
messyBIM: Augmenting a building information
model with messy talk to improve a buildings’ design
process
Anca-Simona Horvath1, Clara Vite2, Naja Holten Møller3 and Gina Neff4

1Aalborg University, Research Laboratory for Art and Technology, Aalborg, Denmark
2University of Genoa, Polytechnic School, Genoa, Italy
3University of Copenhagen, Software, Data, People and Society, Copenhagen, Denmark
4University of Oxford, Oxford Internet Institute, Oxford, United Kingdom

Abstract
Designing a building requires collaboration between experts such as architects, engineers, and con-
structors as well as with non-experts such as clients or end-users. To gather input, experts present and
discuss with non-experts parts of the design of the future building in feedback sessions. With the digi-
talisation of the construction sector, the design process is facilitated by technologies that allow experts
to work on a shared digital model. This digital model often comes in the form of a building information
model, or BIM, which serves as the basis for the physical spaces that later get constructed. In feedback
sessions, parts of the BIM model are presented on paper or screen and the unstructured conversations
which happen during these sessions (the messy talk) are later incorporated into the design. Navigating
BIM models is restricted to the specialists who closely work on and with them. In this way, BIM plat-
forms still have a series of limitations. To begin to address this, we present messyBIM, an interactive
experience that includes a virtual reality environment that allows navigation and interaction with an
augmented BIM. messyBIM shows different dimensions of a BIM and opens it up to a broader, non-
expert audience by recording messy talk about the building. messyBIM helps us think about the data
types associated to physical spaces. We hope that those who engage with it will think with us critically
about the complexities related to designing and constructing large-scale building projects.

Keywords
Building Information Modelling, Human Building Interaction, Digitised Construction, Sustainability,
VR

1. Introduction

Building Information Modeling has been defined as the virtual representation of the physical
and functional characteristics of a facility from inception onward. It is normally used as a
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collaboration technology for architects, structural and mechanical engineers, and construction
professionals and serves as a shared information repository for collaboration throughout a
facility’s life cycle [1]. BIM allows professionals to incorporate and coordinate more information
than with traditional 3D geometric modeling as a building is designed, constructed, and re-
purposed. In the last 10 years, the adoption of BIM has grown by 43% in the UK [2], with similar
trends in the Global North [3]. Architecture and engineering practices large and small use BIM
in their work yet there are only a few large BIM platforms (Autodesk Revit - the industry leader
[4], Nemetscheck [5], ArchiCAD [6], Vectorworks [7]) and BIM still has some limitations [8].
In 2020, some of the more famous architectural practices in the world wrote an open letter to
Autodesk, the maker of Revit describing how digital design leaders wrestle with software that,
at its core is twenty years old, and that the high prices of Revit do not justify the development
of the software [9]. It also talks about Revit’s lack of interoperability with other platforms and
how customers get locked into using it due to proprietary file formats.

Additionally, when designing a new building, input from non-experts, who do not have access
to the BIM model is needed. This input is currently given through feedback sessions where 2D
drawings of floor plans, sections, and renderings of the current state of the building’s design are
presented on paper or screens. All actors involved in the design process give spoken feedback
which is later incorporated into the design by the specialists who control the BIM. This process
is often tedious because preparing this material from the BIM model can be time-consuming
while non-experts might have trouble understanding the scale or even the meaning of the
specialized drawings. However, during these sessions, unstructured conversations, or what
Dossick and Neff called ”messy talk” happen between actors involved, and this messy talk has
been proven valuable in making the design process more effective [10, 11].

We show here that to work towards a more sustainable building industry, it is important to
understand the complexities and intricacies of the data which make up a building following its
life cycle. This helps to get a more holistic view of the process, understand and mitigate design
decisions. messyBIM could be one such design solution.

2. Related work: VR + BIM

Over the last decade, a series of plug-ins for commonly used software or stand-alone applications
that allow navigating through 3D models in general and for BIM, in particular, have been released
[12, 13, 14, 15] facilitating the promise of virtual worlds for architectural communication [16].
Most of these applications allow users to walk through the 3D model of a BIM, yet interactions
with the space are still limited. [17] describes a smaller, non-commercial project which allowed
users to design a building in VR. [18] report on a case study on integrating VR with BIM to
facilitate real-time creation of bill of quantities during the design phase. In [19], a comprehensive
description of state of the art in integrating BIM with VR is provided concluding that VR+BIM
enable better communication within the professional team and with non-experts through the
possibility to consult data while walking through the building and that coupling VR with BIM
improves significantly the use of BIM in design, construction, maintenance, and management.
In [20], Bjørn et al. show how immersing end-users in the BIM of a hospital and simulating
future activities can inform about important design miscalculations.
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Figure 1: Image of complete BIM model for sports facility, in Revit 2022

3. Materials and methods

Inspired by the concept of "messy talk" and in continuation of prior research on integrating
BIM and VR, we present messyBIM as an interactive experience that aims to (1) better visualize
the extra-dimensions of a BIM by showing data types involved in a building’s design, and to (2)
open up the BIM model to non-experts and record the messy talk which happens in the feedback
sessions between different actors involved in the design process of a building. The experience
invites citizens to take part in the design process by presenting them with: (a) computer-based
interactions with a BIM model through a desktop application and (b) paper-based interactions
by drawing on analysis maps, site plans, floor plans, sections, and renderings. Additionally, a
scaled physical model of the building will be present for investigation.

3.1. Description of project and BIM model

The interactive experience is based on an architectural project of a cricket sports club and is
a conceptual project, developed in an academic context and based on the design brief of this
project. The site is placed in Moara Vlăsiei, a village near Bucharest in Romania. The design
specifications were developed together with the Romanian Cricket Council and municipality
representatives from Moara Vlăsiei and took into consideration future building plans of the area.
The site of the project was rented by the council from the municipality for 50 years. Currently,
there is a cricket field on the site, and the Romanian Cricket Council intends to build a club
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Figure 2: Section of BIM model imported in Unity 2020

and rebuild the field. The total site area is 18 hectares and is a strip of land between a forest
and a river that is a protected natural site. Based on the specifications, the club includes an
inside cricket pitch, an indoor swimming pool, a restaurant, offices, locker rooms, and 30 rooms
for accommodation amounting to around 18.000 sqm. A BIM for the project was created using
Revit Architecture [4]. Figure 1 shows the complete BIM model of the facility.

3.2. Description of Interactions for the VR experience

Due to file size limitations, only a section of the BIM was selected to be exported as a .fbx
file and be part of the interactive experience. Since material properties in Revit do not import
well in Unity 2020 [21], the .fbx file was taken into 3DS Max [22] where the materials were
adjusted. Then, another .fbx file was exported and imported into Unity (figure 2). Furthermore,
a first-person controller was added to allow the user to move around the 3D model, and mesh
colliders were created for all geometry in the .fbx file so that a user would not walk or fall
through floors, walls, or topography. A user can look around the scene by moving the mouse
and can walk through the building using the keyboard arrows: front, back, left, and right.

Each architectural element in the scene is selectable with the left mouse button. This was
done by using raytracing from the mouse position. Selecting an architectural element initializes
a text box that gives information about it: its name, volume, material, when it was created, and
its manufacturer. Additionally, a text input allows the user to write text (make comments) on
top of the selected object. Text from previous users is visible upon selecting an architectural
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Figure 3: Moving a slider will show past, present and future images of the site

Figure 4: Selecting objects shows BIM data associated with them and allows the user to insert a
comment on top of them.

element (figure 4), and these comments are saved upon exiting the application.
Finally, a slider allows the user to ”move through time”: the slider goes from 1990 until 2050

and different scenes present the site of the project at different moments in time. If the timeline
slider is positioned in the past, historical images of the site are presented, while if the slider is
placed in the future - the BIM of the new building is shown. This is done by making different
scenes in Unity and switching through scenes as the slider moves (figure 3).
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4. Discussion

When talking about BIM, several additional dimensions are often discussed [19, 23], each
including different information about the design process. For example, 4D often refers to time,
6D, or 7D to sustainability estimates. While visualizing the 3D of a BIM is straightforward, the
other dimensions are harder to visualize in current platforms and collaborative technologies
for construction. With the VR application of messyBIM, we visualize the time dimension
(4D) by allowing the user to modify a slider that shows the site at different moments - past,
present, and future. By making all architectural elements in the environment clickable, and
showing information about them, different 6D or 7D data dimensions are made visible. While
messyBIM is a work in progress, the goal was to create a tool that will help the design process
of the building in the critical early stages of decision-making, which have been shown to have
the highest impact on a building’s sustainability [23, 24, 25]. The interactive experience will
invite non-experts to interact with architectural design data including both computer-based
interactions (recorded through the VR application), a scaled physical model, and paper-based
interactions with data describing the same building. The intention is to analyze how citizens
engage with these different data types, how they express opinions about the project, and what
their input is and use this to further develop messyBIM.

Across the construction sector, architecture and engineering professionals started building
software tools to complement what is still missing in existing BIM commercial software [26, 27,
28, 29, 30] and messyBIM fits under this area as well. We experienced Revit’s interoperability
problems while making the application (simply exporting a section of the building from Revit
and keeping all BIM information is currently not possible), as [18, 31] also report. Finding ways
to seamlessly import BIM data into game engines, or to develop for VR in BIM platforms could
be a useful direction for future research. Digital tools that complement commercial software are
often developed by construction professionals who have domain-specific knowledge on what
their tools should do but little knowledge on designing scalable, robust digital tools. Further
efforts in research and practice are needed to facilitate seamless communication between the
different actors that come together in designing a building (architects, engineers, investors,
end-users, HCI researchers, and practitioners) as facilitating this communication might lead to
a more sustainable building industry [32].

5. Conclusion

In this paper, we presented messyBIM, an interactive experience based on a building information
model of an architectural project. The interactive experience includes both computer-based
interactions, through a VR desktop application, physical and paper-based interactions. The VR
application is built on top of a BIM and a user can walk around the building and surrounding
landscape, select architectural elements, see information and write feedback. The user can also
navigate "through time" by interacting with a slider that shows the site at different moments
(the past and present show images of the site and the future shows the BIM). messyBIM is a
suggestion of how BIM platforms could be augmented to allow experts and non-experts to
interact with the multiple dimensions of data attributed to the design of a physical space.

12



Anca-Simona Horvath et al. CEUR Workshop Proceedings 7–14

References

[1] S. Kubba, Building information modeling (bim), in: S. Kubba (Ed.), Hand-
book of Green Building Design and Construction (Second Edition), second edition
ed., Butterworth-Heinemann, 2017, pp. 227–256. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/
B978-0-12-810433-0.00005-8.

[2] NBS, Nbs’ 10th national bim report, report, 2020. URL: https://www.thenbs.com/
knowledge/national-bim-report-2020.

[3] J. Vandezande, Status of bim adoption in the us, presentation, 2019. URL: https://www.
buildingsmart.org/.

[4] Autodesk, Revit, software, 2021. URL: https://www.autodesk.dk/products/revit/overview.
[5] Nemetschek-Group, Nemetschek, software, 2021. URL: https://www.nemetschek.com/en/.
[6] Graphisoft-a-Nemetschek-Company, Archicad, software, 2021. URL: https://graphisoft.

com/solutions/products/archicad.
[7] Graphisoft-a-Nemetschek-Company, Vectorworks, software, 2021. URL: https://www.

vectorworks.net/en-GB.
[8] N. H. Møller, J. P. Bansler, Building information modeling: The dream of perfect informa-

tion, in: Proceedings of 15th European Conference on Computer-Supported Cooperative
Work - Exploratory Papers, European Society for Socially Embedded Technologies (EUS-
SET), Sheffield, UK, 2017, pp. 187–204. URL: https://dl.eusset.eu/handle/20.500.12015/2921.
doi:10.18420/ecscw2017-24.

[9] AHMM, Allies, Morrison, Aukett Swanke, BVN Architectural Services, Corstor-
phine+Wright, Fletcher Priest Architects, Glenn Howells Architects, Grimshaw, PRP,
Rogers, Stirk, Harbour and Partners, Scott Brownrigg, Sheppard Robson, Simpson Haugh,
Stephen George+Partners, TTSP, Wilkinson Eyre Architects, Zaha Hadid Architects, An
open letter that reflects customer perspectives on autodesk in 2020., Open Letter, 2020.
URL: http://aecmag.s3.amazonaws.com/AEC_Autodesk_customer_letter.pdf.

[10] C. S. Dossick, G. Neff, Messy talk and clean technology: communication, problem-solving
and collaboration using building information modelling, Engineering Project Organization
Journal 1 (2011) 83–93. doi:10.1080/21573727.2011.569929.

[11] G. Neff, B. Fiore-Silfvast, C. S. Dossick, A case sudy of the failure of digital communication
to cross knowledge boundaries in virtual construction, Information, Communication
Society 13 (2010) 556–573. doi:10.1080/13691181003645970.

[12] Enscape3D, Enscape3d, software, 2021. URL: https://enscape3d.com/.
[13] IrisVR, Irisvr, software, 2021. URL: https://irisvr.com/.
[14] Prota-Altar, Prota, software, 2021. URL: https://www.protaaltar.com/.
[15] VRex, Vrex: Bim collaboration in virtual reality (vr), software, 2021. URL: https://www.

vrex.no.
[16] U. Plesner, M. Horst, Selling the selling point: How innovation communication creates

users of virtual worlds architecture, Convergence 18 (2012) 49–70. URL: https://doi.org/10.
1177/1354856511419915. doi:10.1177/1354856511419915.

[17] C. Mackie, M. Cowden, D. Bowman, W. Thabet, Desktop and immersive tools for residential
home design, in: Proceedings of CONVR Conference on Construction Applications of
Virtual Reality, 2004, pp. 63–70.

13

http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-810433-0.00005-8
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-810433-0.00005-8
https://www.thenbs.com/knowledge/national-bim-report-2020
https://www.thenbs.com/knowledge/national-bim-report-2020
https://www.buildingsmart.org/
https://www.buildingsmart.org/
https://www.autodesk.dk/products/revit/overview
https://www.nemetschek.com/en/
https://graphisoft.com/solutions/products/archicad
https://graphisoft.com/solutions/products/archicad
https://www.vectorworks.net/en-GB
https://www.vectorworks.net/en-GB
https://dl.eusset.eu/handle/20.500.12015/2921
http://dx.doi.org/10.18420/ecscw2017-24
http://aecmag.s3.amazonaws.com/AEC_Autodesk_customer_letter.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21573727.2011.569929
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691181003645970
https://enscape3d.com/
https://irisvr.com/
https://www.protaaltar.com/
https://www.vrex.no
https://www.vrex.no
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856511419915
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856511419915
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1354856511419915


Anca-Simona Horvath et al. CEUR Workshop Proceedings 7–14

[18] J. Davidson, J. Fowler, C. Pantazis, M. Sannino, J. Walker, M. Sheikhkhoshkar, F. P. Rahimian,
Integration of vr with bim to facilitate real-time creation of bill of quantities during the
design phase: a proof of concept study, Frontiers of Engineering Management 7 (2020)
396–403. doi:10.1007/s42524-019-0039-y.

[19] A. Z. Sampaio, Enhancing BIM Methodology with VR Technology, 2018.
[20] P. Bjørn, M. Wulff, M. S. Petræus, N. H. Møller, Immersive cooperative work environments

(cwe): Designing human-building interaction in virtual reality, Computer Supported
Cooperative Work (CSCW) (2021). doi:10.1007/s10606-021-09395-3.

[21] Unity, Unity, software, 2021. URL: https://unity.com/.
[22] Autodesk, 3ds max, software, 2021. URL: https://www.autodesk.com/products/3ds-max/

overview.
[23] C. Vite, R. Morbiducci, Optimizing the sustainable aspects of the design process through

building information modeling, Sustainability 13 (2021). doi:10.3390/su13063041.
[24] Z. Tian, W. Chen, P. Tang, J. Wang, X. Shi, Building energy optimization tools and their

applicability in architectural conceptual design stage, Energy Procedia 78 (2015) 2572–2577.
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.egypro.2015.11.288, 6th International Build-
ing Physics Conference, IBPC 2015.

[25] C. Vite, A.-S. Horvath, N. H. Møller, G. Neff, Bringing human-centredness to technologies
for buildings: An agenda for linking new types of data to the challenge of sustainability,
in: CHItaly 2021: 14th Biannual Conference of the Italian SIGCHI Chapter (CHItaly ’21),
ACM, New York, USA, 2021. doi:https://doi.org/10.1145/1122445.1122456.

[26] S. Bhooshan, Parametric design thinking: A case-study of practice-embedded architec-
tural research, Design Studies 52 (2017) 115–143. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
destud.2017.05.003.

[27] A.-S. Horvath, Assessing site-geometry for architectural design using graph theory, in: 2nd
International Conference for PhD Students in Civil Engineering and Architecture, UT Press,
Cluj-Napoca, Romania, 2014, pp. 611–619. doi:10.6084/m9.figshare.14555541.v1.

[28] R. Oxman, Thinking difference: Theories and models of parametric design thinking, Design
Studies 52 (2017) 4–39. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.06.001.

[29] T. Wortmann, B. Tunçer, Differentiating parametric design: Digital workflows in con-
temporary architecture and construction, Design Studies 52 (2017) 173–197. doi:https:
//doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.05.004.

[30] A. Stals, S. Jancart, C. Elsen, Parametric modeling tools in small architectural offices:
Towards an adapted design process model, Design Studies 72 (2021) 100978. doi:https:
//doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2020.100978.

[31] R. Bille, S. P. Smith, K. Maund, G. Brewer, Extending building information models into
game engines, in: Proceedings of the 2014 Conference on Interactive Entertainment,
IE2014, Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 2014, p. 1–8. doi:10.
1145/2677758.2677764.

[32] M. Bergmann, N. Schäpke, O. Marg, F. Stelzer, D. J. Lang, M. Bossert, M. Gantert, E. Häußler,
E. Marquardt, F. M. Piontek, T. Potthast, R. Rhodius, M. Rudolph, M. Ruddat, A. Seebacher,
N. Sußmann, Transdisciplinary sustainability research in real-world labs: success factors
and methods for change, Sustainability Science 16 (2021) 541–564. URL: https://doi.org/10.
1007/s11625-020-00886-8. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2020.100978.

14

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s42524-019-0039-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10606-021-09395-3
https://unity.com/
https://www.autodesk.com/products/3ds-max/overview
https://www.autodesk.com/products/3ds-max/overview
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su13063041
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.egypro.2015.11.288
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1145/1122445.1122456
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.05.003
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.05.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.14555541.v1
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.06.001
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.05.004
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2017.05.004
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2020.100978
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2020.100978
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2677758.2677764
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2677758.2677764
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00886-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00886-8
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2020.100978

	1 Introduction
	2 Related work: VR + BIM
	3 Materials and methods
	3.1 Description of project and BIM model
	3.2 Description of Interactions for the VR experience

	4 Discussion
	5 Conclusion

