
The Innes Associates team has been designing with BIM for more 
than 3 years and the practice has now completed two projects 
using the technology. We are enthusiastic about the software’s 
potential, but we also reflect critically on the changes it can bring 
to a design team and their processes. In this short piece, with 
contributions from our BIM Lead and her team, we explain how 
the software can improve the way architects design, provide tips 
about how to avoid common pitfalls and set down three challenges 
to software designers to improve their product. 

Question: Is BIM a Drawing Tool or Design Tool, or Both?
IA began working with BIM three years ago but it is only in the last 
year that our practice has used it from RIBA Stages 2 to 5. Our BIM 
Lead has herself worked with both ArchiCAD and Revit software 
packages and likes them, though she prefers the latter because 
she thinks it provides greater flexibility.  

These programmes allow the architect to do many things in one 
package, unlike the alternative of using a 2D drafting tool with a 
different 3D modelling software in parallel. 

When architects use a 3D modelling tool, the argument runs, they 
are both required and encouraged to think in three dimensions.

The additional detail required by BIM software is experienced 
by many newcomers as a burden, particularly in the early design 
stages. Our team does not see it this way. “Revit is a design as 
well as a modelling tool because it makes you think about the 
architectural object all the time. It brings you closer to reality. 
These packages are often sold on their ability to increase speed, 
productivity and improve coordination, but people miss the 
advantages to the wider design process.”

Question: What Three Tips you would give to New Users?
Our BIM team has three tips for practices early in their Revit 
journey. “Most important is to remember many things about 
designing have not changed. You still need to sketch out ideas by 
hand and should not start modelling until you have worked out 
design strategies. Secondly, don’t model too much. It is tempting 
to put in a lot of detail because you can, or because third parties 
are encouraging you to. But fine detail is often not necessary and 
overloads the model. Many people are tempted to use 2D in order 
to cover-up mistakes in the model views. This will lead to big 
issues in the future, especially if more than one person is working 
on that project.” The last tip is about how information should be 
referenced into a model. “Always link a model or drawing into 
the base model, don’t attach it. This keeps the file size small and 
makes sure updates are automatic.”

Question: What Three Things would improve Design Team BIM 
Working?
Our practice is seeing changes in the interaction between design 
team members as a result of the use of BIM. Pretty much everyone 
agrees that BIM requires a big investment in design time when the 
first modelling exercise is done. The timing of this commitment 
can cause difficulties within a team. Whereas conventional 
methods might involve early draft layouts followed by a process of 
increasing detail, use of BIM can give rise to a longer wait followed 
by the apparently sudden appearance of a fully detailed model. 
Our team explains the importance of finding a way to share design 
intent before diving into the full model. “We once received a full 
model from an engineer with all the pipework outside, rather 
than inside, the studwork partitions. It was so unexpected. We 
could have communicated that strategy between us earlier in the 
process and it would have saved a lot of re-modelling.”

The requirement for good early communication and continued use 
of sketches will not need repeating for good design professionals, 
but less obvious pitfalls come from the different approaches taken 
to setting up the initial model. Our suggestions are:

•   there should always be a protocol for which template to use and 
who is responsible for the integrity of the model
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•   team should reach an agreement about how to create families, 
the number of back-ups, when to audit projects and when to 
synchronize if working on a collaborative project.

•  it is very useful to have the Project Base Point, Survey Point, 
North Point and Coordinates established before starting to share 
models. This will ensure that all disciplines work in the correct 
parameters and make linking much easier.

•  disciplines should make use of the Copy/Monitor command 
more often to monitor elements between the host project and 
a linked model, or within one project. This way, when one team 
moves or changes a monitored element, other teams are notified 
and can adapt their designs, or talk to the team, in order to resolve 
possible problems.

Our BIM Lead is an experienced user but she says there is a lot 
for even long-term users to learn “BIM is so big. I don’t mind if 
someone says “Hey, you are doing this wrong, there is a better 
way.””

Question: What Three Things should the Software Designers do 
to Improve Revit?
Newcomers often feel that BIM software is too complicated, and 
when compared to CAD it takes a lot to draw simple components. 
Our team does agree there is room for improvement. “The 
software designers should read the Revit forums and understand 
the problems that users are having with the technology.” For 
example, when creating door components it is difficult to work 
with curtain wall doors. Or when the error message “Element 
on screen is too small” appears and the operator can’t move a 
component. That one drives everyone mad. It is also clear one 
particular problem bugs our team: “When creating .pdfs which 
contain shadows it should be possible for them to be vectorised 
rather than rasterised. The inability to do this loses quality.” 

IA’s focus on the questions of design and communication is a 
reminder that the intellectual activity of design, in some ways, is 
not changed by the adoption of this technology. At the same time 
our team is learning how to adapt design and teamwork processes 
to give space to the benefits it can bring. It reflects the practice’s 
commitment to adopting the latest tools without forgetting the 
purpose behind it all – achieving a good quality of architectural 
design across all disciplines.

A change to Revit is not just a switch 
of software, it is a change of culture in 
drawing and teamwork. Best practices 
vary and everyone is on a journey. 


