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Cost-effective formation testing is a vital part of modern oil and gas operations. As production
companies pursue reserves in high-cost, high-risk environments, formation testing plays an
increasingly prominent role in decision making.  Complete understanding of reservoir properties
and fluids is crucial from the first exploratory well to wells drilled for enhanced recovery in any
field.

Fundamentals of Formation Testing is the first of a series of Schlumberger reference books
produced for current and future oilfield technical professionals. This document illustrates
state-of-the-art technologies with field examples from well testing applications to test design,
sampling techniques, operations, and interpretation. We trust this information will reinforce the
value of formation testing.

Sami Iskander
President, Wireline
Clamart, France
March 2006
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Overview

Introduction
The general formation evaluation workflow consists of
delineating the reservoir using seismic information and
well-to-well correlations, evaluating the volume of
reserves, and then determining the fluids present and
the ability to produce them. Logs provide initial infor-
mation on the fluid type and producibility. Testing pro-
vides confirmation, detailed fluid properties, accurate
pressure measurements and production evaluation.
Formation testing is the final evaluation step before the
well is put into production and provides essential infor-
mation to design the well completion and production
facilities.

Two different technologies can be used for testing:
n Wireline formation testing uses a sonde that can be

positioned at a selected depth in the formation to pro-
vide accurate measurements of pressure and fluid
type but limited production data.

n Well testing uses a packer lowered on drillpipe or
tubing. The tested interval is not precisely defined
and downhole measurements are limited, but the
volume of fluid produced enables complete evalua-
tion of production potential.

This book will describe the advantages and limita-
tions of both formation testing techniques and how they
complement each other.

Well testing applications
There are many applications of well testing, but they are
grouped into four fundamental classes.

Formation pressure measurement
This class of application uses the direct static formation
pressure measurement. It includes
n static pressure measurement and depletion 

determination 
n determination of the inflow performance and pro-

ductivity index (PI) of the reservoir and, in gas wells,
the absolute open flow (AOF) potential of the reservoir

n determination of reservoir fluid density from gradients
n determination of reservoir fluid contacts
n identification of reservoir vertical permeability 

barriers
n identification of vertical flow through layered

sequences in developed reservoirs
n numerical reservoir simulation applications.

Permeability and skin
The pressure and associated measurements (e.g., down-
hole flow) are interpreted to yield reservoir dynamic
parameters relevant to fluid flow, such as formation per-
meability, and any occurrence of skin (e.g., formation
damage) that would impair the flow. The measurements
will help determine
n reservoir permeability
n well deliverability
n a damaged or stimulated well condition
n vertical rock permeability
n the efficiency of stimulation treatments.

 



Formation fluid characterization
The essence of formation testing is flowing the well,
which presents the unique opportunity to recover sam-
ples of the reservoir fluid. It enables
n collecting representative reservoir samples
n characterizing the fluid composition, its phase

behavior and its pressure-volume-temperature
(PVT) properties.

Reservoir characterization
The pressure response during a well test provides the
characteristic signature of reservoir fluid flow events
that will be interpreted in terms of boundaries, hetero-
geneities and reservoir volume. It enables
n determining the total reservoir pore volume con-

nected to the tested well
n determining the average reservoir pressure
n determining reservoir boundary conditions such 

as impermeable barriers and constant pressure 
conditions

n characterizing reservoir heterogeneities such as 
layered systems and natural fractures

n quantifying vertical and horizontal reservoir 
communications.

Well testing methods
The three primary ways to test a well are covered in the
following sections.

Openhole and cased hole, no completion
Conventional deliverability tests, involving extensive sur-
face and downhole equipment, are designed to simulate
the production characteristics of new wells. Figure 1
shows a typical surface offshore layout for an exploration
well test and a sketch of the drillstem test (DST) string
of downhole testing tools.

Wireline testing
Wireline tests are performed mostly in open hole using a
cable-operated formation tester and sampling tool
anchored at depth while reservoir communication is
established through one or more pressure and sampling
probes. Figure 2 shows typical configurations for testing
and sampling with the MDT* Modular Formation
Dynamics Tester tool. 

Production or injection test 
with completion string in place
Production and injection well tests, performed using
production logging tools, are conducted to obtain pres-
sure and optional flow measurements. Figure 3 shows a
sketch of a basic version of the PS Platform* new-gener-
ation production services platform, equipped with a gas
holdup sensor. 

During a well test, a particular flow rate schedule is
applied to the targeted reservoir, using surface or down-
hole flow control equipment (in the case of conventional
testing and production or injection well testing) or a
software-selected drawdown routine (in the case of wire-
line formation testing). The resulting pressure changes
and the flow rates (surface and optionally downhole) are
recorded versus time, typically either in the same well or
probe, or in a nearby well or probe during interference
tests. From the measured pressure response, and from
predictions of how reservoir properties influence this
response, one can infer the values of these properties,
which include permeability, skin factor and other para-
meters. A particular aspect of well testing is formation
fluid sampling, which is one of the main reasons wells
are tested.

Well tests are quite varied in nature. Unlike logging
runs, which consist of recordings of static formation
properties such as density and resistivity, well tests must
be designed before they are executed. Effective well
testing must obey the design-execute-evaluate cycle,
where the operations are first designed to target the
measurement of specific parameters, then executed in
the field, then evaluated—the evaluation expectedly
yielding the values of the targeted parameters. If the
objectives are not met, the evaluation feeds back into
the design of future tests—sometimes also into the
design of the test being performed—and the process
continues through the design-execute-evaluate cycle to
optimize the results versus the expectations.

Because well tests can be designed to achieve many
objectives under highly varied environmental and reser-
voir conditions, implementation in the field can be per-
formed in a number of ways, using many different hard-
ware configurations and an extensive suite of
interpretation methods.

This chapter will discuss the objectives of well testing
(including the hardware and the measurement sensors
used), testing data acquisition, interpretation, applica-
tions and software. A separate chapter will discuss for-
mation fluid sampling.
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Figure 1. Typical offshore layout for an exploration well test.
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Figure 2. Typical MDT configurations for formation testing and sampling.
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Figure 3. Sketch of a basic PS Platform tool for production logging and testing in production and injection wells.
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Well testing objectives
Well tests are conducted at all stages in the life of a reser-
voir: exploration, development, production and injection.
At each of these stages, tests are performed with set
objectives, using specific hardware and design options.

Exploration and appraisal well tests
At the exploration stage, tests are performed both with
an openhole wireline tester, to measure pressures and
collect fluid samples, and with the drillstring, to simu-
late production at the time of the completion.

A wireline tester is used to measure the static pres-
sures of all the permeable layers of interest. Pressure
versus depth plots help establish the formation fluid gra-
dients and identify the fluid contacts in the reservoir.
The MDT tool can also be used with a packer module to
perform a smaller-scale production test.

A conventional DST is necessary because at the explo-
ration stage the operator needs to know whether the
discovery is of commercial value. The objectives are to
establish a production rate and the volume of the reser-
voir. If production rates are low, the operator needs to
know if it is because of poor reservoir deliverability or
because of a high skin factor. In the latter case, flow
rates could be increased if the skin were removed, and
the well would have better potential. If the volume of
hydrocarbons in place, inferred from the initial test, was
too small, the discovery would lose its economic poten-
tial even if production rates were high.

A primary reason for testing exploration wells is to
recover a fluid sample. This is the best stage at which to
characterize the reservoir fluid, because the reservoir is
in a virgin state and no fluid has been produced. In later
stages of a reservoir’s life, the fluid composition changes
and the surface fluid composition may not exactly match
the downhole fluid composition. (This is especially true
in two-phase situations such as condensate reservoirs.)
Because the fluid sampling program in an exploration
well is particularly important, it will feature both a wire-
line sampling program (including the collection of PVT-
quality samples) and larger volumes produced during
the DST operation.

Development well tests
During the development phase, the test objectives are
different from those of the exploration and appraisal
stages. Presumably the reservoir deliverability has been
assessed and the reservoir fluid has been characterized.
The operator now needs to better understand the
hydraulic communications in order to relate the reser-
voir characterization to the geological model.

Formation testing at this stage predominantly con-
sists of openhole wireline pressure testing. The empha-
sis is on static reservoir pressures, which are used to
confirm fluid contacts and fluid density gradients. On
that basis, the different hydraulic compartments of the
reservoir will be determined and tied into the geological
model. Often, field production has already started while
additional development wells are being drilled. In the
new wells, pressure gradients already may reflect the
influence of the production on the reservoir pressure.
On those wells, the reservoir simulator, if in place, will
be used to predict vertical pressure profiles to be con-
firmed by the wireline tester measurements. Any differ-
ences would be used to refine the geological model and
introduce suitable compartments in the dynamic model.
This stage is crucial in reservoirs with a large number of
stacked layers such as deltaic deposits (which are the
most prolific hydrocarbon-producing reservoirs). For
these, wireline pressure measurements are an invalu-
able aid to reservoir dynamics characterization, because
there is no other practical way of assessing vertical and
lateral communications and the volumetrics of these
small individual accumulations. This application con-
tributed to the immediate acceptance of the first wire-
line testing tool, the RFT* Repeat Formation Tester.
Until this tool’s introduction in the mid-1970s, distrib-
uted pressure measurements had been unavailable to
reservoir engineers. 

The main objective of conventional testing, if per-
formed on the new development wells, is to measure any
skin resulting from formation damage. If skin is absent,
the wells can produce at their full potential. If a high
skin is detected, it must be corrected before putting the
wells on line.

Another reason for testing development wells is to
prepare them for stimulation operations, which may be
necessary to produce them economically. This is
common with many reservoirs in low-producibility areas,
where the operator needs an early return on invest-
ments. When unstimulated production rates would be
uneconomical, the operator often spends as much as 
$1 million or more on extensive stimulation operations,
such as hydraulic fracturing. Recovering this investment
could take months. Conventional well testing is espe-
cially important to assess the productivity gains
achieved through measuring skin, determining fracture
length and its hydraulic conductivity, and assessing the
financial risks.
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Production and injection well tests 
In the production phase, the objectives of testing shift
from flow evaluation to reservoir monitoring, data col-
lection for history matching of reservoir simulators, and
productivity tests to assess the need for stimulation. Well
tests are performed to check for skin resulting from
migration of fines to the near-wellbore region, and to
assess the need for acidizing to remove those fines.
Partial completion effects are diagnosed and remedied
by reperforating or by extending perforation intervals.
Gravel-packed wells are tested to evaluate the gravel-
pack skin (which is often very large) and decide on any
subsequent treatment.

Most of these tests are performed using a pressure
gauge suspended from an electric cable or a slickline, or
using a production logging tool that will provide comple-
mentary measurements such as downhole flow rate. The
complexity of tests will depend on the well and may vary
from a simple buildup test to a series of step-rate tests
intended to analyze the dynamic performance of com-
plete multilayer systems.

Cased hole wireline testing also may be performed to
obtain formation pressures in layered sequences, collect
samples of bypassed oil detected by saturation measure-
ments and, in some cases, measure permeability.

Productivity well tests versus 
descriptive reservoir tests
The interpretation of well tests is one of the most wide-
spread sources of dynamic reservoir data. Tests  on oil
and gas wells are performed at various stages of drilling,
completion and production. The test objectives range
from simple measurements of reservoir pressure to char-
acterization of complex reservoir features. Well tests can
be classified either as single-well productivity tests or
descriptive reservoir tests.
n Single-well productivity tests are conducted to 

– determine well deliverability
– characterize formation damage and other sources

of skin
– identify produced fluids and determine their

respective volume ratios
– measure reservoir pressure and temperature
– obtain representative fluid samples suitable for PVT

analysis
– evaluate completion efficiency
– evaluate workover or stimulation treatments.

n Descriptive reservoir tests are conducted to
– assess reservoir extent and geometry
– determine hydraulic communication between wells
– characterize reservoir heterogeneities
– evaluate reservoir parameters.

Goals of well test interpretations
Table 1 lists the interpretation objectives of typical well
tests. Five types of tests have been considered:
n openhole wireline test on an exploration or appraisal

well
n conventional DST on an exploration or appraisal well
n openhole wireline test on a development well
n conventional DST on a development well
n cased hole test on a production or injection well,

using a pressure gauge or a production logging tool.

Reservoir pressure
The primary data obtained from reservoir testing are
continuous measurements of reservoir pressure versus
time; flow rate is typically controlled to follow a planned
schedule. In effect, formation pressure is probably the
single most important measurement in the production
history, dynamics and economics of the field. Pressure
measurements are used in volumetric calculations
(reserves), dynamic reservoir property determinations
(permeability), reservoir characterization (compart-
mentalization), fluid characterization (phase behavior,
fluid properties) and well completion design (lifting sys-
tems). Pressure also provides information on the evolu-
tion of reservoir energy and fluid contacts with time, and
it is an essential input to reservoir simulation models.
Further, repeated and comprehensive use of pressure
measurements is fundamental to the success of produc-
tion optimization programs. Such programs address not
only the well itself but the whole reservoir and even the
surface facilities.

In addition to well testing applications, reservoir
pressure testing is used in
n determining rock stresses and hydraulic fracturing

characteristics
n optimizing well flow characteristics and control of

hydraulic losses
n optimizing surface production systems
n determining material balance
n characterizing reservoir energy.

6



Fundamentals of Formation Testing  n Overview 7

Table 1. Target Objectives of the Interpretation of Various Types of Well Tests

Exploration or Exploration or  Development Development Production or  
Appraisal Well Appraisal Well Well Well Injection Well
Openhole Wireline DST Openhole Wireline DST Cased Hole Wireline

(Gauges or Production  
Logging tool)

Pressure-depth profile Yes Yes

Vertical permeability barriers Yes Yes

Reservoir fluid densities Yes Not if differential 
from gradients depletion

Reservoir fluid contacts Yes Not if differential 
depletion

Vertical flow patterns Yes Yes
from pressure profile

Drawdown and buildup Yes Yes
mobilities

Anisotropic permeability Yes Yes
determination

Fluid samples Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Representative fluid samples Yes Little control Needs initial Needs initial Needs initial 
on quality reservoir fluid reservoir fluid reservoir fluid

Reservoir deliverability kh/µ Yes Yes

Skin factor Yes Yes Yes

Reservoir heterogeneities Yes Yes Yes
and flow model

Reservoir volume Yes

Reservoir boundaries Yes Yes Yes

Horizontal wells Usually no  Yes Yes
exploration
horizontal
wells

Horizontal interference tests Yes Yes Yes

Vertical interference tests Yes Yes

Average reservoir pressure Yes Yes Yes

Treatment efficiency Yes

Layered reservoirs testing Yes

Determination of PI and AOF Yes

Multipoint gas well tests Yes

Injection well tests Yes

Flow measurements Possible but Yes Recommended
infrequent



The measurement commonly known as “reservoir
pressure” is a measurement of the pore fluid pressure pp
in a porous reservoir. The reservoir pore fluid pressure is
the fraction of the overburden pressure that is supported
by the fluid system. The other fraction, the effective
stress σv′ is supported by the rock. The overburden
stress (σv) is caused by the weight of the fluid and rocks
in the lithostatic column above the measured point. Pore
pressure is linked to rock stresses with the relation

(1)

The static pressure measurement always results from
some form of transient test, where a specific volume of
fluid is withdrawn from the well before the pressures are
allowed to stabilize. The efficiency of wireline testing,
where static pressures can be acquired at the rate of
possibly one measurement every few minutes, results
from the small volume of the fluid sample. Conversely, in
conventional well testing, static pressures take much
longer to stabilize only because of the larger amount of
fluid withdrawn, which creates pressure disturbances
observable at much greater distances into the reservoir.
The term “sandface pressure” refers to the value of the
pressure existing at the boundary between the reservoir
and the wellbore, whether the reservoir flows (draw-
down or flow tests) or not (shut-in or buildup tests).
Ideally the sandface pressure would be the pressure
measured by a wireline tester (considering the probe
penetration to be nil) or the well pressure—static or
flowing—measured at depth in the well by a hanging
pressure gauge.

To illustrate the relationship between the reservoir
pressure and the reservoir dynamic properties, this book
will review the essentials of steady-state (or stabilized)
flow in reservoirs and the propagation of pressure in
reservoirs under the effect of transient flow conditions.

Steady-state radial flow in reservoirs
Flow through a homogeneous reservoir into a wellbore is
considered radial when the flowlines are horizontal, par-
allel and converge toward the wellbore axis. Infinite-
acting radial flow (IARF) is a special case of transient
flow regime illustrated in Fig. 4. In IARF, an idealized
cylindrical model can be used to calculate flow rates and
describe the pressure distribution away from the well-
bore.

If h is the thickness of the flowing interval, the cross-
sectional area of flow at distance r from the axis of the
wellbore is 2πrh, and the flow velocity v through this
area for a production rate Q is

(2)

Darcy’s steady-state equation can be written to
express the flow velocity

(3)

where k is the reservoir permeability and µ is the reser-
voir fluid viscosity.

Combining Eq. 2 and Eq. 3, we get

(4)

Eq. 4 can be integrated in two different ways:
n From r = rw (rw is the wellbore radius, where the

pressure is the sandface pressure, pwf) to r = re (re is
the external or drainage radius, where the pressure is
the static pressure, pi), giving the steady-state flow
rate: 

(5)
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Figure 4. Infinite-acting radial flow.
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In oilfield units,

(6)

n From r to re, giving the pressure response at distance
r:

(7)

The distribution of pressure versus distance from the
wellbore is shown on Fig. 5. The greatest pressure loss
occurs within a short distance (in this example, about
100 ft). The pressure distribution is independent of
reservoir permeability. As pressure varies with the loga-
rithm of radius, the pressure measured at the sandface
is little affected by the drainage radius in normal pro-
duction conditions. On the other hand, because rw
(which in practice is taken as the casing outside diame-
ter) can vary considerably, this parameter has a larger
influence on both the pressure distribution and the flow
rates.

This pressure profile applies only to laminar flow and
slightly compressible (e.g., liquid) flows. At very high
rates, and for compressible fluids (e.g., gas), flow near
the wellbore may become turbulent and pressure gradi-
ents may become steeper than predicted by Fig. 5.

In practice, the presence of skin often affects the
pressure profile away from the wellbore. Skin is a condi-
tion of flow impairment or enhancement close to the

wellbore (the “skin”) created by various conditions such
as formation damage (or stimulation). Skin effect is the
equivalent of a pressure drop added to (or subtracted
from) the sandface pressure that would exist in the
absence of skin. The pressure profile away from the well-
bore will be affected by the existence or absence of skin,
as illustrated in Fig. 6.

Transient flow
A step change in the production rate of a well causes a
pressure disturbance that propagates radially outward
into the reservoir at a velocity determined by the
hydraulic diffusivity of the total reservoir and fluid
system:

(8)

where φ is the reservoir porosity and Ct is the compress-
ibility of the total reservoir and fluid system. The veloc-
ity of propagation is independent of the magnitude of the
change causing the disturbance. This is analogous to the
observation that the velocity of ripples caused by throw-
ing a pebble into a pond is independent of the size of the
pebble.

There are two basic types of pressure transient tests:
n Pressure drawdown tests are performed after the well

has been shut in for a period sufficient to establish
static pressure conditions. The well is opened and pro-
duced at a steady flow while the pressure (and option-
ally the rate) change is observed at the sandface.

n Pressure buildup tests are performed after the well
has flowed for a period sufficient to establish a radial
flow regime. The well is closed while the pressure
(and optionally the rate) change is observed at the
sandface.
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Figure 5. Pressure profile in radial flow regime.
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The “open” (or “flow”) and “close” (or “shut-in”)
cycles can be generated at the surface by changing the
choke or closing the master valve, or downhole by using
a downhole shut-in valve or a wireline tester flow control
schedule.

Classic transient test analysis is based on solutions to
the partial differential equations describing fluid flow
through porous media in the period during which the
flow around the wellbore is radial and has not encoun-
tered any distant reservoir heterogeneities or bound-
aries.

The radial diffusivity equation attempts to model the
radial propagation of pressure through a reservoir of
specified characteristics (permeability, porosity, com-
pressibility), where a fluid of specified properties (den-
sity, viscosity, compressibility) is flowing. In the diffusiv-
ity equation, time is also a variable, which allows
pressure modeling to be made both as a function of time
and of distance from an observation point (typically the
well).

The radial diffusivity equation results from a combi-
nation of three formulas:
n Darcy’s law, presented in Eq. 3.
n The mass conservation equation:

(9)

where ρ is the density of the flowing fluid and t is the
running time.
n The equation-of-state of a slightly compressible fluid:

(10)

By making certain assumptions, the system shown in
Eqs. 3, 9 and 10 simplifies, and the diffusivity equation
can then be expressed in its most common form and
applied to transient pressure testing.

(11)

The assumptions governing the validity of the radial
diffusivity equation are as follows:
n Isothermal conditions exist.
n There are negligible gravitational effects.
n The flowing fluid is single phase.
n The reservoir is homogeneous, isotropic, incompress-

ible and of constant porosity.
n The permeability is independent of pressure.

n The fluid viscosity is constant and independent of
pressure.

n The pressure gradients are small.
n The fluid is slightly compressible.
n The flow is laminar (the velocity has no component

normal to the flow).
Whether the final assumption is satisfied depends on

the Reynolds number for reservoir flow. The Reynolds
number, NRe, (Eq. 12) is a dimensionless function of fluid
velocity v, fluid density ρ, fluid viscosity µ and cross-
sectional diameter of flow d stated in oilfield units as

(12)

At values of the Reynolds number less than 2000, the
flow is laminar. This is the most common situation in
practice. In some very high-rate oil wells, however, and
in many gas wells (where fluid viscosity is low), the
Reynolds number surpasses the 2000 to 3000 transitional
range, and the flow becomes turbulent. The diffusivity
equation can still be used in those situations, provided
pseudofunctions of pressure and time are considered to
account for the turbulence of the flow.

The radial diffusivity equation can be solved in many
ways. One of the most useful results applies to transient
radial flow, where flowlines are horizontal, perpendicu-
lar to the wellbore and convergent to it. In this case, the
radial diffusivity equation is approximated to

(13)

where rD, tD and pD are dimensionless variables related
to the corresponding physical parameters r, t and p by

(14)

(15)

and

(16)

∆ t and ∆p are the elapsed time and pressure change,
respectively, referenced to the end of the previous shut-
in or flowing period.
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The formulation of pD enables us to calculate the
pressure value following an initial disturbance (the
drawdown) at any point in space and time near the
origin of the disturbance (i.e., the well).

An interesting result is that, at any specific time, the
pressure disturbance is inversely proportional to ln(rD

2).
Thus, the magnitude of the disturbance is at a maximum
near its origin (the wellbore) and rapidly diminishes
away from the wellbore. Lower-permeability reservoirs
would generate lower diffusivity and transmit pressure
disturbances more slowly. Also, because the expression
of pD includes the reservoir deliverability kh/µ, the
higher the reservoir deliverability, the smaller the pres-
sure differentials and vice versa. This explains why it is
difficult to measure significant pressure differentials in
high-deliverability reservoirs, where high-resolution
pressure gauges must be used.

Another meaningful result concerns the radius of
influence of a pressure disturbance as a function of time.
It is intuitive that the longer the well test, the deeper is
the region investigated. The derivation of the dimen-
sionless pressure pD shows that the radius of influence of
a pressure disturbance is proportional to the square root
of time (in oilfield units):

(17)

This theory is shown schematically in Fig. 7, which
explains why testing wells to observe distant reservoir
boundaries rapidly becomes prohibitively expensive
because of the time involved.

The following chapters describe the measurement
technologies and the interpretation techniques of for-
mation testing.
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Figure 7. Propagation of a pressure disturbance as a function
of time.
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