomography discussed above
tend to use temporary deployments of recorders to target a lim-
ited geographical region; hence they can be described as “local”
methods. By contrast, regional and global tomography studies more
commonly utilize information from permanent networks that span
large continental regions or much of the globe, such as the GSN
(Global Seismic Network), in addition to any available data from
temporary arrays. Targets include the upper mantle, whole mantle
or the entire Earth. Since the pioneering work of Dziewonski et al.
(1977), which used the traveltimes of P-waves, efforts have been
focused on improving resolution by exploiting an ever increasing
volume of recorded data. Current global P-wave mantle models that
exploit traveltime data from the ISC commonly constrain structure
at a scale length of a few 100km or less using millions of paths
(Zhao, 2004; Burdick et al., 2008).

In addition to direct P-waves, other phases such as PcP and
PKP are now commonly used to improve coverage, particularly in
the core (Vasco and Johnson, 1998; Boschi and Dziewonski, 2000;
Karason and van der Hilst, 2001). While spherical harmonics are
still preferred in some cases, most body wave studies now opt for
local parameterizations, such as blocks or grids, which are better
suited for recovering detailed structures such as mantle plumes or
subducting slabs (van der Hilst et al., 1997; Bijwaard et al., 1998;
Karason and van der Hilst, 2001; Zhao, 2004). The highly uneven
data coverage that typifies regional and global body wave studies —
due largely to irregular distribution of earthquakes and recording
stations - has stimulated the idea of using irregular parameter-
izations, where blocks or nodes are placed only where they are
required by the data. Bijwaard et al. (1998), Bijwaard and Spakman
(2000) and Spakman and Bijwaard (2001) use a spatially vari-
able cell size parameterization based on ray sampling, in which
an underlying regular grid is used to construct a mosaic of non-
overlapping irregular cells. Sambridge and Gudmundsson (1998)
propose a more sophisticated scheme based on Delaunay and
Voronoi cells, which is subsequently applied to whole Earth tomog-
raphy (Sambridge and Faletic, 2003; Sambridge and Rawlinson,
2005).

Body wave tomography using S-waves is also common in
regional and global studies (e.g. Grand et al., 1997; Vasco and
Johnson, 1998; Widiyantoro et al., 2002), and can either be done in
isolation or simultaneously with P-waves to obtain Vp/Vs ratio as in
LET. An alternative is to jointly resolve bulk sound and shear veloc-
ity (Su and Dziewonski, 1997; Kennett, 1998), quantities that can
be more readily linked to experimental laboratory measurements
of the physical properties of mantle minerals.

Surface waves and normal modes can also be used to construct
tomographic images of the Earth’s interior. Compared to body
waves, surface waves have the advantage that they can sample the
upper mantle beneath ocean basins at sufficient density to produce
well constrained models of oceanic lithosphere; on the other hand,
they cannot probe into the deep mantle at high resolution, and have
difficultly resolving crustal structure. A variety of different method-
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ologies have been applied to obtain information from the surface
wavetrain. Some global studies use long paths and attempt to mea-
sure phase velocity directly for the fundamental mode for each
path (e.g. Ekstrom et al., 1997; Laske and Masters, 1996). Group
velocities can be extracted using filter analysis, and have been
used to produce maps at both regional (e.g. Ritzwoller and Levshin,
1998; Danesi and Morelli, 2000; Pasyanos and Nyblade, 2007), and
global scales (Shapiro and Ritzwoller, 2002). Additional informa-
tion from surface wave overtones provides better resolution with
depth; with this in mind, van Heijst and Woodhouse (1997) develop
anew method for measuring overtone phase velocities. Combining
these data with information from body waves, Ritsema et al. (2004)
produce a shear wavespeed model of the mantle, with particular
emphasis on the upper mantle transition zone. Alternatively, an
inversion procedure can be used to fit the surface waveform (and
in some cases long period S-waves). This style of approach has also
been used to produce shear wavespeed models at both regional
(e.g. van der Lee and Nolet, 1997; Simons et al., 1999; Friederich,
2003; Heintz et al., 2005; Fishwick et al., 2005; Priestley et al., 2008)
and global scales (Debayle et al., 2005; Lebedev and van der Hilst,
2008).

Normal modes or free oscillations of the Earth, which can be
viewed as very long period standing surface waves, also offer a
means to constrain seismic structure. Individual peaks of the dis-
crete spectrum are often split due to Earth rotation, ellipticity and
lateral heterogeneity. Isolating the latter effect enables both man-
tle structure (Li et al., 1991; Resovsky and Ritzwoller, 1999), and
core structure (Ishii and Tromp, 2004) to be imaged. The advantage
of this approach is that data coverage is relatively uniform, but due
to the very low frequencies of detectable normal modes, the scale
length of recovered heterogeneity tends to be extremely broad.

Another area of active research in global seismology is atten-
uation tomography, in which lateral variations in the anelastic
parameter Q are retrieved. A key challenge with this technique
is to successfully extract the anelastic signal from the recorded
waveform, which is dominated by elastic effects. Studies to date
tend to use surface waves and hence focus on the upper man-
tle (Romanowicz, 1995; Billien and Lévéque, 2000; Selby and
Woodhouse, 2002; Gung and Romanowicz, 2004; Dalton and
Ekstrom, 2006; Dalton et al., 2008), although body wave studies
have also been carried out (Bhattacharyya et al., 1996; Reid et al.,
2001; Warren and Shearer, 2002). One of the attractions of attenua-
tion tomography is its strong sensitivity to temperature variations,
and therefore its potential to image hot spots, mantle plumes and
subduction zones.

Anisotropy is a potentially complex issue in all tomographic
studies from local to global scales, as it pervades many regions of the
Earth including the crust, upper mantle, core-mantle boundary and
inner core. The main barrier to its accurate recovery in tomography
is the under-determined nature of the inverse problem; it is difficult
enough to resolve isotropic velocity variations, let alone all 21 inde-
pendent elastic constants required to describe arbitrary anisotropic
anomalies. As a result, studies that attempt to include anisotropy
do so with a limited subset of the elastic moduli. One of the first
studies to resolve upper mantle transverse isotropy with a vertical
axis of symmetry - otherwise known as radial anisotropy (requiring
five independent parameters) — was that of Nataf et al. (1984), who
inverted both Love and Rayleigh wave data for velocity structure,
described by degree 6 spherical harmonics, to a depth of approxi-
mately 450 km. By assuming this class of anisotropy, downwelling
and upwelling features associated with slab subduction were suc-
cessfully imaged. Radial anisotropy is now frequently incorporated
into global shear velocity studies (e.g. Panning and Romanowicz,
2006; Kustowski et al., 2008). A form of anisotropy that is more
commonly assumed in surface wave tomography studies is that
of azimuthal anisotropy (e.g. transverse isotropy with a horizon-

tal axis of symmetry), which allows velocity to vary as a function
of horizontal direction, and is therefore more well tuned to upper
mantle dynamics associated with contemporary plate tectonics.
Early work in this area was carried out by Tanimoto and Anderson
(1984, 1985), who found variations of anisotropy in the upper man-
tle to be as large as 1.5%, albeit with low order spherical harmonics.
Montagner and Nataf (1986) and Montagner and Tanimoto (1991)
develop a scheme which they describe as “vectorial” tomography,
which allows radial and azimuthal anisotropy to be simultaneously
constrained by inversion of surface waveforms and regionalization
of phase or group dispersion curves. The incorporation of seismic
anisotropy in one form or another in surface wave tomography has
now become almost routine (e.g. Debayle, 1999; Simons et al., 2002;
Debayle et al., 2005; Sebai et al., 2006), but issues still remain as to
the appropriate choice of elastic parameters, and how they may
trade-off in an intrinsically under-determined inverse problem.
Shear wave splitting provides insight into the strength and
orientation of anisotropy by measuring the differential arrival
time between orthogonal components of an arriving shear wave.
However, due to the path integral nature of the measurements,
it provides limited information on the spatial distribution of
anisotropy. In the last few years, this limitation has been addressed
in the form of shear wave splitting tomography (e.g. Zhang et al.,
2007; Abt and Fischer, 2008), which attempts to map the anisotropy
inferred from the splitting measurements into a volumetric model.
In related developments, splitting intensity measurements from
SKS waves (Favier and Chevrot, 2003) have also been used to per-
form anisotropy tomography (Chevrot, 2006; Long et al., 2008).

1.4. Recent trends: ambient noise and finite frequency
tomography

Recordings of identifiable wavetrains from sources such as
earthquakes or explosions form the basis of traditional methods of
seismic tomography as described above. However, since the turn of
the millennium, virtual-source seismology has gradually emerged
to become an important field in modern seismology, thanks to the
work of a number of researchers who have both theoretically and
experimentally demonstrated a remarkable property of fully dif-
fuse or random wavefields: information they accumulate about the
medium through which they propagate can be extracted by the
long-term cross-correlation of waveforms recorded at two sepa-
rate locations (e.g. Lobkis and Weaver, 2001; Campillo and Paul,
2003; Shapiro and Campillo, 2004; Snieder, 2004; Wapenaar et al.,
2005; Sabra et al., 2005; Wapenaar and Fokkema, 2006). It turns
out that the cross-correlation produces an estimate of the Green’s
function between two points; that is, the signal that would arrive
at one point if the source waveform were a delta function (or point
impulse)located at the other point. This is a particularly useful piece
of information, because the travel time and shape of the wavelet
are purely a function of the properties of the intervening medium.
In the seismic case, the cross-correlation of ambient seismic noise
recorded at two stations (Shapiro and Campillo, 2004), or the seis-
mic coda associated with distant earthquakes (Campillo and Paul,
2003), can be used to extract empirical Green’s functions. For the
seismic coda, multiple scattering from small-scale heterogeneity
in the lithosphere appears to generate a sufficiently diffuse wave-
field. Oceanic and atmospheric disturbances, further randomized
by scattering caused by solid Earth heterogeneity, is one of the main
energy sources for ambient noise tomography.

Ambient noise tomography has now become an established
technique for imaging Earth structure at a variety of scales, but
its development continues at a rapid pace. The most common
approach is to extract Rayleigh wave group traveltimes from the
cross-correlated waveforms and invert for group velocity at differ-
ent periods (e.g. Shapiro et al., 2005; Sabra et al., 2005; Kang and
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Shin, 2006; Yao et al., 2006; Yang et al., 2007; Zheng et al., 2008).
This is often done under the assumption of straight/great circle ray
paths, but several studies have used bent rays via solution of the
eikonal equation, and have therefore addressed the non-linearity
of the problem (Rawlinson et al., 2008; Saygin and Kennett, 2009).
In the seminal study of Shapiro et al. (2005), only one month of
data from the US Array stations was required to produce high res-
olution images of the California crust, which clearly discriminates
between regions of thick sedimentary cover and crystalline base-
ment. More recent efforts have been directed towards recovering
phase velocity in addition to group velocity (Benson et al., 2008),
and attempting to resolve 3D shear wave velocity structure from
the inversion of Rayleigh and Love wave dispersion maps (Benson
et al.,, 2009).

Geometric ray theory forms the basis of the forward prediction
problem in most forms of seismic tomography, but its validity is
limited to cases where the seismic wavelength is much smaller than
the scale length of heterogeneity that characterizes the medium
through which it passes. In fact, unless the seismic energy has
infinitely high frequency (which of course is unphysical), the actual
ground motion recorded by a seismometer will have a partial
dependence on the medium in the neighbourhood of the geomet-
ric ray. Unless properly accounted for, this finite frequency effect
will essentially blur the final image. Recognition of this fact has
been longstanding in the seismic imaging community, but until
recently, a workable solution was impeded by limits in both com-
puting power and theoretical development. One of the first surface
wave studies that attempted to account for finite frequency effects
was that of Snieder (1988a,b), who used so-called first-order per-
turbation theory (or Born theory) to account for scattering. The
new technique was used in the inversion of waveform phase and
amplitude to construct phase velocity maps of Europe and the
Mediterranean.

In the context of body wave tomography, sensitivity kernels for
traveltimes or waveforms have been formulated by a variety of
researchers (e.g. Luo and Shuster, 1991; Yomogida, 1992; Vasco
and Mayer, 1993; Li and Romanowicz, 1995; Friederich, 1999;
Marquering et al., 1999; Dahlen et al., 2000; Zhao et al., 2000). The
intriguing result that body wave traveltimes are insensitive to het-
erogeneity exactly along the geometric ray path led Marquering
to use the terminology “banana doughnut” kernel. Using such sen-
sitivity kernels, finite frequency body wave tomography has been
applied to a number of different datasets with often interesting
results (e.g. Montelli et al., 2004; Yang et al., 2009), not least of
which are the well defined mantle plumes revealed in the study of
Montelli et al. (2004).

It is briefly worth noting that the beginnings of finite frequency
tomography were accompanied by some discussion as to its validity
in general heterogeneous media and the degree of improvement it
brought to conventional ray-based tomography (de Hoop and van
der Hilst, 2005a,b; Dahlen and Nolet, 2005; Montelli et al., 2006;
Trampert and Spetzler, 2006). However, with increasing use of the
technique, and validation against wave equation solvers (Tromp et
al., 2005), these discussions have become less relevant. Besides the
study of Montelli et al. (2004), others to have used finite frequency
tomography include Hung et al. (2004), who report increased reso-
lution in the upper mantle transition zone beneath Iceland; Chevrot
and Zhao (2007), who use finite frequency Rayleigh wave tomog-
raphy to image the Kaapval craton; and Sigloch et al. (2008), who
exploit teleseismic P-waves to elucidate the structure of subducted
plates beneath western North America.

Compared to seismic traveltime tomography based on geo-
metric ray theory, the advantage of finite frequency traveltime
tomography is that a larger range of phase information is used
to constrain structure. For a single source-receiver arrival, filter-
ing over a large range of frequencies will produce a set of delay

101°.

10

Intel Pentium IV

—_
(=]
il

First 3-D seismic tomography
publication

—_
o,
=

Intel Core 2 Duo

1084

Number of transistors
Intel Pentium Il ©

Intel 8086

10%4

104

108
1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005
Year

Fig. 2. Increase in the number of transistors as a function of time for a range of Intel
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times (e.g. extracted using cross-correlation with a synthetic pulse
- see Nolet, 2008) that can be inverted for structure. The advan-
tage of phase information is that it behaves more linearly than
the waveform, and is hence more amenable to inversion by lin-
earized techniques. Another benefit of finite frequency tomography
is that it is feasible to invert amplitude information (e.g. Sigloch et
al., 2008) due to the phenomenon of wavefront healing. Geomet-
ric ray amplitudes behave in a much more non-linear fashion, and
are therefore difficult to incorporate in tomography. Provided that
broadband observables are available, finite frequency tomography
has the potential to improve seismic imaging on many fronts.

1.5. Seismic tomography and computing power

The rise of seismic tomography is inextricably linked with the
rapid advances in digital computing and microprocessor technol-
ogy that began in the 1960s. This branch of seismology would
simply not be feasible without the ability to make millions to tril-
lions of calculations per second. An often used proxy for the growth
in computing power is Moore’s law, which stems from his semi-
nal paper (Moore, 1965) in which he predicted that the number of
components on an integrated circuit would increase exponentially,
approximately doubling every two years up until at least 1975.
Today, this rule of thumb is applied to the number of transistors on
a microprocessor. Fig. 2 shows the “Moore’s law” plot for Intel pro-
cessors between 1971 and 2007. Linear regression demonstrates
that an exponential increase appears to be a valid approximation,
at least until recently. With recent emphasis on cluster comput-
ing and multiple core processors, the rapid increases in computing
power appear set to continue.

Early applications of seismic tomography were challenged by
what we would probably today regard as breathtakingly limited
hardware. For example, at about the time that Keiiti Aki’s pio-
neering work on seismic tomography was published (Aki and Lee,
1976; AKki et al., 1977), the cutting edge in computing power was
the Cray I, the first commercially successful vector computer. It
was capable of a peak performance of 250 million FLOPS (float-
ing point operations per second)—though usually ran at about
80 million FLOPS, had about 8 megabytes of main memory, and
weighed nearly 2.5 tons (Schefter, 1979). Although impressive for
its time, the stunning advances in computing power over the last
few decades means that a standard desktop computer is now many
times faster. For example, computers using a single Intel Core i7
processor can expect performance of around 60+ billion FLOPS
(source: www.hardcoreware.net), some 750 times faster than the
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CRAY 1 in normal operating mode. While this increase in power
is considerable, it should be considered in the context of the vast
quantities of high quality digital seismic data that are now being
recorded and archived, and the need to represent the Earth by
many parameters to properly accommodate such large quantities
ofinformation in tomographic studies. For example, recent regional
and global body wave tomography studies use over 107 traveltimes
to constrain models with 10°-10% unknowns (e.g. Burdick et al.,
2008).

The remainder of this review paper will describe methods
used in seismic tomography for representing structure, solving
the forward and inverse problems, and assessing solution non-
uniqueness. Several case studies of local and regional tomography
are then presented to provide the reader with a broad cross-section
of the different types of studies that are commonly carried out, and
the particular issues associated with them. The final section of the
paper will discuss future directions in seismic tomography. Within
the confines of a relatively short review paper, it is not possible
to cover every aspect of this large and diverse field. In addition to
the many references that are provided in specific subject areas, we
can recommend several other review articles and books. The edited
volumes of Nolet (1987) and lyer and Hirahara (1993) are notable
for being two of the earliest books to be published on the subject
and contain a wealth of useful information. However, they do not
provide a gentle introduction to the subject. The recent book by
Nolet (2008) provides an authoritative, coherent and wide ranging
dissertation on seismic tomography and is highly recommended.
The review article of Rawlinson and Sambridge (2003b) provides
good coverage of crustal and lithospheric traveltime tomography,
and the review paper of Romanowicz (2003) is a good introduction
to global mantle tomography.

2. Representation of structure

Ideally, one would like to extract structural information from
seismic data without first imposing limitations on the nature of its
spatial variation. In the synthetic example shown in Fig. 1, cubic
B-splines on a regular grid were used to represent velocity struc-
ture, which limited the minimum scale length of heterogeneity
to the chosen grid spacing, and only allowed smooth variations
in wavespeed. In reality, the Earth may contain both continuous
and discontinuous (e.g. Moho, faults) variations in wavespeed, and
exhibit structural heterogeneity at multiple scale-lengths. Hence,
our choice of parameterization immediately restricts the field of
permissible models, and can be viewed as a form of ad hoc regular-
ization. The use of splines on a regular grid to represent structure,
asinFig. 1, is an example of a regular static parameterization, which
is by far the most common approach used in seismic tomogra-
phy. Other options include irregular parameterizations, where the
minimum scale length of structure is variable, and adaptive param-
eterizations, where the inversion process plays a role in adjusting
the number and/or location of parameters to suit the resolving
power of the data. While several studies have used static irregular
parameterizations, they are generally applied within an adaptive
framework. Apart from limiting the range of structure that can be
recovered, the choice of parameterization is important because it
impacts on the solution technique chosen for both the forward and
inverse problems.

2.1. Common regular parameterizations

Regular parameterizations are attractive because they are
conceptually simple, easy to formulate, and generally do not com-
plicate the forward and inverse solvers. Cells or blocks (Fig. 3a) with
uniform seismic properties (e.g. velocity or slowness) are the most

basic form of parameterization, and make initial value ray tracing
simple because path segments in each block are straight lines. On
the other hand, the artificial discontinuities between each block
are unrealistic, and can lead to unwarranted ray shadow zones
and triplications, which may make the two-point ray tracing prob-
lem more non-linear. Using a large number of blocks with some
form of smoothing regularization can mitigate these problems, but
it will be at the expense of increased computing time. Constant
slowness/velocity blocks have been widely used in most forms of
tomography, including teleseismic (Aki et al., 1977; Oncescu et
al., 1984; Humphreys and Clayton, 1988, 1990; Benz et al., 1992;
Achauer, 1994; Saltzer and Humphreys, 1997), local earthquake
(Aki and Lee, 1976; Nakanishi, 1985), wide-angle (Zhu and Ebel,
1994; Hildebrand et al., 1989; Williamson, 1990; Blundell, 1993)
and global (Grand et al., 1997; Vasco and Johnson, 1998; van der
Hilst et al., 1997; Boschi and Dziewonski, 1999). A slightly more
sophisticated approach is to use triangular cells (2D) or tetrahe-
dra (3D) with a constant velocity gradient, which like constant
velocity blocks, facilitates analytic ray tracing (e.g. Chapman and
Drummond, 1982; White, 1989).

An alternative to block parameterizations is to define seis-
mic properties at the vertices of a regular grid (Fig. 3b) together
with some interpolation function. One of the first implementa-
tions of this approach was by Thurber (1983), who used trilinear
interpolation between a rectangular grid of nodes to define a con-
tinuously varying velocity field for local earthquake tomography.
This scheme is now commonly used in earthquake tomography
(Eberhart-Phillips, 1986, 1990; Zhao et al., 1992; Eberhart-Phillips
and Michael, 1993; Scott et al., 1994; Graeber and Asch, 1999),
and can be found in other forms of tomography, including tele-
seismic tomography (Zhao et al., 1994; Steck et al., 1998). The
use of higher order interpolation results in a smoother contin-
uum, but requires a larger basis. For example, trilinear interpolation
means that any point within a cell is defined by the 8 points that
describe the cell, but produces Cy continuity (i.e. continuous, but
not differentiable everywhere). On the other hand, the use of cubic
B-splines means that any point within a cell is a function of 64
surrounding points, but results in C, continuity (i.e. continuous
second derivatives). Thus, there is generally a trade-off between
smoothness, the width of the local basis, and consequently, com-
puting time. Exceptions include natural cubic splines, which are
cubic polynomials that interpolate each grid point and have a global
basis (i.e. any point defined by the spline is a function of all grid
points). Cubic spline functions with a local basis are used widely in
tomography: Thomson and Gubbins (1982) and Sambridge (1990)
use Cardinal splines in teleseismic and local earthquake tomogra-
phy respectively; Farra and Madariaga (1988) and McCaughey and
Singh (1997) use cubic B-splines in wide-angle tomography; and
Rawlinson et al. (2006b) use cubic B-splines in teleseismic tomog-
raphy. Splines under tension (Smith and Wessel, 1990) is a flexible
form of parameterization that essentially allows variation between
quasi-trilinear interpolation and cubic spline interpolation. The
ideal tension factor results in a smooth model that minimizes unre-
alistic oscillations yet maximizes local control. Neele et al. (1993),
VanDecaretal.(1995)and Ritsema et al. (1998) all use this approach
in teleseismic tomography.

In regional and global tomography, regular blocks or grids in
spherical coordinates are faced with the additional challenge of an
artificial increase in spatial resolution towards the poles and central
axis. To address this problem Wang and Dahlen (1995) and Wang et
al. (1998) develop spherical surface splines which essentially corre-
spond to a cubic B-spline basis on a triangular grid of approximately
equally spaced knot points. In global waveform tomography, the
so-called “cubed-sphere” (Ronchi et al., 1996), which is an ana-
lytic mapping from the cube to the sphere, has become popular,
particularly in conjunction with the spectral element method for



108 N. Rawlinson et al. / Physics of the Earth and Planetary Interiors 178 (2010) 101-135

(a) T O Velocity (km)s)
2 3 4 5 6 7 B

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

z (km)

N

-40
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

x (km)

(b) B O Velocity (km/s)
2 3 4 5 6 7 8

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

e 40
0 10 20 30 40 50 €60 Y0 &80 90 100
X (km)

Fig. 3. 2D velocity field defined using (a) constant velocity blocks; (b) cubic B-spline patches.

numerical solution of the elastic wave equation (Komatitsch et al.,
2002).

A common alternative to the discretization of seismic proper-
ties in the spatial domain is to instead use the wavenumber domain.
Spectral parameterizations that use some form of truncated Fourier
series fall into this category (e.g. Wang and Houseman, 1997); the
unknown parameters in the inversion problem then become the
amplitude coefficients of the harmonic terms, rather than the val-
ues at grid nodes or within blocks that is generally the case when
the spatial domain is parameterized. At the local scale, spectral
parameterizations have been used in wide-angle traveltime inver-
sion by Hildebrand et al. (1989), Hammer et al. (1994) and Wiggins
et al. (1996). In global tomography, spherical harmonics are fre-
quently used for structural representation (Dziewonski et al., 1977;
Dziewonski and Woodhouse, 1987; Li et al., 1991; Trampert and
Woodhouse, 1995; Reid et al., 2001; Romanowicz and Gung, 2002)
due to their natural affinity with the shape of the Earth, their rela-
tive simplicity in controlling the wavelength of recovered structure,
and their common usage in other global geophysical studies (e.g.
gravity, magnetism), which helps facilitate direct comparison. The
drawback of infinitely differentiable functions of this type is that
they have a global basis (i.e. adjustment of any single harmonic
term will have a global influence on the model), so poorly resolved
portions of a model may detrimentally influence (or “leak”) into
other regions. Furthermore, compute time can become significant
for models described by a large number of harmonic terms, since
they all contribute to the value of the function at any given point.
Amirbekyan et al. (2008) attempt to address these shortcomings
by developing a harmonic spherical spline parameterization, which
combines spherical harmonics with the spatial localization prop-
erties of spline functions.

Representing the Earth by a function which assumes continuous
variation of seismic properties is valid in many circumstances, but
there are cases where explicit inclusion of interfaces is required. For
example, in wide-angle tomography, refracted and reflected waves
are the primary observables, and cannot be synthesized without
the presence of discontinuities (one could argue that sharp veloc-
ity gradients will give rise to similar phenomena, but the data will
generally not be able to resolve such features, so explicit interfaces
are a valid approximation). There are two basic styles of interface

(a)

parameterization that are used in seismic tomography. The most
common represents the subsurface as one or more sub-horizontal
layers overlying a half-space (Fig. 4a); each layer laterally traverses
the entire model, but may pinch together in one or more places
(Rawlinson and Sambridge, 2003b). This is often used in coincident
reflection and wide-angle tomography, where ubiquitous inter-
faces such as the Moho are well suited to this form of representation
(e.g. Chiu et al., 1986; Farra and Madariaga, 1988; Williamson,
1990; Sambridge, 1990; Wang and Houseman, 1994; Zelt, 1999;
Rawlinson et al., 2001a; Rawlinson and Urvoy, 2006). The velocity
(or other seismic property) within each layer can be represented
using any of the techniques described above, and need not nec-
essarily be linked to the interface geometry or adjacent layers. The
relative simplicity of this representation makes it amenable to rapid
data prediction, yet allows many different classes of later arriving
phases to be computed.

In some instances, a priori information is sufficiently detailed
that more sophisticated parameterizations that mix continuous
and discontinuous variations in seismic properties are warranted.
For example, in exploration seismology, data coverage is usually
dense, and near surface complexities (such as faults) often need
to be accurately represented. Furthermore, there is often detailed
information from field mapping and other geophysical techniques
that is available. A parameterization that may be more suitable
in these circumstances involves dividing the model region up
into an aggregate of irregularly shaped volume elements (Fig. 4b),
within which seismic properties vary smoothly, but is discontinu-
ous across element boundaries (e.g. Pereyra, 1996; Bulant, 1999).
This allows most geological features such as faults, folds, lenses,
overthrusts, intrusions etc. to be faithfully represented, but makes
both the forward prediction and inverse problems more challeng-
ing to solve.

The mathematical functions used to describe interfaces are
largely analogous with those used to describe seismic continua. For
example, piecewise linear segments are somewhat equivalent to
constant velocity cells, and produce artificial ray shadow zones on
account of the gradient discontinuities between each line segment
(Williamson, 1990; Zelt and Smith, 1992). The logical extension of
this to 3D is to represent surfaces using piecewise triangular area
elements (Sambridge, 1990; Guiziou et al., 1996), as illustrated in

Fig. 4. Two schemes for representing media which contain both continuous and discontinuous variations in seismic property (a) laterally continuous interfaces within which
seismic structure w;(x, z) varies smoothly; (b) flexible framework based on an aggregate of irregular blocks within which seismic structure w;(x, z) varies smoothly.
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Fig. 5. Multi-valued surface constructed using (a) a mesh of triangular area elements; (b) a mosaic of cubic B-spline surface patches.

Fig. 5a. Both of these parameterizations make multi-valued surfaces
straightforward to represent, but cause two-point ray tracing and
hence the data prediction problem to become less robust. Interfaces
may also be defined on a grid of depth nodes, with some inter-
polation function used to describe the complete surface (Fig. 5b).
Cubic splines are widely used in 2D and 3D wide-angle tomog-
raphy, where sub-horizontal interfaces are commonly included
(e.g. Farra and Madariaga, 1988; White, 1989; Lutter and Nowack,
1990; Pereyra, 1996; McCaughey and Singh, 1997; Rawlinson and
Houseman, 1998; Rawlinson et al., 2001a; Rawlinson and Urvoy,
2006).

2.2. Irregular parameterizations

In regional and global tomography, it has long been recognised
that the limited geographical distribution of sources and receivers
often leads to highly irregular sampling of the subsurface by the
recorded seismic energy. This problem also exists for more targeted
experiments such as local earthquake and teleseismic tomography,
although station distribution tends to be more uniform. Studies
which control the location of sources, such as vibroseis, explo-
sions, air-guns and ambient noise experiments, are less liable to
experience uneven data coverage, but it still remains an issue. The
use of uniform basis functions, as described above, to represent
structural information extracted from such data is therefore incon-
sistent, because it does not recognise its spatially varying resolving
power. An alternative approach is to use a parameterization which
can itself adapt to the spatially varying constraints supplied by the
data.

Pioneering work in this area goes back several decades, with the
studies of Chou and Booker (1979) and Tarantola and Nercessian
(1984), who propose “block-less” parameterizations for seismic
tomography. These allow local smoothing scale lengths to vary
spatially, and are in principle similar to the more recent and com-
monly used variable mesh schemes. “Continuous regionalization”,
as developed by Montagner and Nataf (1986), is one manifesta-
tion of the “block-less” approach to structural representation that
is commonly used in surface wave tomography (e.g. Debayle, 1999;
Debayle and Kennett, 2003). It produces a smooth model of vari-
able scale length by using a Gaussian prior covariance function to
enforce correlation between adjacent points. This takes the form of
a prior variance and horizontal correlation length, which constrain
the allowable amplitude and lateral length scale of anomalies. The
choice of correlation length can be based on ray path coverage,
which helps address the problem of uneven data sampling. One of
the main drawbacks of the scheme is computational cost, which
scales with M2, where M is the number of data. Montagner and
Tanimoto (1990) introduce several approximations to the orig-
inal scheme to improve efficiency, and Debayle and Sambridge
(2004) implement sophisticated geometrical algorithms to exclude

regions that contribute little to the prior covariance function. This
has the dual benefit of further improving efficiency and making the
algorithm highly suited to parallelization. Consequently, the new
scheme can be applied to much larger problems (of the order of
50,000 paths for example).

In an alternative approach, Fukao et al. (1992) use non-
uniformly sized rectangular 3D blocks to account for uneven ray
sampling, and Abers and Roecker (1991) introduce a scheme in
which fine scale uniform 3D blocks are joined to form larger irreg-
ular cells (a “bottom-up” approach). Sambridge et al. (1995) and
Sambridge and Gudmundsson (1998) were the first to propose the
use of Delaunay tetrahedra and Voronoi polyhedra, which are com-
pletely unstructured meshes, in seismic tomography (see Fig. 6 for
an example of Delaunay triangulation—a continuum can be read-
ily described for any arbitrary distribution of nodes). The main
challenges in using such schemes include: (1) increased compute
time to solve the forward problem; (2) developing an appropri-
ate technique for fitting the mesh to the data constraints; (3)
interpreting the results, which will exhibit structure at multiple
scale lengths. Static schemes use a fixed parameterization through-
out the inversion, while adaptive schemes dynamically adjust the
parameterization during the inversion.

One of the first studies to use an adaptive scheme was that of
Michelini (1995), who adjusts the velocity and position of cubic
B-spline control vertices in 2D cross-hole tomography. While the
topology of the control mesh in this case is regular, the use of
parametric splines allows some irregularity in the position of
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Fig. 6. Irregular parameterization using optimal Delaunay triangulation to describe
a continuum based on a discrete set of control nodes.
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Fig. 7. Principle of the (a) shooting method; (b) bending method of ray tracing. In both cases, iterative refinement of some initial path is required to locate the correct two
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nodes. Curtis and Snieder (1997) also consider the 2D cross-hole
problem, but use Delaunay triangulation to represent structure. A
genetic algorithm is used to find the position of the node which
minimizes the condition number of the tomographic system of
equations. In 3D reflection tomography, Vesnaver et al. (2000) and
B6hm et al. (2000) develop an adaptive scheme which uses Delau-
nay triangles and Voronoi polyhedra. Zhang and Thurber (2005)
also devise an adaptive scheme based on tetrahedral and Voronoi
diagrams to match the data distribution, and apply it to local earth-
quake and shot data to image the 3D structure beneath Parkfield,
California.

Bijwaard et al. (1998), Bijwaard and Spakman (2000) and
Spakman and Bijwaard (2001) perform global P-wave traveltime
tomography using an approach similar to Abers and Roecker (1991)
in which the 3D mesh is matched to the ray path density prior to
inversion (i.e. a static approach). One of the first studies to carry
out adaptive whole Earth tomography was that of Sambridge and
Faletic (2003), who parameterize the Earth in terms of Delaunay
tetrahedra. A “top-down” approach to mesh adaptation is used, in
which new nodes are added to the edge of tetrahedra where the
local velocity gradient is highest. Four updates are performed, with
a linear tomographic system based on rays in a laterally homoge-
neous Earth solved after each update. This approach to adaptation
is simple to implement, but regions of good data constraints are
not always characterized by significant velocity gradients. Other
studies to use Delaunay tetrahedra in global body wave tomogra-
phy include those of Montelli et al. (2004) and Nolet and Montelli
(2005). In fact, most global body wave imaging studies now use
irregular meshes of one sort or another (e.g. Burdick et al., 2008).

A review of this topic can be found in Sambridge and Rawlinson
(2005).

As noted earlier, spectral parameterizations such as spherical
harmonics are not well suited to problems that exhibit signif-
icant variations in data coverage. An alternative approach that
shows great promise in addressing the multi-scale nature of seis-
mic tomography is the use of wavelet decomposition. Chiao and
Kuo (2001) investigate the use of Harr wavelets on a sphere for
representing lateral shear wave speed variations in D", as con-
strained by S-SKS traveltimes. They conclude from their results that
wavelets provide a natural regularization scheme based on ray path
sampling, with recovered detail varying according to the resolving
power of the data. Tikhotsky and Achauer (2008) invert both con-
trolled source seismic and gravity data for 3D velocity and interface
structure also represented using Haar wavelets. Loris et al. (2007)
use more sophisticated wavelets that allow for smoother repre-
sentations of structure than the discontinuous Haar wavelets. They
also minimize an objective function that, in addition to the usual
L, data misfit term, contains an L;-norm measure of the wavelet
coefficients, the aim being to promote a parsimonious description
of structure that only has detail where required by the data.

A statistical method known as partition modelling, which is an
ensemble inference approach used within a Bayesian framework,
has recently been introduced to seismic tomography (Bodin and
Sambridge, 2009). It uses a dynamic parameterization which is able
to adapt to the uneven spatial distribution of information that char-
acterizes most datasets, and does not require explicit regularization
(damping and smoothing terms can be discarded). In the paper of
Bodin and Sambridge (2009), a Markov chain Monte Carlo method
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is used to invert traveltime data (assuming straight rays) with a
model comprising a small number of constant velocity Voronoi
cells. Remarkably, even though each model in the pool of best fitting
solutions has a very blocky appearance, their average is a smooth
model that is superior to that obtained using a conventional regular
grid approach.

3. The data prediction problem

Seismic tomography may exploit one or more observables from
a seismic record, including traveltime, amplitude, frequency con-
tent or the full waveform. The need for accurate, efficient and robust
predictions of these quantities has driven the development of a
wide range of techniques, most of which are based on the high-
frequency assumption of geometric optics. The descriptions and
discussion below will focus mainly on ray and grid-based tech-
niques for solving the two-point problem of finding the path taken
by seismic energy between source and receiver.

3.1. Ray-based methods

The full elastic wave equation can be greatly simplified in cases
where the high frequency assumption is valid. It can be shown for
both P and S waves in an isotropic medium (e.g. Rawlinson et al.,
2007) that the elastic wave equation will reduce to:

IVT| =s, (1)
2VA.-VT +AV?’T =0 (2)

where Tis traveltime, s is slowness and A is amplitude. Eq. (1) is the
eikonal equation, which governs the propagation of seismic waves
through isotropic media. Eq. (2) is the transport equation, which
can be used to compute the amplitude of the propagating wave. In
fully anisotropic media (Cerveny, 2001), the eikonal and transport
equations have a slightly more complex form due to the presence of
the elastic tensor c. Instead of directly solving the eikonal equation,
it is possible to only consider its characteristics, which are trajec-
tories orthogonal to the wavefront (in isotropic media). These are
described by the kinematic ray equation:

% [S%} = Vs. 3)
where [ is path length and r is a position vector of a point along the
ray. In anisotropic media, the Hamiltonian formalism of classical
mechanics (Cerveny, 2001; Chapman, 2004) is a more convenient
form of representation. The behaviour of rays in the presence of
interfaces is simply described by Snell’s law, which can be gener-
alized for anisotropic media (e.g. Slawinski et al., 2000). Dynamic
ray tracing can be applied to yield amplitudes, and this can be done
most easily by using the paraxial ray approximation (Cerveny and
Psencik, 1983; Cerveny and Firbas, 1984; Cerveny, 1987; Farra and
Madariaga, 1988; Virieux and Farra, 1991; Cerveny, 2001; Cerveny
et al., 2007; Tian et al., 2007a), which essentially involves using
first-order perturbation theory to deduce characteristics of the
wavefield in the neighbourhood of a reference ray.

3.1.1. Shooting methods

Shooting methods of ray tracing formulate Eq. (3) as an initial
value problem, which allows a complete ray path to be traced (with
application of Snell’s law at interfaces if necessary) given some ini-
tial trajectory. The two-point problem of locating a source-receiver
path is more difficult to solve, because it is essentially a (potentially
highly) non-linear inverse problem, with the initial ray direction as
the unknown, and some measure of the distance between receiver
and ray end point as the function to be minimized. In media
described by constant velocity (or slowness) blocks, the initial value

problem is simple to solve (via repeated application of Snell’s law),
but the two-point problem is not (Williamson, 1990). Analytic ray
tracing can also be used in media with a constant velocity gradi-
ent (e.g. White, 1989; Rawlinson et al., 2001a), constant gradient
of Inv, and constant gradient of the nth power of slowness 1/v"
(Cerveny, 2001). Other than these few cases, numerical solution of
Eq.(1)is required. In the presence of interfaces, one potentially dif-
ficult problem is to efficiently locate the ray-interface intersection
point, particularly when sophisticated interface parameterizations
are used. However, a number of practical methods are available
(Sambridge, 1990; Virieux and Farra, 1991; Rawlinson et al.,2001a).

The boundary value problem is most commonly solved using
an iterative non-linear approach, in which the source trajectory of
some initial guess ray path is perturbed until it hits the desired
end point (see Fig. 7a). Julian and Gubbins (1977) propose two
different iterative non-linear techniques for solving the two-point
problem: one is based on Newton’s method, and the other on the
method of false position. Both techniques have been widely used
(e.g. Sambridge, 1990; Rawlinson et al., 2001a). Fig. 8 shows two
point paths computed using the shooting method of Rawlinson et
al. (2001a). A variety of methods have been proposed for locating a
suitably accurate initial guess ray, including shooting a broad fan of
rays towards the receiver and then iteratively refining the ray fan
(Virieux and Farra, 1991), and using the correct two point path for
a laterally averaged version of the model (Thurber and Ellsworth,
1980; Sambridge, 1990). As the non-linearity of the boundary value
problem increases, iterative non-linear solvers require more accu-
rate initial guess rays (see Fig. 10 of Rawlinson et al., 2007, for a clear
illustration). Although not frequently acknowledged in the litera-
ture, practical applications of shooting, particularly in regions of
significant heterogeneity, often settle for some “acceptable” trade-
off between the percentage of two-point paths located, and total
compute time.

Fully non-linear shooting methods, based on sampling algo-
rithms like simulated annealing, have been devised and tested (e.g.
Velis and Ulrych, 1996, 2001), but they have not proved popular.
Perhaps this is because ray tracing is at its most useful when veloc-
ity heterogeneity is not too severe, so that local sampling of the ray
field is still a valid approach for the detection of two-point paths.
When this is no longer the case, global techniques like grid based
eikonal solvers (see below) will be much more efficient. Shooting
methods of ray tracing are widely used in seismic tomography, due
to their conceptual simplicity, and potential for high accuracy and
efficiency (Cassell, 1982; Benz and Smith, 1984; Langan et al., 1985;
Farra and Madariaga, 1988; Sambridge, 1990; Zelt and Smith, 1992;
VanDecar et al., 1995; McCaughey and Singh, 1997; Rawlinson et
al.,, 2001b).

3.2. Bending methods

Bending methods of ray tracing iteratively adjust the geome-
try of some arbitrary two point path until it becomes a true ray
path (see Fig. 7b) i.e. it satisfies Fermat’s principle of stationary
time. A common approach to implementing the bending method
is to derive a boundary value formulation of Eq. (3), which can
then be solved iteratively (Julian and Gubbins, 1977). Pereyra et
al. (1980) devise a bending method similar to that of Julian and
Gubbins (1977), but extend it to allow for the presence of inter-
faces. In complex media Pereyra (1996) use ray shooting to help
locate an initial guess ray.

Pseudo-bending methods use the same principle of adjusting
ray geometry to locate a true ray, but avoid direct solution of the
ray equations. One of the first pseudo-bending schemes was devel-
oped by Um and Thurber (1987), who describe a ray path by a
set of linearly interpolated points. For some initial arbitrary path
described by a small number of points, the scheme proceeds by
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Fig. 8. Two point paths through a 3D medium computed using the shooing method of Rawlinson et al. (2001a). (a) Reflected rays; (b) refracted rays.

adjusting the location of each point by directly exploiting Fermat’s
principle of stationary time. Once some convergence criterion is
satisfied, new points are interpolated between pre-existing points,
and the iterative procedure continues until sufficient accuracy is
achieved. Despite the relatively crude approximations made in
pseudo-bending, Um and Thurber (1987) find it to be much more
computationally efficient than conventional bending schemes.
Consequently, it has become popular for problems that require
large travel-time datasets to be predicted, such as in 3D local
earthquake tomography (Eberhart-Phillips, 1990; Scott et al., 1994;
Eberhart-Phillips and Reyners, 1997; Graeber and Asch, 1999). Zhao
etal.(1992) modify the pseudo-bending scheme of Um and Thurber
(1987) to allow for the presence of interfaces, and Koketsu and
Sekine (1998) devise a similar scheme in 3D spherical coordinates.

Like ray shooting, fully non-linear bending methods have also
been devised; for example, Sadeghi et al. (1999) develop a method
which uses genetic algorithms to globally search for the minimum
time path between two fixed points. Again, like fully non-linear
shooting, one could argue that the exhaustive interrogation of the
ray field for each source-receiver pair would make other classes
of techniques that guarantee to find the global minimum (like
eikonal solvers) more practical. Apart from shooting and bending
methods, the boundary value problem can also be solved using
techniques based on structural perturbation (Cerveny, 2001). In
this class of scheme, a known two-point path exists in a reference
medium, and the aim is to locate the equivalent two point pathin a
slightly modified medium. Solution of this class of problem can be
obtained using ray perturbation theory (Farra and Madariaga, 1987;
Snieder and Sambridge, 1992; Snieder, 1993; Pulliam and Snieder,
1996). Although relevant to iterative non-linear tomography, this
approach is not widely used.

3.3. Grid-based methods

Instead of tracing rays between source and receiver, an alterna-
tive strategy is to compute the global traveltime field as defined by
a grid of points. This will implicitly contain the wavefront geome-
try as a function of time (i.e. contours of T(x)), and all possible ray
trajectories (specified by AT). Compared to conventional shooting
and bending methods of ray tracing, grid-based traveltime schemes
have several clear advantages: (1) they compute traveltimes to all
points in the medium, including (in most cases) diffractions in ray
shadow zones; (2) they exhibit high stability in strongly hetero-
geneous media; (3) they efficiently compute traveltime and path

information, particularly when the ratio of sources to receivers
(or vice versa) is high; (4) they consistently yield first-arrivals.
The advantages of grid-based schemes are offset somewhat by
the following drawbacks: (1) their accuracy is a function of grid-
spacing—in 3D, halving the grid spacing will increase compute time
by at least a factor of eight; (2) in most cases, they only produce
first-arrivals; (3) they have difficulty computing quantities other
than traveltime (e.g. amplitude); (4) anisotropy, easily dealt with
by ray methods, is more of a challenge. Two grid-based schemes -
finite difference solution of the eikonal equation and shortest path
methods - have emerged as popular alternatives to ray tracing.

3.3.1. Eikonal solvers

The use of eikonal solvers in seismology was largely pioneered
by Vidale (1988, 1990), who developed a technique for finite differ-
ence solution of the eikonal equation on a grid. Relatively simple
centred difference stencils are formulated for approximating the
gradient terms in Eq. (1), so that traveltimes can be computed at
new points using known values at adjacent points. An expand-
ing square is adopted for the computational front, which sweeps
through the medium from the source point until the complete trav-
eltime field is computed. Ray paths can be found retrospectively by
simply following the traveltime gradient from each receiver back
to the source. The resulting scheme is fast and sufficiently accurate
for most seismic applications, with CPU time being approximately
proportional to the number of points defining the grid. The use of
an expanding square formalism to define the shape of the com-
putational front cannot always respect the direction of flow of
information through the medium. For example, it is possible that
a first arrival will need to sample a region outside the expanding
square before returning back into it. Consequently, first arrivals are
not always guaranteed, which can lead to instability. Nonetheless,
the basic scheme proposed by Vidale (1988, 1990) remains popu-
lar, and its stability has been improved thanks to new features such
as special headwave operators (Hole and Zelt, 1995; Afnimar and
Koketsu, 2000), and post-sweeping to correct for the non-causal
nature of the expanding square (Hole and Zelt, 1995). van Trier and
Symes (1991) use entropy-satisfying first-order upwind operators
to improve computational efficiency and deal with wavefront dis-
continuities. Comparable improvements are made by Podvin and
Lecomte (1991), who employ Huygen'’s principle in the finite dif-
ference approximation.

The above techniques, which have largely been independently
developed in seismology, bears some similarity with essentially
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Fig. 9. Reflected wavefront and traveltime field computed using the FMM scheme
of Rawlinson and Sambridge (2004a).

non-oscillatory (ENO) finite difference schemes developed in the
field of computational mathematics (Shu and Osher, 1988, 1989).
The attraction of ENO schemes is that they can be readily expanded
to very high orders of accuracy, yet remain stable. Kim and Cook
(1999) devise a scheme which they describe as ENO-DNO-PS
to efficiently compute first-arrival traveltime fields. The DNO (or
down ‘n’ out) refers to an expanding box computational front, and
PS refers to post-sweeping. Therefore, apart from the finite differ-
ence stencil, it is very similar to the scheme of Hole and Zelt (1995).
WENO (weighted ENO) schemes, which offer improved computa-
tion time and stability compared with ENO schemes, have also been
developed (Liu et al., 1994; Jiang and Shu, 1996; Jiang and Peng,
2000). Qian and Symes (2002) use a WENO scheme with adaptive
gridding to compute traveltimes, and Buske and Kdstner (2004)
implement a WENO scheme in polar coordinates to compute trav-
eltimes that are sufficiently accurate to solve the transport equation
for amplitudes.

In order to overcome the limitations of the expanding square
formalism, Qin et al. (1992) and Cao and Greenhalgh (1994) use
the first-arriving wave-front as the computational front, which is
locally evolved by always choosing the point with minimum trav-
eltime along the edge of the computed field to update adjacent
points. This ensures that the shape of the computational front con-
forms to the first-arrival wavefront, and will not result in causality
breaches. The drawback of this approach is the additional computa-
tional expense involved in locating the global minimum traveltime
point along the computational front. For example, if heap sorting is
used, then computing time will be proportional to Nlog N, where
N is the total number of grid points used to describe the velocity
field.

Another eikonal solver that was developed in the field of com-
putational mathematics is the so-called Fast Marching Method or
FMM (Sethian, 1996; Sethian and Popovici, 1999; Popovici and
Sethian, 2002). It uses upwind entropy-satisfying finite difference
stencils to solve the eikonal equation, and a computational front
(narrow band) that encapsulates the first-arriving wavefront. The
finite difference stencils account for the fact that the first-arrival
traveltime field is not always differentiable (i.e. the AT term in
Eq. (1) is not necessarily defined everywhere), and result in a very
robust method. Rawlinson and Sambridge (2004a,b) extend the
scheme to improve accuracy in the source neighbourhood where
wavefront curvature is high (and therefore poorly described by
a regular grid), and compute phases comprising any number of
refracted and reflected branches in media containing interfaces (see
Fig. 9). Eikonal solvers are now widely used in tomography, partic-
ularly 3D wide-angle and teleseismic studies (Hole, 1992; Zelt et

al., 1996, 2001; Riahi et al., 1997; Zelt and Barton, 1998; Zelt, 1999;
Day et al., 2001; Rawlinson et al., 2006a,b; Rawlinson and Urvoy,
2006; Rawlinson and Kennett, 2008).

3.3.2. Shortest path ray tracing

Another class of grid-based scheme that has been used in seis-
mic tomography to compute traveltimes to all points of a gridded
velocity field is shortest path ray tracing or SPR (Nakanishi and
Yamaguchi, 1986; Moser, 1991; Fischer and Lees, 1993; Cheng and
House, 1996; Zhao et al., 2004; Zhou and Greenhalgh, 2005). Instead
of solving a differential equation, a network or graph is formed
by connecting neighbouring nodes with traveltime path segments.
Dijkstra-like algorithms can then be used to find the shortest time
path between a source and receiver, which, according to Fermat’s
principle of stationary time, will correspond to a valid ray path.
Shortest path networks are commonly defined in terms of either
a cell or grid centred framework. In the latter case, the connec-
tion stencil is often referred to as the “forward star” (Klime$ and
Kvasnicka, 1994). In 2D a forward star with 8 connections will join
any node with all of its immediate neighbours, but will not allow
variations in ray path trajectory less than 45° (for a square grid).
By allowing direct connections between the central node and the
neighbours of the 8 nodes, a forward star with 16 connections can
be defined, which will permit greater flexibility of the ray geometry.

The difference between a scheme like FMM and SPR is actually
not all that great; they both use the shape of the first-arriving wave-
front as the computational front and use the same approach for
choosing a new node for a local update of the traveltime field. The
only obvious change is in the update stencil that is used to compute
new traveltimes. As such, many of the extensions that have been
applied to FMM, such as grid refinement and the location of later
arriving phases consisting of reflected and refracted branches, are
equally applicable to SPR (Moser, 1991). Although less frequently
used than eikonal solvers, SPR has been implemented in a number
of tomographic studies to solve the forward problem of traveltime
prediction (Nakanishi and Yamaguchi, 1986; Toomey et al., 1994;
Zhang and Toks0z, 1998; Bai, 2005).

3.4. Multi-arrival schemes

All of the schemes described above are really only suitable for
tracking a single (usually the first) or a limited number of arrivals
between two points. However, even relatively small variations in
seismic wavespeed can produce a phenomenon known as multi-
pathing, which is simply defined as when more than one ray path
connects two points in the medium. In order for this to occur, the
propagating seismic wavefront must distort to such an extent that
it self-intersects (or folds over on itself). In such situations, eikonal
and shortest path methods will yield the first arrival only, while
most shooting and bending methods will only produce a single
arrival (with no real guarantee as to whether it is a first or later
arrival). With sufficient probing of the medium, multiple arrivals
can be produced with ray tracing, but usually not in a robust or
efficient enough manner for applications such as tomography. The
heterogeneity of the Earth, particularly near the surface, means that
multi-pathing commonly contributes to the complexity of recorded
waveforms. Therefore, any method that can accurately predict all
arrivals of significant amplitude has important implications for
Earth imaging.

To date, a number of methods have been developed to solve the
multi-arrival problem. These include both grid-based (Benamou,
1999; Steinhoff et al., 2000; Engquist et al., 2002; Fomel and
Sethian, 2002; Osher et al., 2002; Symes and Qian, 2003), ray based
(Vinje et al., 1993; Lambaré et al., 1996; Vinje et al., 1996, 1999;
Hauser et al., 2008) and hybrid (Benamou, 1996) schemes. Due to
the relative infancy of grid-based schemes, which have been largely
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developed outside the field of seismology, most of the methods
cited above are not sufficiently developed for practical applica-
tion in tomography. However, recent work by Cheng (2007) which
develops and refines the level-set approach of Osher et al. (2002)
indicates that it is now on the point of being computationally fea-
sible for seismic tomography.

In contrast to grid-based schemes, ray-based schemes for track-
ing multi-arrivals are much more mature, and have been used in
seismology. One of the first ray-based schemes was proposed by
Vinje et al. (1993), and is commonly referred to as “wavefront con-
struction”. The basic principle underlying this technique is that a
wavefront can be discretely described by a set of points, which are
then progressively evolved through a medium using initial value
ray tracing for a given time increment. In order to avoid under-
sampling of the wavefront as it focuses and defocuses, new points
are inserted based on a distance criterion between adjacent rays.
The original 2D method of Vinje et al. (1993) was subsequently
extended to 3D (Vinje et al., 1996), and then modified for media
involving complex interfaces (Vinje et al., 1999). Since the initial
value ray tracing equations can be solved with high accuracy, the
main source of error comes from the interpolation step. Simply
using a distance metric in normal space can introduce instability
in this process, because wavefronts may contain significant kinks,
particularly when they triplicate. Lambaré et al. (1996) and Hauser
etal.(2008) use an interpolation criterion based on the phase space
distance between adjacent points to overcome this problem. Wave-
front construction has been used in various applications including
coincident reflection migration (Xu and Lambaré, 2004; Xu et al.,
2004).Hauser et al. (2008) investigate its use in the context of multi-
arrival seismic tomography, and conclude that it has the potential
to significantly improve the quality of recovered images, particu-
larly in regions of low wavespeed which are poorly constrained by
first-arrival ray paths.

3.5. Finite frequency considerations

Geometricray theory has been an integral part of seismic tomog-
raphy for the past four decades, and can be used to predict various
quantities including traveltime, geometric spreading amplitude
and t* (used in attenuation tomography). However, seismic tomog-
raphy that accounts for finite frequency effects is starting to become
more common, due to the increasing recognition of its importance
for accurate imaging, and continuing improvements in computing
power. This is on top of the gradual emergence of techniques that
attempt to invert the full seismic waveform, and implicitly account
for finite frequency effects by numerically solving the wave equa-
tion.

In the last decade or so, the term “finite frequency tomog-
raphy” has come to mean tomography that employs first-order
perturbation theory (or Born scattering theory) to account for
scattering/diffraction effects including wavefront healing. Most
implementations of this technique exploit the frequency depen-
dence of traveltime that arises largely from the wavefront healing
phenomenon (Nolet, 2008) and build the forward calculation on top
of kinematic and dynamic ray tracing. Dahlen et al. (2000) compre-
hensively describes the theory for body waves in 3D media. The
focus of this paper is the efficient calculation of Fréchet kernels (or
sensitivity kernels), traditionally one of the impediments to suc-
cessful finite frequency body wave tomography. In order to fully
account for the first-order dependence of absolute or differential
traveltimes (measured using waveform cross-correlation) on struc-
tural perturbations, not only does the source-receiver geometric
ray need to be found, but so do all possible rays from the source
to every scatterer, and all possible rays from the receiver to every
scatterer. Furthermore, traveltimes, Maslov indices, reflection-
transmission products, geometrical spreading factors and other

quantities need to be computed along each of these rays. The com-
putational burden of this approach makes it impractical for routine
applications of seismic tomography.

Dahlen et al. (2000) develop an alternative scheme which only
requires a single geometric ray path to be computed for each
source-receiver pair. This approximation is generally valid because
perturbations in traveltime tend to be only sensitive to struc-
tural perturbations in the immediate neighbourhood of the central
geometric ray i.e. approximately the first Fresnel zone. Ignor-
ing scatterers outside this region (and along the geometric ray,
which according to first-order scattering theory has no influence on
cross-correlated traveltime measurements), vastly improves com-
putation time, and enables paraxial ray theory to be invoked to
increase efficiency even further. Using the paraxial approximation
only requires the geometric ray to be traced because information
in the neighbourhood of the central ray can be readily computed.
Thus, in addition to finding the single two-point ray, only a few
additional integrations along the ray path are necessary to build
the sensitivity kernel. Dahlen et al. (2000) extend their new the-
ory to cover overlapping phases such as direct P and pP that arrive
at similar times. In a companion paper, Hung et al. (2000) illus-
trate several examples of both absolute and differential traveltime
sensitivity kernels and Montelli et al. (2004) apply the new the-
ory to global body wave mantle tomography. Calvet and Chevrot
(2005) develop an alternative scheme for computing PKP kernels
that rely on look-up tables for traveltimes and geometric spread-
ing. Although more time consuming, this approach is preferable to
a paraxial approach when kernels become very wide (Tian et al.,
2007b). Finite frequency sensitivity kernels have also been derived
for surface waves (e.g. Marquering et al., 1998; Zhou et al., 2004).

One of the common assumptions made in finite frequency
tomography is that scattering from one wave type to another (e.g.
S to P) is not significant and can be ignored. However, in a recent
study, Zhang and Shen (2008) use finite difference solution of the
wave equation to demonstrate that S-wave perturbations can have
a significant effect on P waveforms, and conclude that ignoring this
cross-dependence can lead to systematic bias in the recovery of P
wavespeeds.

Exploiting the full waveform in seismic tomography requires an
efficient method for solving the elastic wave equation. The problem
can be formulated and solved in a variety of ways, all of which
are, at least compared to geometric ray methods, computationally
intensive. The far field elastic wave equation for isotropic media
can be written as:

pil = VAV -u)+ Vi - [Vu+ (V)]
+(A+2u)V(V-u)—uVxVxu (4)

where uis displacement, it is the second derivative of displacement
with respect to time (i.e. acceleration), p is density, and A and u are
the Lamé parameters. Eq. (4) can be expressed in a variety of ways
depending on the nature of the source, the frequency content of
the seismic waves and the assumptions made about the medium.
As an initial value partial differential equation, Eq. (4) can be solved
using finite difference or finite element methods.

The potential for solving the wave equation in the context of
full waveform tomography has long been recognised, particularly
in active source studies such as cross-hole and reflection imag-
ing. Early efforts focused on the acoustic problem (Tarantola and
Nercessian, 1984; Pratt and Worthington, 1990), which is simpler
to deal with but has limited application due to source generated and
mode-converted shear waves. The advantages of solving the wave
equation in the frequency domain were also understood early on,
with the development of both finite element and finite difference
schemes (Marfurt, 1984; Pratt, 1990). Compared to time domain
schemes (e.g. Virieux, 1984, 1986), frequency domain methods
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can solve the wave equation for additional source positions with
minimal added cost, and are more efficient when only a limited
number of frequency components are required, which in practice
is often the case in seismic tomography. Pratt (1990) reformulates
Eq. (4) in the frequency domain for 2D media, and incorporates
attenuation by making the Lamé parameters complex valued and
frequency dependent. The resultant system of elliptic partial dif-
ferential equations constitutes a boundary value problem, which
is solved using absorbing boundary conditions to eliminate arti-
ficial reflections. The use of 2D models result in a more tractable
forward problem, but the dissipation of elastic energy from the
source in the out-of-plane direction is difficult to calculate. Solv-
ing the forward problem in “2.5D” media (i.e. models that are 3D,
but only have structural variations in two dimensions) can mitigate
this shortcoming without the computational expense of a fully 3D
wave equation solver (e.g. Song et al., 1995). Since this early work,
increasing computer power and the development of more efficient
wave equation solvers (e.g. Stekl and Pratt, 1998) have given rise
to more ambitious applications of full waveform tomography. For
example, Sirgue and Pratt (2004) incorporate frequency domain
solution of the elastic wave equation in their full waveform inver-
sion of seismic refraction data to recover the detailed structure of
the complex Marmousi model.

The development and application of full waveform tomography
in passive source studies has been a more recent phenomenon, a
fact which can probably be attributed to the large data volumes that
are often involved, the 3D nature of many of these experiments, and
the more complex and less well understood nature of the source
mechanism. Surface waveform tomography has been around for a
long time (e.g. Nolet, 1990), but generally only use 1D waveform
inversion of long period waves, which are then combined to form
a 3D model. Full waveform simulation methods for local, regional
and global models have been in existence for some time, but tend
to be computationally expensive, and have difficulties dealing with
free-surface boundary conditions (e.g. Frankel and Vidale, 1992;
Carcione, 1994; Graves, 1996; Faccioli et al., 1997; Furumura et
al., 1998). Finite difference techniques are conceptually straightfor-
ward to implement, but with at least 5-7 grid points per minimum
wavelength required for sufficient accuracy, extremely large grids
are required to propagate anything other than very low frequency
waves. Finite difference techniques, which generally require a reg-
ular grid, are also not well suited to an irregular free surface. Finite
element techniques can overcome this limitation, but are still com-
putationally expensive. An alternative strategy that uses spectral
approximations of the displacement field is developed by Faccioli
et al. (1997); advantages over the more traditional techniques
include fewer grid points per wavelength, accommodation of com-
plex geometries through the use of irregular hexahedral volume
elements, and natural partitioning into subdomains that favour a
parallel implementation.

In the context of developing a practical 3D passive source
full waveform tomography technique, the current wave equation
solver of choice appears to be the spectral element method or
SEM (Komatitsch and Vilotte, 1998; Komatitsch and Tromp, 1999;
Komatitsch et al., 2002; Liu and Tromp, 2008), which was origi-
nally developed in the field of computational fluid dynamics. Like
the pseudo-spectral method of Faccioli et al. (1997), it attempts to
combine the flexibility of finite element methods with the accu-
racy of spectral methods. In fact, the differences between the two
techniques do not appear to be very great; for instance, hexahedral
elements, which can adapt to an irregular free surface, are used by
both methods, as is a similar Legendre Gauss-Lobatto quadrature
approach to numerical integration within each volume element.
However, SEM has been developed to the point thatit can be applied
at a variety of scales from local to global, and can account for a
range of physical phenomena including anelasticity, anisotropy,

rotation of the Earth, self-gravitation, presence of the oceans, etc.
(Komatitsch et al., 2005). Software for solving the full wave equa-
tion, and computing kernels for finite frequency tomography, can
be found at the CIG (Computation Infrastructure for Geo-dynamics)
website: http://geodynamics.org/cig/software/packages/seismo.

4. Solving the inverse problem

The inversion step in seismic tomography requires the adjust-
ment of model parameters m to satisfy data observations dy,
subject to any independent constraints (commonly referred to as
regularization). One of the main difficulties to be addressed in this
procedure is that of solution non-uniqueness, which pervades all
practical applications of seismic tomography. Most published stud-
ies end up interpreting a single model, but how can this be justified
given thatarange of models invariably satisfies the data to the same
extent? The appeal of regularization is that it considerably reduces
the size of the subspace that contains data-fitting solutions, making
subsequent selection of a preferred model more straightforward.
The drawback is that ad hoc constraints are often imposed. Various
techniques also exist for analyzing the robustness of solution mod-
els or model ensembles. Many, such as the ubiquitous checkerboard
test discussed later, lack rigour, but given the significant dimen-
sion of most problems, more comprehensive methods are often not
computationally feasible.

In addition to solution non-uniqueness, non-linearity of the
inverse problem also afflicts many seismic tomography appli-
cations. This is certainly true of the most common form of
tomography, which uses source-receiver traveltimes to build
images of velocity heterogeneity. Traveltime and slowness (inverse
of velocity) are linearly related for a given path, but the path itself
has a non-linear dependence on the velocity field, which changes
as a result of the inversion. Thus:

S|
t= /L(U) mdl (5)

where L is the ray path and v(x) is the velocity field. Although not
strictly based on the above equation, both finite frequency and full
waveform tomography are also non-linear (clearly, the relationship
between displacement and the Lamé parameters in Eq. (4) is non-
linear). In some cases, the inverse problem can be treated as linear.
For example, attenuation tomography often uses the relationship
between the attenuation parameter t* and the quality factor Q as
(e.g. Pozgay et al., 2009):

. 1
t= /L(U) o & ©

which ignores any ray perturbation effects due to attenuation.
Generally, attenuation tomography is performed subsequent to
traveltime tomography, which means that for a given velocity solu-
tion model, the relationship between t* and Q! is linear.

One interesting question that is not often discussed is what con-
stitutes a data-satisfying solution model in seismic tomography? In
most published studies, it is likely that at least some subset of data
predictions do not match their observational counterparts within
error estimates. A common statistical test that is sometimes used
is the so-called x?2 test, which is simply the sum of the square of
differences between each observation and prediction weighted by
the corresponding data uncertainty. When the normalized x2 value
drops below one, then one could regard the model as satisfying the
data (although some observations may still be poorly matched).
The potential usefulness of this test is tempered by the fact that
data uncertainty is often poorly known; the implicit regularization
imposed by the assumed parameterization, coupled with the need
to regularize the inversion, means that it may no longer be possi-
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Fig. 10. Illustration of the effects of smoothing and damping on the solution model shown in Fig. 1. The model roughness is varied using the smoothing factor 7, and the

model perturbation is controlled using the damping parameter &.

ble to achieve a x2 value of one; and the use of approximations in
the theory (e.g. geometric ray theory) will introduce error into the
predictions. Thus, the “solution model” that is often produced in
published papers is one that achieves some balance between data
fit (according to some measure such as x2 or RMS misfit) and the
influence of regularization (e.g. smoothness, deviation from initial
model), without strictly “satisfying” the data.

4.1. Backprojection

Backprojection methods exploit the fact that most data obser-
vations (e.g. traveltime) can be viewed as integral quantities along
a ray path. The basic aim is to project this measured quantity
back along the ray path from the receiver to the source and use
the known relationship d =g(m) to convert incremental data val-
ues to local model perturbations. In traveltime tomography, the
technique is generally used in conjunction with constant slowness
blocks. Thus, the relationship between traveltime perturbations d
and slowness perturbations m can be linearized as d = Gm where G
is a matrix of ray lengths corresponding to the distance traversed
by each ray in each block. An initial model that is relatively close
to the solution model is required to justify the assumption of local
linearity. Many of the elements of G will be zero since each ray path
will usually only traverse a small subset of blocks. The basic aim of

backprojection is to solve the linear system of equations described
by d = Gm, but not directly.

Two well-known backprojection methods are the algebraic
reconstruction technique (ART), and the simultaneous iterative
reconstruction technique (SIRT), both of which originate from med-
ical imaging. ART is the more basic of the two techniques, because
it simply updates the model on a ray-by-ray basis. Each residual
is distributed along its associated path by adjusting the slowness
in each cell in proportion to the length of the ray path segment
in each cell. Before repeating this process for the next ray, the
traveltime residual is computed from the updated velocity field.
Once the procedure has been carried out for all rays, the inversion
is either complete (linear tomography), or new ray paths can be
found for the updated model, and the backprojection repeated. This
cycle can be repeated until the traveltime residuals satisfy some
convergence criterion (iterative non-linear tomography). The main
problem with ART is that it suffers from poor convergence proper-
ties (Blundell, 1993), but it has found application in cross-hole and
local earthquake tomography (e.g. McMechan, 1983; Nakanishi and
Yamaguchi, 1986).

Rather than sequentially update the model on a ray-by-ray
basis, SIRT averages the perturbations applied to each cell from
all traversing rays. This more sophisticated approach yields an
algorithm with superior convergence properties, which perhaps
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explains its more frequent use in seismic tomography (e.g. Granet
and Trampert, 1989; Dueker et al., 1993; McQueen and Lambeck,
1996). Variants of these backprojection schemes that include some
form of regularization have also been developed and applied in seis-
mic tomography (e.g. Humphreys and Clayton, 1990; Hole, 1992;
Zelt and Barton, 1998). Humphreys and Clayton (1990) apply filter-
ing and spatial averaging to reduce blurring and produce a smooth
solution, and Zelt and Barton (1998) implement several other mod-
ifications aimed at improving the convergence and accuracy of
backprojection. The attractiveness of backprojection is that it is
simple to implement and computationally rapid at each iteration.
However, it can suffer from stability and convergence problems,
and does not naturally lend itself to regularization. Probably for
these reasons, backprojection is now infrequently encountered in
published seismic tomography studies.

4.2. Gradient methods

Inversion methods that use the derivative of model predictions
(0g/om) in order to produce a solution are by far the most common
in seismic tomography. These schemes are often applied within a
formal framework that involves the minimization of an objective
function containing a data residual term and one or more regular-
ization terms. For example, a typical objective function might look
like (Rawlinson et al., 2006b):

S(m) = (g(m) — dops)'C; ' (g(m) — dops)
+&(m—mg)'C,'(m — mg) + ym'D'Dm (7)

where g(m) are the predicted residuals, d,,s are the observed resid-
uals, C4 is the a priori data covariance matrix, mg is the reference
model, C, is the a priori model covariance matrix, and D is a second
derivative smoothing operator. ¢ and n are known as the damp-
ing parameter and smoothing parameter respectively, and govern
the trade-off between how well the solution satisfies the data, the
proximity of the solution model to the starting model, and the
smoothness of the solution model. The last two terms on the right
hand side of Eq. (7) are regularization terms, which have the effect
of limiting the number of acceptable data-fitting models.

Although commonly used, Eq, (7) effectively juxtaposes two
different regularization frameworks: Bayesian and Occam’s. In a
Bayesian style inversion, information is represented in probabilistic
terms; prior information on a model is combined with constraints
supplied by the data to produce a posterior distribution. For a strict
implementation of this approach, n would be set to zero in Eq. (7),
and C; and C;,; would accurately reflect the uncertainty associated
with the data and initial model respectively. It is also necessary to
set £=1, since it is not meaningful to re-weight the prior uncer-
tainty. Minimization of the objective function has the effect of
assimilating the prior information with the data constraints, pro-
ducing a model with posterior uncertainties that are smaller than
the prior uncertainties (how much depends on how good the data
are). The main impediment to the success of this approach is that
meaningful information on prior model and data uncertainties is
difficult to obtain in practice. An example of the difficulties of
choosing an appropriate prior model is illustrated in Fishwick et al.
(2005). In surface wave studies of the upper mantle a global refer-
ence model (e.g. PREM or ak135) is often chosen as the prior model;
however at depths of 100-200 km it is likely that these models are
not very representative of either oceanic or cratonic regions, and
damping back towards the reference model is likely to underesti-
mate the true variations in wavespeed. Scales and Snieder (1997)
discuss the merits and pitfalls of adopting a Bayesian framework
for inversion.

The other regularization framework is suggested by Occam’s
Razor, which favours parsimony over complexity when arriving at

a hypothesis to fit the observations. In seismic tomography, this
will manifest as the solution with the least structure necessary
to fit the data (Constable et al., 1987). In this case, one would set
£=0, because damping back to the initial model may exclude the
minimum data-satisfying structural model. This type of scheme is
commonly used in seismic tomography (Sambridge, 1990; Zelt and
Barton, 1998; Day et al., 2001), although it should be noted that the
second spatial derivative, as in Eq. (7), is only one measure of model
complexity. For instance, in the frequency domain, one could seek
the solution with the least number of harmonic terms that satisfies
the data.

In most cases, a mixture of both frameworks is used, in which
the aim is to find a physically reasonable model that contains
Nno unnecessary structure, is in the neighbourhood of the initial
model, and satisfies the data. When this occurs, C; and C;,; are not
strictly required to be covariance matrices, since the presence of
the free parameters ¢ and 7 make their absolute values meaning-
less. Fig. 10 demonstrates the effect of damping and smoothing
on the solution model shown in Fig. 1. When minimal smoothing
and damping are used, the recovered structure contains numerous
short wavelength artifacts. Damping tends to decrease the ampli-
tude of perturbations without filtering the image, while smoothing
essentially acts as a low pass filter. In addition to the explicit
smoothing imposed by Eq. (7), implicit smoothing via the use of
a cubic B-spline parameterization is also present. There are var-
ious ways for choosing the “optimum” damping and smoothing
parameters, the most common of which is to plot trade-off curves
between data fitand model perturbation and roughness (Rawlinson
and Sambridge, 2003a). Ideally, these plots will have an “L” shape,
with the elbow of the curve indicating the optimum trade-off
region. More statistically rigorous methods such as generalized
cross-validation can also be used to determine ¢ and 7 (e.g. Lukas,
2008).

4.2.1. Solution strategies

Gradient based inversion methods make use of the derivatives
of the objective function at a specified point in model space under
the assumption that S(m) is sufficiently smooth to permit a local
quadratic approximation:

S(m + 8m) ~ S(m) + ysm + 1 Sm"HSm (8)

where dm is a perturbation to the current model and y =dS/0m
and H=025/0m? are the gradient vector and Hessian matrix
respectively. The goal of gradient-based inversion methods is to
determine dm; in cases where the function g is non-linear, mini-
mization of Eq. (7) requires an iterative approach:

m;, =My +5my (9)

where my is the initial model. The forward data prediction problem
(e.g. recomputing of ray paths) is solved after each model update,
and the process concludes when the data are satisfied or some
convergence criterion is met.

There are many different methods available for computing the
model perturbation Sm. The classic Gauss—-Newton method com-
putes the model update by finding the minimum of the tangent
paraboloid to S(m) at m,, which produces:

-1
dmy = —[GhC; Gy + VG C, (g(my) — dops) + €' + 7D D]
X [GEC(;] [g(lnn)_dobs]"“C)cr_nl (m; —mg) + UDTDmn] (10)

where G=0g/dm is a matrix of partial derivatives, often referred
to as the Fréchet matrix, Fréchet kernel or Jacobian. In practice, it
is difficult to compute the derivative of G, so it canbe ignored to
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produce the quasi-Newton solution:
-1
dmy = —[G1C, "G +eCy +nD'D] [GrC, " [g(myn) — dops]
+£C;y (M, — mo) + 7D Dmy,] (1)

Both methods require a system of M linear equations to be solved,
where M is the number of unknowns.

If instead it is assumed that the relationship d = g(m) is lineariz-
able, so that 8d = GSm, then the objective function can be written:

S(m) = (GSm — &d)"C;"(GSm — §d) + e3m' C;'sm
+78m"D'DSm (12)

where the last term on the right hand side of the equation smooths
the model perturbations. Setting the derivative of this function to
zero yields:

sm = [G'C;'G + £C;; +7D'D] 'G'C;'d (13)

When no smoothing is applied and C; and C;; represent known
error statistics on the data and prior model respectively, then:

sm=[6"C;'G+ ¢, '6"c;'sd (14)

which is the maximum likelihood solution to the inverse problem
or the stochastic inverse. Eqs. (11), (13) and (14) are often referred
to as damped least square (DLS) solutions, and are the most com-
mon class of technique used to solve the inverse problem in seismic
tomography (Aki et al., 1977; Thurber, 1983; Eberhart-Phillips,
1986; Farra and Madariaga, 1988; White, 1989; Zhao et al., 1992;
Wang and Braile, 1996; Zelt and Barton, 1998; Graeber et al., 2002;
Rawlinson et al., 2006b).

All DLS-type schemes ultimately require the solution of a system
of M equations, which can be done in various ways. For problems of
modest size LU decomposition, Cholesky decomposition or singular
value decomposition (SVD) may suffice, but when M is very large,
iterative techniques such as the conjugate gradient method (or
variants such as LSQR) which take advantage of the sparse nature
of linear systems in seismic tomography, may be more effective
(Hestenes and Stiefel, 1952; Nolet, 1985; Scales, 1987; VanDecar
and Snieder, 1994). Rather than formulate the DLS solution as a set
of normal equations, it is also possible to express it directly as a
matrix equation:

c,'%c c,5a
ﬁc;ﬂ/z om = 0 (15)
/7D 0

Application of LSQR or SVD will solve this system in the least-
squares sense, which will yield the same solution as Eq. (13).

Rather than minimize S(m) across all M-dimensions of model
space, it can be advantageous to restrict the inverse problem to
a smaller N-dimensional subspace, where N<M. The method of
steepest descent is the simplest of these approaches, because it
performs a 1D line minimization in the direction specified by the
gradient vector vy = dS/dm. Although straightforward to implement
and rapid to solve at each iteration, it suffers from poor convergence
properties (Rawlinson and Sambridge, 2003b). A more effective
approach is conjugate gradients, which was first applied to uncon-
strained optimization by Fletcher and Reeves (1964). Like steepest
descent, each iteration of the technique involves a simple 1D min-
imization, but in the case of conjugate gradients, the nth iteration
locates the minimum in an n-dimensional subspace spanned by the
current search direction and all those that precede it. More general
subspace techniques, which are not restricted to 1D minimiza-
tions at each iteration, have been developed and applied in seismic
tomography (Kennett et al., 1988; Sambridge, 1990; Williamson,
1990; Rawlinson et al., 2006b).

4.2.2. Fréchet matrix

All gradient methods require the calculation of the Fréchet
matrix G=0g/dm, which describes the rate of change of observ-
ables with respect to the model parameters. If the model prediction
is made using geometric ray theory, with the required quantity
calculated by line integration, then first-order accurate approxima-
tions can be readily made. For example, the linearized relationship
between traveltime residual and velocity perturbation can be
expressed as a simple integral, which can be differentiated to obtain
an expression for the rate of change of traveltime with respect to
each model parameter. Equivalent expressions can also be obtained
for interface and source location parameters (see Rawlinson and
Sambridge, 2003b, for more details). Derivatives of other quantities
such as attenuation can be obtained in a similar way.

In finite frequency tomography, the situation is more complex,
because each observable has a dependence on parameters that lie
within a finite volume surrounding the geometric ray. However, as
discussed earlier, Dahlen et al. (2000) describe a finite frequency
forward solver that only requires a single geometric ray between
source and receiver to be computed. The Fréchet kernel is then
approximated using a formulation based on paraxial ray theory,
which allows information in the neighbourhood of the central ray
to be computed. The efficiency of a ray based approach makes it
feasible for large tomographic problems (e.g. Montelli et al., 2004),
which would otherwise be computationally impractical (using nor-
mal mode theory, for example). In addition to computing finite
frequency traveltimes, the Born approximation can be used to esti-
mate other seismic observables, including amplitude (Tian et al.,
2007a) and time domain waveforms (Panning et al., 2009). This
means that it potentially has a role in direct seismic waveform
inversion.

The use of paraxial ray theory to approximate sensitivity ker-
nels has had a major impact in the field of seismic tomography. It
allows more data to be used to constrain structure, but without the
computational overheads of a full waveform inversion. However,
more theoretical development is required to address shortcomings
in the accuracy of kernels associated with waves that nearly graze a
boundary, core diffractions and upper mantle triplications (Nissen-
Meyer et al., 2007). These problems arise from the limitations of ray
theory in the presence of caustics.

Similar to finite-frequency tomography, one of the main chal-
lenges in full waveform tomography is the calculation of the Fréchet
kernel. The non-linearity of the inverse problem in full waveform
tomography is generally more extreme than in traveltime tomog-
raphy, so were it not for the prohibitive computational expense,
fully non-linear inversion methods would be preferable. One way
of circumventing this difficulty is to use a relatively accurate ini-
tial model derived from conventional traveltime tomography, and
then use a gradient-based technique to refine structural detail
by sequentially adding information from low to high frequencies
(Sirgue and Pratt, 2004). The complete absence of ray theory in
full waveform tomography raises the issue of how to efficiently
compute the Fréchet kernel. It turns out that this can be done
without explicit calculation of any partial derivative; rather it is
derived from a zero-lag correlation of the forward (from the source)
and backward (from the receiver) propagated wavefield (Tarantola,
1984; Pratt and Worthington, 1990; Pratt, 1999; Pratt and Shipp,
1999; Sirgue and Pratt, 2004), which amounts to a multiplication
of the two wavefields in the frequency domain. The backward
propagated or time-reversed wavefield is sometimes referred to
as the adjoint wavefield, and consists of the difference between
the observed and predicted waveform propagated backward in
time from the receiver. The remarkable feature of this approach
is that the forward and backward propagated wavefield need only
be computed once in order to obtain the sensitivity kernel. In pas-
sive source tomography, adjoint methods have only recently been
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developed for the computation of regional and global wave sen-
sitivity kernels (e.g. Tromp et al., 2005; Fichtner et al., 2006a,b).
Fichtner et al. (2008) provide theoretical background to regional
and global full waveform inversion in the frequency domain using
adjoint methods to compute sensitivity kernels.

Another approach to computing the full 3D Fréchet kernel was
suggested by Nissen-Meyer et al.(2007), who reduce the problem to
a series of six independent 2D solutions which may be found using
spectral element or other mesh based solvers. This 3D to 2D reduc-
tion strategy greatly reduces the computational cost, but is only
applicable to spherically symmetric Earth models, and therefore
cannot be used in non-linear inversion strategies. Other schemes
for computing the full 3D kernel, such as the scattering integral
method (Chen et al., 2007), also exist.

Automatic differentiation (AD) is a recently developed and novel
approach for computing sensitivity kernels. It generally takes the
form of source code to source code translators which generate
a program that can be compiled and executed to produce the
desired derivatives, hence obviating the need for deriving and hand
coding explicit mathematical formulae. The technique essentially
exploits the logic of computer codes, in which output (e.g. two
point traveltime) can be linked to the input (e.g. velocity grids),
thus creating an avenue for directly determining the derivative of
one with respect to the other via repeated application of the chain
rule. Sambridge et al. (2008) investigate the potential of AD in geo-
physical inverse problems, including the calculation of traveltime
sensitivity to velocity structure. However, it is yet to be used in
seismic tomography.

4.3. Fully non-linear inversion

The preceding inversion methods are local in that they only
exploit information in limited regions of model space in order to
arrive at a solution. The limitation of linear or iterative non-linear
techniques is that they are strongly dependent upon accurate initial
models, and do not provide robust measures of model uncertainty.
The attraction of fully non-linear techniques, which generally rely
on exhaustive sampling of model space, is that they can produce
an ensemble of data-satisfying models which can be interrogated
using statistical techniques to illuminate only those features that
arerequired by the data. The obvious drawback of such an approach
is that the computing resources required is many times greater
than that needed for a linear or iterative non-linear scheme. For
regional or global tomography, which typically constrain a large
number of unknowns using massive datasets (e.g. Widiyantoro
and van der Hilst, 1997; Bijwaard and Spakman, 2000; Burdick
et al., 2008), fully non-linear methods are completely out of the
question. However, with the possible exception of full waveform
tomography, the inverse problem is not highly non-linear because
sub-lithospheric heterogeneity is less severe, and a priori informa-
tion on seismic structure tends to be quite accurate. Therefore the
potential advantages of global optimization - even if it was feasible
- are less compelling in such circumstances. Crustal or lithospheric
scale studies, on the other hand, are more likely to face difficulties
with non-linearity and solution non-uniqueness issues due to the
presence of strong vertical and lateral heterogeneity that deviates
significantly from standard Earth reference models.

Monte Carlo (MC) methods, including simulated annealing and
genetic algorithms, are the most common class of fully non-linear
search algorithms used in geophysical inverse problems today
(Sambridge and Mosegaard, 2001; Mosegaard and Sambridge,
2002). Genetic algorithms use an analog to biological evolution in
order to drive the search for new models from an initial pool of ran-
domly generated models, while simulated annealing is based on an
analog with physical annealing in thermodynamic systems to guide
variations in model parameters. Even with modern cluster comput-

ing, fully non-linear search techniques of this type are limited, at
least in the context of seismic tomography, to perhaps a few hun-
dred unknowns at most. A practical alternative that has been used
in several studies is to begin with a coarsely parameterized model,
apply a non-linear search technique, and then use the solution as a
starting model for a local gradient based minimization with a larger
number of parameters. The idea behind this hybrid approach is to
locate a point in model space sufficiently close to the global min-
imum solution that locally linearized methods can be successfully
used. Applications include Pullammanappallil and Louie (1993) and
Boschetti et al. (1996) for the inversion of 2D reflection and refrac-
tion traveltimes respectively, and Asad et al. (1999) in the context
of 3D local earthquake tomography.

4.4. Analysis of solution robustness

Due to the presence of solution non-uniqueness in all seismic
tomography problems, the production of a single data-satisfying
model is inadequate, for the central reason that it may contain fea-
tures that are not required by the data. The lack of a truly robust
approach for addressing this issue has spawned the development of
a variety of techniques over the years. One of the most common is
the synthetic resolution test, in which a heterogeneous input model
is used to generate data with the same source-receiver geome-
try as the observational experiment. The ability of the inversion
scheme to recover the input model can then be used as a mea-
sure of solution robustness. A commonly implemented example of
this approach is the checkerboard resolution test, which uses an
input model consisting of an alternating pattern of fast and slow
anomalies (Walck, 1988; Glahn and Granet, 1993; Ritsema et al.,
1998; Day et al., 2001; Graeber et al., 2002; Rawlinson and Kennett,
2008). Fig. 11a shows the result of a checkerboard resolution test
applied to the example in Fig. 1. The recovery of structure within the
bounds of the source-receiver array is good, but this is somewhat
misleading as it does not capture the strong variability that is actu-
ally present (Fig. 11b). The significant non-linearity of the inverse
problem is partially responsible for this result, because the path
coverage for the checkerboard model differs markedly to that of the
actual structure shown in Fig. 1. Synthetic resolution tests are sim-
ple to implement and interpret but suffer from several limitations,
including that the results can vary according to the input structure
used (e.g. Lévéque et al., 1993), as demonstrated in Fig. 11a.

A traditional alternative to synthetic tests comes in the form of
posterior covariance and resolution from linear theory (Tarantola,
1987; Menke, 1989), which provides quantitative measures of
model uncertainty (AKki et al., 1977; White, 1989; Benz et al., 1992;
Wang and Braile, 1996; Graeber and Asch, 1999). In practical tomo-
graphic applications, these formal estimates can be difficult to
compute and meaningfully interpret, for the following reasons:
(1) validity decreases as the non-linearity of the inverse prob-
lem increases; (2) inversion of a potentially large M x M matrix
is required; (3) implicit regularization imposed by an assumed
model parameterization is not accounted for; (4) a priori model
covariance is usually poorly known which, coupled with the use of
variable damping and smoothing, make the absolute values of pos-
terior uncertainty rather meaningless. The problem of attempting
to directly invert large sparse matrices has been overcome in recent
times by modifying iterative approaches such as LSQR (Zhang and
McMechan, 1995; Yao et al., 1999; Zhang and Thurber, 2007) to
approximate the generalized inverse. Fig. 11b shows the poste-
rior covariance matrix associated with the solution model in Fig. 1,
together with the actual error. A perfect correlation between the
two cannot be expected, because posterior covariance measures
how estimates of data uncertainty, together with constraints from
prior information, map as uncertainties in the solution model. In
this case, the posterior covariance bears some resemblance with the
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Fig. 11. Two common techniques for analysing solution robustness applied to the dataset shown in Fig. 1. (a) Synthetic checkerboard test; (b) covariance estimate from
linear theory—the plot on the right shows the absolute error (difference between Fig. 1a and d).

actual error, but the smaller wavelength features are not present.
The prior model covariance is set to a uniform value of 0.5 km/s,
the effect of which is clearly apparent in the posterior covariance
(e.g. outside the bounds of the source-receiver array). Within the
confines of linearity, one could also analyze solution robustness by
identifying the model null space vectors (using SVD for example),
and then varying a given solution model only in the null space,
such that the data fit remains unchanged. The so-called “nullspace
shuttle” proposed by Deal and Nolet (1996) essentially follows this
principle, because it allows movement from one model to another
without compromising data fit.

A variety of other methods have been suggested for analyz-
ing solution non-uniqueness; for example, Debayle and Sambridge
(2004) estimate the minimum length scale of resolvable struc-
ture as a function of location using Voronoi diagrams which
are constrained using a quality criterion based on ray density
and azimuthal coverage. Statistical methods based on multiple
inversion with different components of the dataset such as boot-
strapping and jackknifing, have also been used (Lees and Crosson,
1989; Su and Dziewonski, 1997; Zelt, 1999; Gung and Romanowicz,
2004). As pointed out by Nolet et al. (1999), both bootstrapping and
jackknifing rely on an overdetermined inverse problem, which is
definitely not the case in most tomographic studies e.g. Fig. 1.

The idea of using gradient-based techniques to generate mul-
tiple solution models, which can then be assessed for consistent
structure, has been around for some time. One possibility is to use a
spectrum of initial models, which amounts to starting a local search
from multiple points in model space. Vasco et al. (1996) apply clus-
ter analysis to an ensemble of 1075 tomography models generated
in this way from cross-hole data. Rawlinson et al. (2008) develop
a new technique which exploits information gained from previous
solutions to help drive the search for new models. This is done by

adding a feedback or evolution term to the objective function that
creates a local maximum at each point in model space occupied
by all previous solutions. New models therefore avoid the neigh-
bourhoods of previously generated models, and an ensemble of
distinct data-satisfying solutions is produced. Another ensemble
approach, discussed earlier in the context of adaptive parameteri-
zations (see end of Section 2.2), is the partition modelling method,
firstapplied to seismic tomography by Bodin and Sambridge (2009).
It also produces a set of solution models which can be interrogated
for consistent structure, with synthetic tests showing it to be an
extremely robust technique.

In many practical tomography problems, ensemble inference
techniques are simply not feasible due to computational con-
straints. When this occurs, no single technique mentioned above
can really be considered the “gold standard” for assessing solu-
tion robustness, because they all have limitations. Perhaps the
best approach in such situations is to apply a variety of meth-
ods if available (e.g. covariance/resolution matrices plus synthetic
reconstruction) and check their output for consistency, taking into
account their strengths and weaknesses. Even if synthetic recon-
structions are the only viable option, it is worth doing tests with
several different structures to see if resolution is consistent. This
would be particularly worthwhile for non-linear problems such as
traveltime tomography, where the geometry of ray paths have a
structural dependence.

5. Examples

A set of three contrasting tomographic studies is briefly
described below in order to put much of the preceding material
into a practical context. The first example combines teleseismic
and wide-angle traveltimes in a joint inversion for wavespeed and
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Moho structure beneath Tasmania, southeast Australia. The sec-
ond example images the anelastic structure beneath the western
Pacific Mariana subduction system using both land based and ocean
bottom seismometers. The final example uses surface wave tomog-
raphy to image the 3D shear wavespeed structure of the Australian
continent using data from temporary and permanent broadband
stations.

5.1. Joint inversion of teleseismic and wide-angle traveltimes

Teleseismic body wave tomography exploits the relative arrival
times of global phases recorded by an array of seismometers which
overlies the target region. One of the principal assumptions of the
method is that lateral heterogeneity outside the local 3D model
volume does not significantly contribute to the measured arrival
time residuals (difference between observed arrival times and pre-
dictions from some reference model). Removing the mean from
the residuals on a source-by-source basis eliminates origin time
errors, but at the expense of absolute velocity perturbation infor-
mation. Another problem is that near surface structure is poorly
constrained, because rays from distant earthquakes are typically
sub-vertical when they arrive at the array. However, near sur-
face structure tends to be strongly heterogeneous, and contributes
significantly to the measured arrival time residual. The standard

approach for dealing with this issue is to include station terms
as unknowns in the inversion (Frederiksen et al., 1998; Graeber
et al., 2002). However, the trade-off between station terms and
velocity structure is difficult to resolve, which has led to the more
recent trend of incorporating crustal models as prior information
(Waldhauser et al., 2002; Lippitsch et al., 2003; Martin and Ritter,
2005; Lei and Zhao, 2007; Rawlinson and Kennett, 2008). A more
effective approach is to simultaneously invert all available datasets
for a unified model; this is particularly desirable when the datasets
contain overlapping constraints.

In this example, both teleseismic and wide-angle traveltime
data are incorporated in a joint inversion for the lithospheric struc-
ture beneath northern Tasmania (see Rawlinson and Urvoy, 2006,
for more details). Fig. 12a shows the geometry of the 72 station
TIGGER array which recorded the teleseisms, and the shot lines
and land-based stations that recorded the wide-angle data as part
of the TASGO experiment. The station spacing of the TIGGER array
is approximately 15 km, which means that there is considerable
overlap of crossing paths from the two datasets in the lower crust
and uppermost mantle. Fig. 12b shows an example of a teleseis-
mic arrival recorded at the TIGGER array, and Fig. 12c shows an
example of wide-angle data recorded at a single land-based TASGO
station. Refraction and wide-angle reflection phases are picked by
hand, and teleseismic arrival time residuals are extracted using
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the adaptive stacking approach of Rawlinson and Kennett (2004),
which exploits the coherency of teleseismic waveforms across a
dense array.

An iterative non-linear technique is used to invert the travel-
time data for both velocity and Moho structure. Seismic structure
is represented using regularly spaced velocity and interface grids
coupled with cubic B-spline volume elements and surface patches
respectively. In this case, the crust and upper mantle are defined
as independent layers with the Moho surface representing the
interface between the two. The traveltime prediction problem is
solved using the Fast Marching Method, a grid based eikonal solver
described earlier (see Section 3.3.1). To solve the inverse prob-
lem, a subspace inversion method is used (see Section 4.2). The
forward and inverse solvers are applied iteratively until both the
changes in data fit and model perturbation become insignificant.
Fig. 13 shows the result of a synthetic checkerboard test for both
velocity and interface structure; the main point here is that the
trade-off between velocity and interface geometry appears to be
satisfactorily resolved.

A series of slices through the solution model are shown in
Fig. 14. Although some smearing is apparent, a number of robust
features are clearly present, including a marked thinning of the
crust towards the northeast of Tasmania accompanied by elevated
velocities. This result is significant, because the traditional view
of the Tasmanian lithosphere is that it comprises two separate
fragments (East and West Tasmania terranes) that were juxta-
posed during the mid-Devonian along the so-called Tamar Fracture
System (Williams, 1989). However, combined with evidence from
gravity and magnetic data, the results of this study do not support
the presence of a crustal scale suture zone. Instead, there appears
to be considerably more evidence to support an idea first proposed
by Reed (2001) that East and West Tasmania were passively joined
as far back as the Ordovician, with subsequent episodes of oroge-
nesis and sediment deposition thickening oceanic East Tasmania
and adding it to the pre-existing continental West Tasmania. The
thinner crust and elevated wavespeeds observed beneath northeast
Tasmania (Fig. 14) are consistent with this model. Other features of
the model include elevated wavespeeds beneath the economically

important Mt. Read Volcanics, a Cambrian volcanic belt which hosts
sizable deposits of base metals; and some evidence in the upper
mantle and crust of fossil subduction (Fig. 14d) associated with
the Delamerian-Tyennan subduction system that existed along the
proto-Pacific margin of east Gondwana in the Cambrian.

5.2. Attenuation tomography in a subduction zone setting

The depth extent and distribution of temperature anomalies
and fluids, including melt and slab-derived volatiles, within a
subduction zone mantle wedge are of great importance for under-
standing dynamics of subduction systems. Geochemical studies at
the Mariana subduction system show that melt formation must
be influenced by some volatile components that come from the
slab (e.g. Pearce et al., 2005), which suggests a need to understand
the spatial relationships of melt production and volatile trans-
port regions between different parts of the subduction system.
One subsurface imaging tool that can help to identify these spa-
tial variations is seismic attenuation tomography. Experimental
studies have shown that temperature (e.g. Jackson et al., 1992),
volatiles dissolved in normally anhydrous mantle minerals (Aizawa
et al.,, 2008), and possibly small amounts of melt (Faul et al., 2004)
can all have significant effects on seismic attenuation. As such,
using seismic attenuation tomography as an imaging tool can pro-
vide constraints on thermal anomalies and variations in melt and
volatile content.

In this example, local earthquake data is used to obtain t* atten-
uation estimates for both P and S waves, which are inverted for
P wave attenuation (QP”) and Qp/Qs structure (see Pozgay et al.,
2009, for more details). Fig. 15a shows the earthquakes and the
20 broadband land and 58 ocean-bottom seismometers of the
2003-2004 Mariana seismic experiment that were used for analy-
sis. The deployment was designed to image the forearc, arc, backarc
spreading centre, and far backarc to obtain robust tomographic
images of the entire arc-backarc system. For each arrival from
a given earthquake, frequency-independent effects are corrected
for (e.g. free surface and geometric spreading). Non-negative least
squares or NNLS (Lawson and Hanson, 1974) is used to invert the
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version of the article.) [Figure reproduced from Rawlinson and Urvoy (2006)].
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213 km depth on 8 August 2003 at 11:17:48 GMT. Amplitude spectra showing signal spectra (blue) and noise spectra taken from time period immediately prior to the arrival
(red). Grey dashed lines show the best-fitting spectral solution. Vertical green bars show spectral limits used in the source parameter and t* inversion. (For interpretation of
the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of the article.) [Figure reproduced from Pozgay et al. (2009)].
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[Figure reproduced from Pozgay et al. (2009)].

group of observed displacement amplitude spectra from one event
for (1) the path-averaged spectral decay attenuation parameters
(tﬁs) for each station (Fig. 15b)and (2)a single corner frequency and
seismic moment for the event to correct for the source mechanism
effects.

Atotal of 2900 t* estimates are inverted for Q, T and Qp/Qs struc-
ture with a model designed with nodes spaced 25 km apart. Pand S
velocity models determined from the same dataset (Barklage et al.,
2006) are used to trace the raypaths using a three-point pseudo-
bending method (see Section 3.2). As the tomographic inversion
equation is linear for attenuation (see beginning of Section 4), a
starting model is not used. A piece-wise joint inversion based on
singular value decomposition (see Section 4.2.1) is used in which
Ql;l is first obtained from t; data. Then, as a separate inversion,
Qp/Qs is computed from tf by incorporating the Q; I model param-
eters into the matrix of partial derivatives. Results of synthetic
checkerboard and resolution modelling tests (Fig. 16) (see Section
4.4) show accurate spatial and amplitude retrieval of attenuation
parameters down to 450 km depth and beyond the backarc spread-
ing centre.

Q,ﬂ and Qp/Qs structures (Fig. 17) show several significant fea-
tures including low Qp/Qs values and a high attenuation region
beneath the volcanic arc and a narrow column of very high atten-
uation directly beneath the backarc spreading centre. The distinct
separation at shallow depth of these two high attenuation regions
is suggestive of separate melting regimes between the arc and the
backarc, an observation also supported by geochemical evidence
(Kelley and Plank, submitted for publication); however, the deep
connection between the two may be the locus for material transfer
at depth, corroborating different geochemical signatures observed
between shallow and deep subduction components (Pearce et
al., 2005). The narrow column of very high attenuation mate-
rial beneath the backarc spreading centre is in marked contrast
to the only other study to date of attenuation at mantle depths

beneath a spreading centre (Roth et al., 1999), which showed a
(relatively) much larger and broader swath of high attenuation
beneath the Central Lau Spreading Centre. This striking differ-
ence may be indicative of the suggested dominance of a passive
upwelling regime at a fast spreading ridge (e.g. Lau) versus active
dynamic upwelling at a slow-spreading ridge (e.g. Mariana) (Madge
and Sparks, 1997; Parmentier and Phipps Morgan, 1990). As abso-
lute Q! values (and inferred temperatures) are very high and
Qp/Qs values are low, the arc and wedge core anomalies are inter-
preted as regions of high temperature with enhanced attenuation
due to hydration and/or melt; the moderate Q-1 slab and forearc
anomalies as indicative of slab derived fluids and/or large-scale ser-
pentinization; and the columnar-shaped high Q, T anomaly directly
beneath the backarc spreading center as indicative of a narrow
region of dynamic upwelling and melt production beneath the
slow-spreading ridge.

5.3. Regional surface wave tomography

The Australian region offers an interesting setting for the
comparison of different tomographic inversions. Geologically, the
continent is composed of both an old Precambrian shield in the
centre and west, and younger Phanerozoic terranes to the east. The
eastern margin of the continent has also been affected by Cenozoic
volcanism, as recently as 4600 years ago in the Newer Volcanic
province in southeast Australia. This range of tectonic settings pro-
vides an ideal natural laboratory for studying the variations in
seismic velocity associated with the different upper mantle struc-
tures.

Using combined body and surface wave datasets, recent global
models (e.g. Kustowski et al., 2008; Ritsema et al., 1999; Panning
and Romanowicz, 2006) clearly show the strong contrast in shear
velocity beneath the Australian region. At 150 km depth, the high-
est velocities are observed beneath central and western Australia,
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[Figure reproduced from Pozgay et al. (2009)].

with lower velocities on the margin of the continent and to the east
(see Fig. 18). One of the limitations common to most global models
is that the parameterizations used to represent structure are not
designed to investigate small-scale velocity variations. Addition-
ally, the small number of seismic stations within Australia that are
part of the global seismic networks limits the potential resolution
of the models.

Regional surface wave studies are an ideal alternative for inves-
tigating the structure of the uppermost mantle. The subduction
zones to the north and east generate frequent earthquakes across

S362ANI
Kustowski et al. (2008)

S20RTS
Ritsema et al. (1999)

a broad region, while the mid ocean ridges to the south and east
enable data to be incorporated from most azimuthal directions.
Although the Australian continent contains only a limited num-
ber of permanent seismic stations, the large interior and scarcity
of urban areas makes for an ideal location for the deployment of
broadband seismometers. The SkiPPY project (van der Hilst et al.,
1994) began in 1993, and used a rolling array of broadband instru-
ments to achieve continent-wide coverage with a station spacing
of approximately 400 km. Since SkiPPY there have been a number of
other temporary networks focused on different parts of Australia.

SAW642AN
Panning & Romanowi (2006)

6 4 -2 0 2 4 6
SV /v [%]

Fig. 18. Comparison of three global shear velocity models at 150 km depth: S362ANI (Kustowski et al., 2008), S20RTS (Ritsema et al., 1999) and SAW642AN (Panning and
Romanowicz, 2006). All three models show the strong contrast between the high velocities observed beneath central and western Australia and the low velocities on the

eastern margin of the continent.

[Modified from Kustowski et al. (2008). Copyright 2008 American Geophysical Union. Reproduced by permission of American Geophysical Union].
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datasets, inversion techniques and parameterisations. All models exhibit smaller
scale variations in velocity structure compared to the global studies of Fig. 18.

The data from these temporary deployments have been included
in a number of surface wave studies (e.g. Zielhuis and van der Hilst,
1996; van der Hilst et al., 1998; Simons et al., 2002; Debayle and
Kennett, 2000; Yoshizawa and Kennett, 2004; Fishwick et al., 2005).

Fig. 19 illustrates the shear velocity models at approximately
150km depth from the studies of Debayle and Kennett (2000),
Simons et al. (2002) and Fishwick and Reading (2008). All three
inversions use different parameterization schemes: Debayle and
Kennett (2000) use the continuous regionalization scheme of
Montagner and Nataf(1986), Simons et al.(2002) a discrete regular-
ized inversion with 2° cell sizes, and Fishwick and Reading (2008)
spherical B-splines with 2° spacing of knot points (see Section 2
for further discussion on parameterizations). It is, however, diffi-
cult to assess the impact of the different parameterization schemes.
The path coverage, waveform inversion, and treatment of the third
dimension within the tomography will all affect the results (see
Simons et al., 2002, for discussion). It does seem likely that the

choice of regularization, or in the case of the continuous regional-
ization scheme the correlation length, is at least as important as the
parameterization.

In contrast to the global studies, the regional surface wave mod-
els provide more detailed images of the uppermost mantle. In the
recent work of Fishwick et al. (2008) and Fishwick and Reading
(2008) over 2600 path-average models have been incorporated into
the tomography, with temporary stations in Western Australia giv-
ing a significant improvement in path coverage compared to earlier
work. Fig. 20 shows three depth slices (75, 150 and 250 km) from
the final isotropic model alongside a map showing the main tec-
tonic units. All slices are plotted as velocity perturbations with
respect to the global reference model ak135. On the eastern mar-
gin of the continent, but inland of the continent-ocean transition,
low velocities are observed, and a very strong horizontal gradi-
ent in velocity continues to depths of around 150 km (Fishwick et
al.,, 2008). There is a strong correlation between the region of low
velocity and the location of both high topography and the recent
volcanic activity. The transition to the thick lithosphere typical of
the Precambrian shield appears to occur as a series of steps, not
dissimilar to the structures observed crossing the Trans European
Suture Zone (e.g. Shomali and Roberts, 2002; Cotte and Pedersen,
2002; Plomerova et al., 2002). Within the shield region a significant
feature of the model is the change from relatively low to relatively
high velocities beneath central Australia in the uppermost mantle.
This feature is difficult to explain for typical continental geotherms
and a constant composition (Fishwick and Reading, 2008). Intrigu-
ingly, a similar increase in velocity has recently been suggested to
occur beneath a number of cratonic regions (Lebedev et al., 2009;
Pedersen et al., 2009). The cause of this anomaly remains uncertain,
but seems most likely to represent some compositional variation.

All the surface wave models presented here use great-circle
geometric ray paths. Yoshizawa and Kennett (2004) incorporate
off-great-circle propagation and a theoretical estimate of the fre-
quency dependent influence zone. In the comparison of models
that are constructed with or without these effects, although they
observe some changes to the final images, the pattern of velocity
anomalies yields analogous features. Most recently, Fichtner et al.
(2009) has produced a tomographic model of Australia using full
waveform tomography. The similarities between the new work and
older models suggests that while the theoretical developments will
lead to more complete treatment of seismic data, models carefully
constructed using more approximate theory remain useful.

6. Future developments

Over the last three decades or so, seismic tomography has
experienced rapid advances on many fronts, including improved
techniques for solving the forward and inverse problems; availabil-
ity of increasingly large volumes of high quality digital data; access
to much more powerful computers; and development of new meth-
ods for extracting information from data. Given the unpredictable
nature of the research horizon - for example, ambient noise tomog-
raphy emerged with little precursory activity - attempting to
forecast the future of seismic tomography is a challenge. Never-
theless, through careful examination of emerging trends, it should
be possible to shed some light on where the field might be heading
in the next decade or so.

At regional and global scales, one of the main impediments to
improving the detail of tomographic models is a lack of good data
coverage. The Global Seismographic Network (GSN) comprises over
150 broadband stations and provides free real-time open access
to all recorded data. However, the geographic distribution of sites
is heavily (and understandably) biased towards land-based sta-
tions, with only sparse coverage of ocean basins. This is also true
of the combined stations of the International Federation of Digi-
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tal Seismograph Networks (see Fig. 21) or FDSN, which is a global
organization of which the GSN is a part. Although new installations
are planned for the future, a uniform global coverage of stations is
still a long way off. A novel approach to subverting the high cost
of in situ ocean bottom seismometers was suggested by Simons et
al. (2009); they propose the deployment of autonomous floating
devices that freely drift in the ocean and record teleseismic events
using a hydrophone. These can be cheaply constructed by customiz-
ing SOLO floats, which are a popular platform used in oceanography.
A group of such instruments, set adrift at judicious locations, could

drastically improve the sampling of the global wavefield in ocean
settings.

Temporary array deployments have traditionally played an
important role in local and regional scale tomography. The idea
of using a rolling array of seismometers to cover a large geographic
region has been around for over a decade, with one of the first
implementations taking place in Australia with the continent wide
SKIPPY experiment (van der Hilst et al., 1994; Zielhuis and van
der Hilst, 1996). Today, the largest and most ambitious of these
programs is the USArray, which primarily aims to cover continen-

120°

180°

300°

Fig. 21. Distribution of FDSN stations at the end of 2007. Dark grey triangles denote existing stations, and red triangles denote planned stations. (For interpretation of the
references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of the article.)
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Fig. 22. Cumulative coverage of the WOMBAT rolling seismic array, comprising twelve separate deployments (stations from each are denoted by a unique colour and shape)
between 1998 and 2009 in southeast Australia. In each case, deployment periods range between 4 and 14 months.

tal USA with a dense network of portable seismographs over a
15-year period. The transportable array comprises 400 broadband
instruments which are installed at approximately 70 km intervals.
The bulk of the deployment will be complete by the end of 2013,
with coverage of Alaska beginning in 2014. The huge volumes of
recorded data are and will continue to be freely available from the
IRIS (Incorporated Research Institutions for Seismology) DMC (Data
Management Center), and will result in, amongst other things,
vastly improved images of the crust and upper mantle beneath the
North American continent (e.g. Burdick et al., 2008). In southeast
Australia, a rolling seismic array program known as WOMBAT has
been in place since 1998, albeit at a much more modest scale. To
date, twelve separate array deployments have taken place with a
cumulative coverage of over 500 stations at a spacing of between
15 and 50km (see Fig. 22). The encouraging tomography results
obtained so far (Graeber et al., 2002; Rawlinson et al., 2006a,b;
Rawlinson and Urvoy, 2006; Clifford et al., 2008; Rawlinson and
Kennett, 2008) mean that this program is set to continue, with the
ultimate goal being the high density coverage of eastern Australia.

Although the main focus areas for future development in seismic
tomography are finite frequency, full waveform and ambient noise
tomography, advances in other areas will also continue. For exam-
ple, one potentially productive area of development is in the joint
inversion of overlapping or complementary datasets. This might
take the form of active and passive datasets from a similar geo-
graphic region; early work in this area was done by Thurber (1983)
and Ankeny et al. (1986), who included refraction traveltimes
from explosive sources in a LET study. Other combinations include
local earthquake, explosive source/airgun traveltimes (Parsons and
Zoback, 1997; Wagner et al., 2007); local earthquake and tele-
seismic traveltimes (Sato et al., 1996); coincident reflection and
wide-angle (Wang and Braile, 1996; McCaughey and Singh, 1997);
and teleseismic and wide-angle (Rawlinson and Urvoy, 2006). In
fact any combination is possible, and will yield better results than

separate inversions of the individual datasets provided that they
constrain at least a common subset of parameters. Another case in
point is joint inversion of surface waves and teleseismic receiver
functions (Ozalaybey et al., 1997; Du and Foulger, 1999; Julia et
al., 2003; Tkalcic et al., 2006); long period surface waves poorly
constrain the crust, while receiver functions provide detailed infor-
mation on crust and uppermost mantle structure, but do notresolve
absolute shear wavespeed very accurately. Conceivably, one could
invert any number of overlapping datasets, including body wave
traveltimes for any source-receiver geometry, surface waveforms
and ambient noise cross-correlations.

The idea of jointly inverting multiple datasets need not be lim-
ited to seismic data alone; indeed, it is possible to integrate other
classes of geophysical datasets including gravity and magnetic
anomalies. For example, simultaneous inversion of traveltimes and
gravity data has been carried out by a number of authors (e.g.
Lees and VanDecar, 1991; Roy et al., 2005), although some empir-
ical relationship between velocity and density is usually invoked
to allow common parameters to be constrained by both datasets.
Combining multiple datasets of different types is more widespread
in exploration seismology than other areas of seismology, with
various techniques proposed for the joint inversion of seismic,
gravity and electromagnetic data in existence (e.g. Colombo and
De Stefano, 2007). The main challenge is to identify reasonable
cross-parameter constraints, which can take many forms, includ-
ing empirical, physical and statistical. Another approach to joint
imaging that is worth mentioning are recent attempts to directly
invert seismic and other data for mantle composition and ther-
mal state (Cammarano et al., 2005; Khan et al., 2008). For seismic
data, this can be done by using results from mineral physics exper-
iments that analyze the seismic properties of different rock types.
Although only applied to 1D models so far, the technique has the
major attraction of bypassing the difficult problem of attempting
(usually qualitatively) to associate seismic properties (such as com-
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pressional wavespeed) with physical and chemical properties of the
Earth (e.g. temperature and composition). That said, it is also pos-
sible to use a two stage procedure to go from seismic observables
to seismic properties and then to physical and chemical properties.
Shito etal. (2006) develop a scheme for inverting velocity and atten-
uation tomographic models for the 3D distribution of temperature,
water content and other parameters (e.g. major element geochem-
istry, partial melting), again invoking results from mineral physics
observations. They apply the technique to data from the Izu-Bonin
subduction zone and show that lateral variations in seismic prop-
erties can be largely explained by variations in temperature and
water content.

Geometric ray tracing, for many decades the stalwart of the data
prediction step in seismic tomography, may be at the cross-roads
in terms of new developments. Over the last few decades, exhaus-
tive research has been carried out in an attempt to find efficient
methods to solve the two point (source-receiver path) problem.
In recent times, grid-based methods including eikonal solvers and
SPR have started to supercede ray tracing in some areas. Now, with
finite frequency and full waveform tomography emerging on the
scene, new advances in ray tracing appear to be on the wane. This
is not due to redundancy, because two point rays are usually still
required in both fields; in the case of finite frequency tomography,
the central ray is needed for the paraxial approximation, and in
full waveform tomography, an initial model generated using tra-
ditional traveltime tomography (for example) is often used. One
explanation may be that with the power of modern computers,
many of the techniques that have been developed in the past are
now efficient enough to tackle large problems. There is one area
that is still experiencing rapid development—that of multi-arrival
techniques, as discussed in Section 3.4. Ray based wavefront con-
struction techniques have just started to be used in practical seismic
imaging problems, and grid-based techniques are beginning to
become viable alternatives. The question of how to best exploit
them in practical seismic tomography applications still remains,
however.

Ambient noise tomography, which has only been around for
half a decade or so (Shapiro et al., 2005), has dramatically changed
the seismic imaging landscape. The ability to largely control data
coverage through the geographical distribution of a seismic array,
and the fact that ambient noise information is independent of
and often complimentary to information obtained from determin-
istic sources, are two of its major attractions. Rapid adoption of
this technique throughout the seismic imaging community is set
to continue, and new developments will improve its usefulness.
For example, most studies produce maps of Rayleigh wave group
wavespeed at different periods (e.g. Shapiro et al., 2005; Saygin
and Kennett, 2009), but 3D shear wavespeed is more conducive to
interpretation, and can be produced using methods akin to those
encountered in traditional surface wave tomography. Finite fre-
quency tomography has now become an established technique, and
its application is likely to escalate over the next decade, as more and
more high quality data become available. Full waveform tomogra-
phy, on the other hand is still in its infancy, but there is little doubt
that it holds the potential to vastly improve on the present genera-
tion of seismic tomography images. Although current computing
power is barely adequate to solve realistic problems, expected
increases based on recent history suggest that over the next
decade or so, full waveform tomography will begin to emerge as
a powerful tool for imaging the earth at local, regional and global
scales.
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