
WHAT IS THE REAL POWER OF

BIM?
I

n Australia, as federal, state 
and local governments all 
start to slowly contemplate 
their position on building 
information modeling (BIM), 

industry has already decided that it 
is the new norm. Most stakeholders 
in the design and construction 
process already have some level 
of BIM capability. In some cases, 
head contractors are mandating the 
implementation of BIM, or at the very 
least encouraging key aspects of BIM in 
order to realise efficiency in the design 
and construction process. Curiously, 
this seems to be occurring even if the 
client has no interest in BIM, and in 
some cases despite the client having 
reservations about it with the view 
that somehow its implementation 
may adversely impact their project. 

What the industry is missing 
is clear examples of what can be 
achieved as part of the BIM process 
that will impact on the post-project 
handover phase. The costs in the 
operational stage of a project’s lifecycle 
are widely accepted to range from 
four to six times the actual design 
and construction costs. Whilst these 
numbers can be debated, there is no 
question of the tremendous savings 
that can be achieved in the facility 
and asset management sectors. 

While BIM design software 
certainly requires mechanisms which 
allow different software vendor 
products to be included in the design 
process, the same issues exist in the 
post-construction industries where 
we can argue that it is possibly 
more important to agree on open 

standards in post-construction. At 
the post-construction stage we have 
numerous vendors, such as IBM, 
SAP and many others, that use asset 
information from the base design 
and build to maintain constructed 
facilities at high levels of operation. 
This information links to financial 
systems, warehouse and logistic 
systems, resource planning systems, 
operational maintenance systems 
and other support systems. 

The design and construction 
industry has accepted that there are 
clear benefits to BIM – albeit there 
are varying opinions within the 
industry itself. As an industry, we 
are starting to accept that the only 
way to realise those benefits is deeper 
collaboration. However, the facilities 
management industry continues to 
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grapple with this transformation. This 
includes a change from what is, in 
many cases, undocumented changes 
or changes that are documented in 
2D paper-based systems and largely 
disconnected database driven systems 
and moving to a future where they 
too can benefit from the handover 
of the various BIM outputs. 

To quote Chuck Mies, Autodesk’s 
BIM business development manager, 
in his opening presentation at a 
recent facilities management industry 
function: “Ours is the only trillion 
dollar industry in the history of 
the world where clients demand 
inefficient processes … Handover 
generally leads to information loss.”

Eliminating this data loss and 
removing duplication of effort 
and introducing and adopting key 

technology advancements in the design, 
construction and facilities management 
industries needs to be the focus of 
government, industry and software 
vendors. BIM is, by its very nature, 
about managing the complexity and 
volume of data contained in the various 
design and construction models. 

Like it or not, BIM will mean that 
the rate of change in technology and 
the technology itself will change the 
way that our industry deals with related 
data forever. One thing is for certain, 
like many industries where technology 
finally became a key enabler, industries 

can be changed irrevocably. The 
music, publishing, photographic, 
travel and retail industries are a few 
of the key industries that have all 
seen vast disruption. Is BIM going to 
disrupt the design, construction and 
facilities management industries and 
is the rate change going to surprise 
us all? These are the questions that 
our industry is grappling with.

To answer this, in part, consider 
the internet. Twenty years ago, the 
internet itself didn’t really exist in 
any meaningful way. Today it is 
estimated that there are over 10 

WHAT THE INDUSTRY IS MISSING IS 
CLEAR EXAMPLES OF WHAT CAN BE 

ACHIEVED AS PART OF THE BIM PROCESS
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billion devices connected to the 
internet (and growing), all of which 
have transformed the way we work. 
Considering that a connected 
smartphone today can give people 
access to a vast data volume on the 
internet, and considering that the 
most basic smartphone today is 
significantly faster and smaller than 
computers from only a couple of years 
ago, then it’s possible to surmise that 
advancements in computers and related 
technologies will allow all aspects of 
the property industry to take advantage 
of the data contained in and related 
to BIM. This will occur in ways we 
can’t even start to imagine today.  

Ray Kurzweil is the recently 
appointed director of engineering 
responsible for new projects involving 
machine learning and language 
processing at Google. Kurzweil is an 
inventor, entrepreneur, author and 
futurist and lauded as one of the most 
progressive and leading thinkers of 
our time. Among Kurzweil’s many 
predictions of what the future may 
look like and his supporting theories 
is “the law of accelerating returns”. 
This theory ascribes to the notion 
that technology builds on itself and 
continues to accelerate and becomes 
cheaper as the technology itself takes 
full control of its own progression.

As I contemplate this theory within 
the BIM context I imagine a world 
of opportunities limited only by our 
current thinking. Can BIM be the 
catalyst for a world where buildings 
are so technologically advanced that 
many of their functions and their 
environments become self-diagnosing 
and repairing? Will the facilities 
management industry and asset owners 
need, and want, to change the way they 
work? Will the incumbent demands 
placed on BIM put pressure on the 
design and construction industry 
to deliver on the unencumbered 

potential of BIM? Will the design and 
construction industry realise so many 
benefits from BIM that the FM industry 
and asset owners just end up the natural 
beneficiaries of what it delivers? 

Whatever the answers are to these 
questions, we as an industry cannot 
afford to ignore the ways in which 
BIM is transforming our industry.

Let’s consider for a moment the 
current thinking around the ‘internet 

of things’. Cisco, arguably the largest 
communication device company in the 
world on which the internet has been 
built, refers to this as “the internet 
of everything”. In this world the 
expectation is that every type of device 
that has a reason to be connected to 
the internet will be accessible. It’s 
therefore not difficult to imagine that 
our future interactions with BIM – in 
particular the 3D model and geometric 
data – would resemble the way in 
which we interact with other forms 
of everyday software and devices. 
A clean, seamless and integrated 

workflow – nirvana? I think not.  
There are many parallels with 

what is happening now in BIM to 
what occurred in the IT industry 
and other industries where access 
to data, its use and the speed of 
technological advancements created 
massive efficiencies by allowing data 
from one process to be combined 
with other data, resulting in cost 
and production chain efficiencies. 

This is the type of watershed 
moment that will transform BIM. 

Standards provide robust parameters 
to define, particularly in the realm 
of data exchange. The IT industry, 
for example, has long developed and 
proven standards for a range of criteria 
from HTML for web content to the 
many different XML schemas for 
data exchange. By contrast, design, 
construction and the many companies 
involved in the operation of facilities are, 
by and large, still using 2D paper-based 
systems. In order for the construction 
and facilities industries to make the 
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next quantum leap, there are legal, trust 
and co-operative issues to be addressed. 
In an industry beset by an abundance 
of contracts and legal disputes, the 
introduction of the ‘perfect’ BIM 
process is a mammoth challenge and 
one that may be a lumbering process.  

In the halcyon days of the drawing 
board, quantity surveyors would count 
all the elements and components that 
went into a design to obtain a cost 
estimate for a project to ensure that 
client and constructor expectations 
were managed. Today, while BIM 
allows for those costs to be mined from 
the data inherent in the 3D model by 
anyone with access to it, it is still the 
quantity surveyor that is responsible for 
ensuring that what is being designed 
will fall within cost expectations.

Many different industries are 
now implementing key elements 
of BIM. NDY uses a combination 
of geometry and data in the BIM 
model to create the 2D content 
that industry still demands, yet 
we also supply the 3D content that 

the industry needs in key areas 
to improve constructability and 
co-ordination. But, as always, 
innovation is king. Finding new 
and effective ways to use the data 
and the geometry in the model to 
check designs, consider safety and 
constructability of designs, check 
code compliance and even monitor 
changes in the model and determine 
and present how those changes will 
impact designs and project delivery 
commitments is where the benefit is. 

The exciting part of this journey 
is that our industry will continue to 
discover not only the improvements in 
the way it utilises data and geometry 
in the BIM model but also to improve 
all the processes to truly change how it 
does business. While that is exciting, 
what will be amazing to us all is the 
way in which derived value obtained 
as a byproduct from combining data 
and geometry in the BIM model 
will change our industry forever. 

No longer should we think of 
BIM as just delivering increases in 
the quality of deliverables, because it 
will offer far more. We will continue 
to innovate with what BIM can offer 
without having to greatly modify 
existing design processes. This will 
result in a steep upturn in the BIM 
evolution within the construction 
industry in all market sectors and 
for the many stakeholders involved 
in the industry, from design to 
operation, over the decades that 
a facility is in operation. 

When we factor in rapid 
advancements in the technology 
industry we will continue to be 
amazed at what new and related 
technologies such as 3D printing and 
location-aware services will offer. We 
are fast approaching the summit: the 
point at which design, construction 
and operation of facilities will only 
be limited by our imaginations. 

Frank Italia is the director of 
information technology and 
building information modeling at 
Norman Disney & Young. He has 
25 years’ experience in business 
and work practices, including 
strategy, research and innovation 
in improving productivity and 
workflows in the built environment. 
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