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In the fast-developing world of digital construction, 
data is power. It is therefore critical that when 
Architects, designers, engineers, building contractors 
and facilities managers commission surveys, they 
consider the specific data needs of the many different 
stakeholders.

Unlike traditional surveys which are a retrospective 
record of building data, a digital 3D model is a current, 
primary, centralised source of information about the 
site, the building, its services and condition. It is the 
oracle from which all subsequent design, construction 
and management activities derive their knowledge 
and the basis on which critical judgements and 
decisions are made. 

Throughout a project the various stakeholders 
have different information requirements. It is 
therefore prudent at the outset to prepare a list of 
all the information requirements for the design and 
construction project phases, rather than simply those 
related to the immediate task in hand.

In some cases the client will want data for planned 
maintenance and facilities management once the 
building is in use. Obviously this information can’t be 
collated before the building has been constructed 
but including these details in the specification could 
influence how the data is structured or delivered.

Andy Jobling, Technical Manager at Levitt Bernstein Architects writes in the 2017 NBS Specification Report about the 
important role a specification document plays in a building project: “Not many clients have yet realised the longer term 
value that they have in the specification. In future, I think we will see the specification as an active document that evolves 
from the brief, is extended throughout the design stages, and is further updated during construction, before being 
handed over to the client to manage the asset.”

If you manage your project data with a Building 
Information Modelling (BIM) workflow your survey data 
will be used multiple times throughout the building’s 
lifespan. 

Incorrect data can create a damaging legacy, which is 
why commissioning the right survey is so important. 
By requesting that your data meets the correct 
standards, in the correct format at the earliest stages 
of the project, you will ensure it is reliable, compatible 
and comprehensive, fit-for-purpose and providing the 
best value for the client and stakeholders. The following 
tips share how best to commission a digital measured 
survey so that you receive the services, model and 
meta-data your require.

Data is power

Consider the bigger picture

Spec, spec, spec!



When compiling the specification document, it is important the project team considers their longer-term information 
requirements from the start of the project, including those required for asset, facilities and estate management. Graham Tier, Chair 
of the Board of Directors for the International Facility Management Association highlights the rising importance of the FM phase:
“Effective, strategic facility management is poised to be among the most significant demands facing corporate enterprise n the 
coming decades.”

The survey methodology can be tailored to capture the information needed during a building’s lifespan and built into the structure 
of the survey data from the start. This will reduce the inconvenience and extra costs associated with capturing missing data later on. 
Looking at the bigger picture when creating your survey specification will give you significantly more value from your data long-
term.

It is also important to state in your specification whether you want your model data and information to be built in accordance with 
the PAS 1192 framework - the specification for information management of construction projects.

Think about:

- Which stakeholders need the survey data?

- What information do they require?

- How is this best presented?

- What is the data lifespan?

Level 2 BIM projects require that data models are produced to the standards of the PAS framework so that they can fit seamlessly 
into the Level 2 workflow. This will mean it’s contructed in such a way that the project’s BIM manager, designer or contractor can 
instantly work with the data model and move forward with their area of the project.

Specifications that don’t include any PAS 1192 requirements may subsequently delay the project programme, while work is carried 
out by another stakeholder to make the model fit for purpose.

Value your data!

Unnecessary replacement costs are often incurred when valuable survey data has been lost. 

Leica Geosystems, leaders in measurement technology, reveal in their Laser Scanning report that ‘on a typical construction project, 
rework accounts for 12 to 15 per cent of the cost of construction.’ It is therefore imperative to plan how you will incorporate new and 
additional data in to your building model so that it becomes a trusted single information source used by all stakeholders.

Finding out what exisiting data is available and whether it is reusable can eliminate duplicate labour and costs. If building data is in 
place, a verification survey can confirm the data’s validity.

Think about:

- Does the exisiting data support your needs & requirements?

- If not, what are the data gaps?

- Can exisiting survey and drawing data be reused?

- What updates and verification are required?

- Can the existing data assist in briefing a new survey?

Form a dream team

Time spent discussing your project with a surveyor to make sure they understand your requirements is always time well spent. 
Making a surveyor part of your design team means they can advise on and are clearly accountable for the information they provide, 
as well as manage and maintain it, where this is part of their remit.

“We chose to involve surveyors in the design strategy as we knew they 
would add valuable and professional insight”

Keith Prendergast - Director of Pick Everard, talking about their Chelmsford Leisure Centre project.

When dealing with data, dialogue should not be undervalued. The most effective and successful BIM projects occur because of the 
strong communication and relationships between surveyors and the design, construction and client teams throughout all stages of 
the project.



The detail is in the LOD

Ensure you have the appropriate Levels of Detail (LOD) 
and Levels of Information (LOI) for the tasks in hand. The 
digital survey specification must capture the relevant 
LODs if all stakeholders are to make full use of the 
information available.

LOD and LOI is defined in the model specification 
according to how the information will be used.

As BIM adoption becomes common practice, the 
definition and meaning of LODs and LOIs has become 
better understood and standardised. That said, LODs and 
LOIs are guidelines and need to be tailored to reflect the 
specific needs of the project and the data users.

The importance of a point cloud

As well as providing a source of highly accurate 
measurement data, a point cloud survey is also an 
invaluable design tool. Point cloud data can be shared 
with the design team within hours of a survey, easing the 
pressure of demanding project programmes. This enables 
the design team to start designing much sooner than 
would be possible with a traditional survey.

Using a web-share service, a design team can 
immediately access the survey and navigate the 3D 
photographic and dimensional information held within 
the point cloud. Taking accurate measurements from 
a virtual physical representation of the site means the 
project team can understand the physical structure of a 
building and make decisions based on the virtual model.

Think about:

- Ensure you have dialogue with your surveyor to flesh-out the digital carcass and put meat (aka ‘data’) 
on the bones.

- The quality of the input dictates the quality of the data output.

- Where high level detail is required within the model, the laser scanning resolution needs to be 
increased which can add to the surveying process and the time spent producing the survey model. 
This ultimately affects the cost.

If predefined at the outset, increased detail can be captured where needed and reduced when not. Data capture and modelling 
is expensive, so be clear what level of accuracy you really need.

Data for architectural and engineering design naturally needs greater dimensional accuracy and control than a general asset 
management model.

By understanding how the captured data will be used, the surveyors can ensure the relevant level of tolerance is used in each of 
the elements of the model. This guarantees the surveyor focusses on generating highly dimensionally accurate models where it 
is needed and don’t spend unnecessary time and resource preparing information that is not required.

Consider a phased survey

If the initial results of your survey are only required for a feasability study, but further detail will be required if the project goes 
ahead, then consider a phased delivery.

A basic model or floor plan will inform the feasibility of the project quickly and at a lower cost.

Requesting a phased delivery at the outset will achieve cost savings through reduced visits to site. Charges will only be incurred 
when the data is delivered.

Size, format and storage

Yours and your supply chain’s software compatibility and hardware capability need to be considered when commissioning your 
survey. Large detailed survey models will result in huge file sizes - we are talking gigabytes not kilobytes. For example, the files 
for our recent Goodmayes Hospital project amounted to 15 GB, for only a LOD2 model.
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Point clouds generate particularly large files which often cause problems in delivery, storage and handling. It is vital to consider 
these file sizes and the ability to share the data early on if all stakeholders are to use and benefit from the full value of the point 
cloud and the model.

Where issues are known, you can consider capturing parts of your survey in black and white rather than colour to reduce the 
size of the point cloud.

It is also essential to specify the delivery formats required for your models and data. This will be influenced by who needs access 
to the data, how they will access it, the software available and which versions are currently in use.

Think about:

- Consider the data size, format and storage early on in your plans.

Conclusion

A digital survey is not simply a commodity but a tailored service and should be purchased based on its fitness for purpose and 
its quality - not just its price.

Its usefulness and longevity may be impaired by short-termism and inadequate budgets.

Carefully consider your requirements at the outset. While it is tempting to capture as much detail as possible for ‘just in case’ 
scenarios, there is little point in spending time and money on a survey which exceeds your actual requirement.

Likewise, there is no point commissioning a model based on price that results in insufficient data and is unfit for purpose, 
therefore incurring delays and additional costs later in the project.


