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A New Classification for North American Shale Gas Play Evaluation 
 
 Until recently, shale gas production in North America has been primarily limited 
to shallow Upper Devonian shale formations in the eastern United States pursued mainly 
by small independent gas producers. The successful development of the East Texas 
Mississippian Barnett Shale play in the Fort Worth basin during the past five years has 
also attracted the attention of larger independent and major petroleum companies, leading 
to renewed exploration interest in mature North American onshore basins in search of the 
next hot shale gas play. 
 

The primary targets of shale gas plays are aerially extensive, organic-rich marine 
shales that meet certain minimum geochemical criteria to be classified as potential 
hydrocarbon source rocks. Commercial gas shales contain adequate gas-in-place and 
sufficient connected open fracture networks (natural or induced) to allow for gas to flow 
through intrinsically extremely low matrix permeability formations. Some purported 
shale gas plays produce from fractured siltstone, chert, or carbonate intervals interbedded 
with organic-rich shales, and are not considered as true shale gas accumulations in this 
study. 
 

Five-component radar (“spider-web”) plots have been commonly used in the past 
to compare volumetric and geochemical attributes of the major North American shale gas 
plays. However, these plots do not capture all of the critical geological elements 
necessary for commercial shale gas accumulations, nor do they adequately explain 
variations in shale gas productivity. 
 

A new shale gas classification is presented based on a review of North American 
shale gas producing basins to better characterize the critical geological components of 
various shale gas play types as an aid in defining and selecting appropriate analogs for 
shale gas play evaluations and resource estimates. 
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