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In this paper, the effect of the middle soft soil layer on the seismic response of a multi-layered
site is investigated with the help of one-dimensional equivalent-linear and non-linear analysis
methods. The constitutive model used for the multi-layer soil site is the viscoelastic model.
Basically, in the discussions of soil dynamics, a soft soil layer with a low shear wave velocity
is assumed, which is the basis of the analytical and numerical analyses of this research. In this
study, the effect of the stiffness, geometric and spatial characteristics of the middle soft soil
layer on the overall seismic response of the site in the field of spectral acceleration responses
is investigated. The viscoelastic stress-strain relationship has been solved in the analysis of the
equivalent-linear response using the analytical method and in the analysis of the non-linear
response using the finite difference numerical method. Also, the effect of characteristics such
as the depth of the soft soil layer, thickness, shear wave velocity, material damping, its density
and other factors have been evaluated in the separate analyses. The results of this research
show that the existence of the soft soil layer has a double effect on the seismic response of
multi-layer sites. First, by increasing the thickness of the soft layer under the hard layer, this
layer reduces the spectral response acceleration values like a damper. And on the other hand,
by removing the upper hard layer and increasing the thickness of the soft layer up to the ground
surface, the acceleration spectral amplification values, despite the decreasing trend, are several
times the case when the hard layer is located on top of the soft layer. In both equivalent-linear
and non-linear methods, with the increase in damping, the peaks of the acceleration response
spectrum are smoothed, in addition to that, the spectral acceleration value also decreases.
Besides, the non-linear method, in the conditions of the minimum damping ratio (i.e., critical
damping ratio equal to zero), gives more response acceleration than the equivalent-linear
method. Increasing the damping, as well as increasing the thickness of the soft layer, has
caused a decrease in the response acceleration values of the multilayered site.
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Introduction
The site conditions and the location of structure construction, which sometimes face geotechnical

risks, significantly impact the response of a surface structure over the construction and operation
period. Field geotechnical identifications during the feasibility study and design phase of a
structure can largely visualize the construction site conditions for the design engineer.
Sometimes, after field surveys, layers with different hardness and resistance characteristics are
revealed in the foundation of structures and the underlying soil layers. Studying the effects of
these layers on the overall response of the foundation during an earthquake is one of the questions
facing civil engineers. The main objective of this research is to understand the effects of soft soil
layers on the dynamic response of a site, the results of which can be used as a criterion for
judgment by design engineers. According to existing seismic codes, various commercial-research
software programs have been developed from the beginning for analyzing the seismic response
of multi-layered sites, such as SHAKE [1], DESRA-2 [2], DYNA1D [3], SHAKE91 [4], EERA
[5], NERA [6], SHAKE?2000 [7], ShakEdit [8], and DEEPSOIL [9]. Most software programs
simulate and analyze a multi-layered soil model in a simplified one-dimensional form and are
written based on computational logic, including the equivalent linear or non-linear method. In
this research, the equivalent-linear seismic response analysis of a multi-layered site was
estimated using the EERA software program, and the non-linear seismic response analysis of a
multi-layered site was conducted using the NERA software.

Method
The equivalent-linear model of the stress-strain response of soil is presented based on the

viscoelastic Kelvin-Voigt model to represent the variation of shear strains over time under
dynamic loading (time effect in the analysis) according to Equation (1) below. In this model, shear
stress is dependent on shear strain and the rate of shear strain concerning time:

=Gy +ny (1)
Additionally, in the non-linear hysteretic seismic stress-strain behavior of materials, the IM model
proposed by Iwan and Mroz is used, and the hysteresis curve employed in this material behavior
model is based on the Masing rule. The equations for these models are solved based on the
relationships, methods, and processes presented in the references.

Results
In this section, a parametric study is conducted to investigate the effect of different geometric and

resistance conditions of layers, including a soft intermediate layer and stiff upper and lower layers,
on the seismic response of a multi-layered soil site. This parametric study aims to select these
parameters so that a structure with the best compatibility in terms of positive performance against
seismic loading can be constructed at each site. The ultimate goal of conducting these analyses is
to prevent the occurrence of excessive amplification or magnification of response spectrum values
in surface structures during an earthquake. This issue can lead to significant irreversible rotations
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and deformations in structures and their destruction. As it can be seen from the results of both
equivalent-linear and non-linear analyses, the changes of underground water table level have no
effect on the spectral acceleration results of the site response. Of course, if the soil density of the
layers, especially the soft layer, is not corrected according to the water level (that is, using saturated
unit weight instead of wet or dry unit weights below the underground water table). Considering
the dependence of the natural period (inverse of the natural frequency) of the structures (steel and
concrete frames or masonry structures) on their height and also how the response accelerations are
magnified in the present analysis, with the change of the conditions of the middle soft layer, the
height of the structure in each soil site should be chosen in such a way that the phenomenon of
resonance or the phenomenon of amplification does not happen despite the existence of a soft layer
(or layers) and in the conditions of the difference in the stiffness of the soil layers.

Conclusions
This study conducted a numerical investigation of the effect of an intermediate soft soil layer on

the seismic response of multi-layered sites. The soft layer can be formed due to differences in soil
density (a loose layer between two compact layers), cementation, and increased surface layer
resistance due to its material, differences in material (a layer of clayey soil between two harder
granular layers), or due to subsurface folding or cavities that over time fill with softer sediments.
The basis for judging the softness or hardness of the soil layers in this study is based on the
recorded values of shear wave velocity (Vs) in the soil layers. In the default case, in the numerical
analyses, the critical damping ratio of the soil layers is assumed to be 5%. In some parametric
studies of the present study, this value has varied. The effect of changing the geometric
characteristics (thickness and location of the layer) and the hardness of the soft soil layer on the
spectral acceleration response of the site through parametric analyses using equivalent-linear one-
dimensional methods (in the EERA program) and non-linear methods (in the NERA program) has
been examined. The main results obtained from this study can be summarized as follows:

1. The site response spectrum is not very sensitive to changes in the density of the soft layer and
is only dependent on the shear wave velocity in this layer.

2. In both the equivalent-linear and non-linear methods, as the overburdened soil (the upper hard
layer) increases in thickness on the soft layer, the values of the spectral acceleration response
decrease so that the spectral acceleration response of the soil layers reach a negligible value close
to zero at a maximum thickness of 1000 meters.

3. In both the equivalent-linear and non-linear methods, with an increase in the thickness of the
soft layer, this layer acts like a mirror, causing a decrease in the acceleration response.

4. Changes in the thickness of the upper soft layer (without defining an upper hard layer) have a
dual and contradictory effect: a decrease in acceleration response with an increase in the thickness
of the soft layer and an overall increase in the magnification values in the acceleration response.
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5. In the equivalent-linear analysis, with an increase in the shear wave velocity of the soft layer
from a minimum value of 50 m/s to a value of 200 m/s, the acceleration response increases

(maximum acceleration response)
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