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“B

efore we show the owner a rendering we want to make sure
the owner can afford that rendering,” said Jeff Ratcliff, Senior
Project Manager at Beck Group, said of their Methodist Mansfield
Medical Center project. Being able to show a client a rendering of their
building with the knowledge that the image portrayed fits within their
budget is powerful. It opens up re-work discussions during conceptual
and schematic phases so the client stays educated as to what their final
project will entail with less likelihood of incurring change orders or value
engineering discussions later. The Beck Group healthcare department
utilizes conceptual modeling and estimating during project planning.
This type of project planning allows a project team to share data on
all decisions as they relate to budget, schedule, and design intent. John
Reich, Preconstruction Manager in healthcare at Beck Group, says, “All the
designers see the estimate and question line items. Preconstruction will
also question why things are drawn a certain way, too. It is a free exchange
of information.” Having this open dialogue also insures that all the decisions are made for the good of the overall project. It also blurs the harsh
lines of job roles and creates a unique, solidified project team. “The entire
team is extremely solid,” said Denton Wilson, Vice President of Design and
Construction for Methodist Hospitals. “It’s the culture and environment that
allows them to grow, serve the team, and raise the bar.”
Conceptual modeling and estimating has three pillars on a project.
These three pillars allow each stakeholder to be on the same page so that
the project can continue to move forward through the project’s lifecycle.
Those three pillars are:
1. Start on the right foot
2. Acquire trust
3. Add value with results
In an ideal world, each project would follow those pillars in order.
However, owners have constantly jumped to “acquire trust” before even
looking at the early stages of building a project. The owner wants to
know that your firm can do the job. Acquiring trust may look like meeting
targets and deadlines, being accurate on feasibility studies, and constant
communication. “Our GMP on the Methodist medical center project was
2.48% off the original budget,” said Reich. Reich said they sent the owner
monthly estimate updates so the owner could see price fluctuations.
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Once an owner feels confident they can trust the design and construction
professionals then they circle back to the first pillar.
Starting a project on the right foot is paramount. Sitting down with an
owner and understanding their needs and wants for their project is key to
successfully implementing BIM from the beginning. It opens the conversation to discuss project quality. “Quality is a word that creates a common
language between the client and the builder,” said Pablo Alvarez, a real
estate professional with Abilia Inmobiliaria. Quality will help determine
project variables as well as expectations from all parties involved.
The third pillar is where conceptual modeling can solidify a lasting
relationship with an owner. While BIM is a useful visual tool to communicate ideas, design, and construction phasing, each model holds tons of
information. Sharing that information with the client is paramount to being
a long-term team player. Alvarez said, “Conceptual modeling allows us to
say ‘What would have happened if we had chosen different types of structures?’” They are able to explore the cost of steel versus concrete versus
a combination without affecting the design but exploring cost variations.
Owners want to work with firms who understand them, appreciate their
standards of quality, and communicate openly.
Similar to exploring different types of structures to see how cost
will be affected, owners can also see where the money is being
spent during conceptual modeling. On a recent retail project, an
owner wanted to see where the majority of their budget was going
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towards. An estimate along with models of
their project was presented.
I Estimate on Original Project
Once the owner was made aware that
87.7% of their costs were going to concrete,
finishes, mechanical, and electrical they wanted
to explore design options to reduce some of
those numbers on the second phase of their
project. They were then given façade options
that altered the concrete, metals, and finishes.
Based on the conceptual models and estimates,
the first scenario with concrete structure facades
with paint is the most cost effective.
II Estimate on Phase 2
This exercise shows the owner that
your team is flexible, knowledgeable, and
willing to work towards the project goals.
Could the estimates be done without the
tie-in of the visual models? Yes, but if the
owner wants to see how the changes
will affect the visual appearance of the
building then the side-by-side comparison
is needed.
“A huge advantage of [conceptual modeling] is that it enables a project team to make
intelligent design decisions before any investment has been made in design,” said Tim
Blood, Preconstruction Project Manager at Sundt
Construction. “We can set design parameters,
which the owner can carry forward into design.
This ensures that the project comes in under
budget, and it also eliminates re-design. When
we're done, the owner can go to their architect
and know what they can afford and what their
building looks like.”
Following the three pillars of conceptual
modeling and estimating will lead to a better
understanding of project expectations, goals,
and open the door for discussions that go
beyond an average project. They encourage
knowledge sharing which leads to creating
projects that are smarter.
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