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News and Updates

The New BIM Player – China
Even though China is one of  
the largest construction markets in the 
world, building information modeling 
(BIM) wasn’t high on the radar…until 
now. China is catching up fast and in this 
article, I will share my experience with the 
country’s growing BIM development. 

BIM, five years ago
In 2007, BIM was almost unheard of 

in the architecture, engineering and con-
struction (AEC) industry. At my architec-
tural class reunion, I shared some of my 
BIM experiences with classmates, most of 
whom were holding key roles at their de-
sign firms, and many didn’t know what 
BIM was. In fact, only one out of 20 knew 
the term “BIM software” and Ms. Song, 
who was principal of an architectural firm 
in Beijing, told me that BIM software was 
not good for schematic design so they 
wouldn’t be using it.

The only person who knew the term 
was Mr. Wei, the CEO of a large scale AE 
firm in Beijing—one of the few companies 
you could find in China that had put BIM 
implementation in their vision. He was 
planning to get training on BIM software, 
so I strongly encouraged him to pay more 
attention to BIM and to try it out on real 
projects. 

Warming up with discussions, 
conferences

One day in 2010, I ran across a bunch 
of discussions about BIM on a couple of 
Chinese websites. This was unheard of be-
fore—it was impossible to find BIM infor-
mation on Chinese websites. It was like 
the light turned green overnight. 

I was excited to explore the discussions 
and sometimes I joined in. However, the 
more I read, the more worries I had. There 
were some misleading concepts on the 
discussion boards and some translations 
were not correct. 

I don’t think anyone knows why BIM 
became popular in 2010 but I am sure 
those websites were a key factor in spread-
ing the information. Some large insti-
tutes also hosted BIM conferences, which 

brought the term and concept to more 
people.

BIM for AE firms
The first few projects done with 3D tools 

were for the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. 
Without 3D software, it would have been 
almost impossible for architects and engi-
neers to accomplish their designs, many 
of which were complex forms, shapes and 
textures. The 3D tools helped people solve 
the issues they were having. 

Architects (including engineers) in 
China face a much tougher environment 
than their United States counterparts. The 
schedules are tighter and frequent design 
changes (by the owner and/or govern-
ment agencies) have scared AE firms away 
from learning about and practicing BIM. 
Even so, there are many design firms that 
have set up BIM studios and groups, and 
some have tested BIM on portions of their 
projects. 

Contractors’ BIM
While 3D/BIM tools were used by de-

signers and contractors on those previ-
ously-mentioned Olympic projects, the 
widespread use of BIM in construction 
has not been seen. However, some pio-
neers have started to practice on large 
scale projects. 

The first well-known project is the 
Shanghai Tower, designed by Gensler. 
They worked with a local design institute 
in Shanghai. I don’t know why the own-
er of the Shanghai Tower only asked the 
general contractor to include BIM prac-
tices during the construction phase. Nei-
ther the owner of the project, nor the 
general contractor, was clear about what 
should be included in the BIM but Dr. 
Bian, the general contractor’s BIM direc-
tor on the project, has stated that after a 
couple of years of experience, he is now 
very confident about using BIM on future 
projects. 

Even though they started their BIM 
journey with, what I call, an inappropri-
ate start for the size and complexity of 
the project, it still pushed the start button 

for using BIM. I have now seen more and 
more owners adding BIM as a must-have.

Owners’ attitude
There are some owners of large-scale 

and complex buildings who are asking de-
signers and general contractors to utilize 
BIM technologies. Like the owner of the 
Shanghai Tower, a developer, SOHO Chi-
na, has built a few iconic projects using 
BIM. It is possible that the shapes of the 
designs made it impossible to build with-
out BIM. 

Some owners are asking for BIM to be 
used, even though they are not complete-
ly clear on what to ask for. Some top devel-
opers are seriously considering launching 
their own BIM projects soon. China’s pri-
vate developers are showing a strong in-
terest in using BIM in both the design 
and construction phases. And some com-
mercial developers have paid attention to 
what BIM is accomplishing through the 
life cycle of the buildings. 

Government’s role
In 2012, China’s government released 

the 12th Five-Year Plan, which included 
BIM-related issues and topics. The indus-
try has shown a strong passion on all re-
lated areas, including the study of China’s 
BIM standards. In early 2012, the Minis-
try of Housing and Rural Urban Develop-
ment, China launched several BIM-related 
national standards programs. Dozens of 
research institutes, design firms, contrac-
tors, software vendors and universities 
have joined these projects. They are look-
ing to achieve some results by the middle 
of 2013.

I have also heard that some local gov-
ernments have started to think about 
some kind of incentives for BIM projects 
and compensations for BIM training pro-
grams. Some others are thinking of requir-
ing some level of BIM use on a project’s 
design and construction phases.   

BIM in academic
The first school that offered BIM soft-

ware courses was a small architectural 

By Xin Wang
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school in Beijing. They started teaching 
BIM in 2007 and the first-year students 
have already graduated. Since then, many 
other schools have started to offer some 
kind of BIM software course. In 2012, at 
least one school started a masters for BIM.        

International exchange
Many design firms (most design firms 

are AE firms in China) are hesitant to im-
plement BIM in their work processes. One 
main reason is that the current BIM tools 
are not compatible with Chinese regula-
tions or standards. The other reason is that 
the Chinese version of the BIM software’s 
terms, menus and help files are poorly 
translated, so it’s very hard for people to 
learn the tools. 

Challenges
A major challenge is that most design 

firms are hesitant to practice on real pro-
jects so they often set up a BIM studio/
group and let BIM guys work in parallel 
with the project’s teams. As a result, the 
project will have a BIM model but the pro-
ject’s team will have had very limited ex-
posure to BIM. Worse yet, this practice will 
often bring more costs to the project, since 
the BIM teams’ efforts will add extra cost 
and may not contribute much savings. 

Another challenge is that almost all of 
the BIM modeling tools for design profes-
sionals are imported. Users compare the 
inefficient BIM software with the “turbo-
charged” Chinese CAD software and BIM 
doesn’t come out on top. 

Conclusion
Three years ago, BIM wasn’t heard of 

in China. Now there have been achieve-
ments using it. The most challenging issue 
that Chinese users are facing is not tech-
nology but the recognition of the benefits 
that BIM would bring to us. I believe Chi-
na is headed in this direction.     � n

Xin Wang is with AXTWO Internation-
al LLC, a company which provides compre-
hensive BIM solutions for building designers, 
engineers, contractors and owners, as well as 
facility managers.

Three years ago, BIM 
wasn’t heard of in China. 

Now there have been 
achievements using it.
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