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Abstract: The notions of smart construction and smart or digital cities include many modern concepts
that are advocated today, especially in countries with advanced economies, and depend on using
information technology and the Internet of Things as a basis to automate processes and activate digital
systems to manage activities and services related to the operation of buildings and urban structures.
In light of the spread of digital technology and modern managerial approaches, the concept of a
digital twin is being used on a large scale with the current trend and direction to digitalize activities
providing many economic, social and technical advantages. A digital twin is a system in which a
virtual representation of a real entity or physical system is used continuously by being fed with data
and deriving outputs in the form of decisions and actions that are generated through the processes of
machine learning, simulation, development and lifecycle management. This study aims to review
the literature on construction project management through the lens of digital twins and ways to use
them in the field to improve operational results. The authors propose a framework for analyzing and
supervising the development of digital twins that uses three main stages: the commonly encountered
Building Information Modeling (BIM); the existing monitoring and actuation digital twins; and an
envisioned third stage that makes use of artificial intelligence, complex visualization instruments
and advanced controls with the capability to exact change within a construction project on the
building site.

Keywords: digital twins; construction project management; cyber-physical system; construction
management; smart building; engineering project management

1. Introduction

The concept of a “digital twin” refers to a model that uses technical and managerial
processes that combine real and virtual environments to manage and process data and to
control physical systems. Digital twins have become widely used in the fields of manufac-
turing, production and operations management and have also been introduced into the
fields of construction, infrastructure and civil engineering [1]. The idea of a digital twin
is built around the role of a virtual copy of a target physical entity that is used to conduct
experiments or simulations and predict future behaviors to help decision-makers make
up their minds or to help automated decision systems determine appropriate solutions to
the expected problems [2]. A digital twin can be used in construction project management
processes by providing its database with information and data through sensors that monitor
the execution of work and the behavior of the commissioned facility after construction. In
this way, the database provides the ability to compare the ideal situation to reality and the
possibility to track the work through specific monitoring cycles and produce necessary
reports and alerts for managers [3].

In this study, the digital twin is discussed and analyzed within a structured framework,
starting from the goal of being able to respond intelligently to expected events. The work
presented here aims to link the results of exiting studies to obtain a clear vision of executive
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construction project management and support the development of a comprehensive digital
system that employs digital twins to solve specific construction project issues, such as
budget and timeframe overruns, worker safety and environmental impact. By obtaining
an integrated digital support system for managing operations at construction sites that
is based around a coherent vision, the authors expect to provide companies operating in
the field with a deeper understanding of the gains they could experience by moving away
from outdated management approaches.

This study assumes that the smart construction model simulates reality, can predict
technical and economic risks and has the possibility of using digital twin functions in
distinct phases, such as intelligent analysis in design (e.g., for structural engineering
or utility management), on-site project implementation, the operation of buildings and
facilities etc. This is due to the fact that using sensor data for processing, analysis and
deploying the correct software solution depends on the lifecycle stage of the building, thus
varies in scope, complexity and purpose.

The main contribution of the current research consists of defining an overarching
model for digital twins for construction projects (DTCP) that integrates mature, emerging
and future approaches within the field into maturity stages that a company can follow.
The framework is based on an integrative outlook that pursues the organizational and
project management benefits of using a diverse array of digital technologies depending on
their adequacy for certain applications, ranging from reducing costs to tracking health and
safety hazards.

2. Methodology

The study adopted the methodology of reviewing and analyzing the literature and
linking existing studies to obtain an integrated framework for managing construction indus-
try projects that could help to combine the simulation of the components of activities within
the digital twin system with the actual building site. In this way, the framework could
provide support for decision-makers in tasks related to operations within the successive
implementation stages of a project.

The literature to be studied was selected using the following criteria/stages:

• Mostly articles and studies published in the past 5 years, 2017–2022, to ensure the
generation of the correct picture of the latest developments; very few studies were
selected from before 2017 and they were chosen mainly for their ability to describe the
basics in detail, as is necessary in the industry that we targeted;

• The use of two databases and search systems to increase coverage; one was a sub-
scription service (ScienceDirect by Elsevier) and one was open access (Google Scholar
by Google);

• The keywords to be searched were those used at the beginning of our paper, but they
always required a combination of the actant (digital twins; cyber-physical system; or
smart building) and the acted upon (construction project management; construction
management; engineering project management)”;

• Additional papers within the same area of interest were also acquired from the bibli-
ographies of the main studies/reviews that were employed for our analysis to make
sure that a complete understanding of the findings was possible;

• A balanced coverage of various countries/continents was also observed in order to
avoid geo-cultural biases, and some non-scientific articles and papers of high relevance
were also included in the analysis;

• The 58 papers and articles found in this way underwent a redundancy check, an
elimination process for articles beyond paywalls and a basic structuring into categories.

In the end, 40 works were selected and used throughout our analysis, depending on
the combined content that they provided. Building upon this analysis, the authors then
consulted experts in the fields of civil engineering, digitalization and project management
to help to define a framework that could be useful to companies working in construction
project management that are interested in making use of the benefits of digital approaches.
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In total, six experts (two from each domain) were consulted through two rounds of semi-
structured interviews, in which they were asked to provide a critical analysis of the literature
review results and validate the brainstorming/mind-mapping that was performed by the
author team based on their concrete experience.

Finally, proposals resulting from the process were discussed with representatives from
two associative organizations operating within the construction industry in Romania to
ensure that they were suitable for the needs of a large number of companies. We believe
that the results are also applicable on a European scale.

3. Approaches to Digital Twins

A digital twin is known as a virtual version of a real structure that is used with the
aim of achieving advanced simulation results to monitor information through signals
from sensors, predict problems and improve decision-making [4]. The use of digital twins
has helped to assist researchers and professionals in improving operations, predicting
problems and seeking to fix those problems to achieve high quality and reduce costs [5].
Recent trends have shown that digital twins have multiple uses and can be included in all
fields and industries, from manufacturing and production processes to the management of
engineering and construction projects and healthcare facilities or other complex applications
(e.g., in agriculture or retail).

The proper functioning of a digital twin requires both technical capabilities (e.g.,
sensors, software, actuators) and a good command of the conceptual support methods, such
as natural resource management, industrial resource management, technology lifecycles
and communication instruments. As studies at Cambridge University have reported that
a method in which artificial intelligence can be used to create digital twins to monitor
the health status of patients has been found [3], it is expected that improvements and
developments in the field will pave the way for digital twins to enter all fields and industries
in the near future, bolstered by advanced machine learning applications. The articles [4,5]
argue that a digital twin is a dynamic model that contributes to conducting experiments
quickly and reducing costs in addition to mitigating expected risks. In another work,
the authors point out that digital twins help in the processes of sustainability and smart
innovation and enhance the level of occupational safety by providing directly applicable
best practices [6].

Another perspective regarding digital twins helping to discover strategic opportuni-
ties and options for many disciplines is that they contribute toward mitigating potential
liabilities and save costs during the process of testing options on complex and expensive
real entities, such as a building, land transportation infrastructure, manufacturing equip-
ment, etc. [7]. The same author remarks that digital twins have also become of commercial
value, can be used to achieve sustainability and can improve the quality of people’s lives
by leveraging the accomplishment of goals in these areas. The writer also considers it
noteworthy that digital twins are an important and growing part of performance manage-
ment strategies for companies and that they are increasingly contributing to reductions in
risks [7].

4. Advantages and Uses of the Digital Twin

A digital twin can be designed and enacted when the physical system has the capa-
bilities that help to provide complete data through which the digital twin can create and
maintain a virtual system that simulates the physical system in real time and provides
feedback for the received data [8]. The digital copy enables the analysis of the behavior of
the real world system and thus, modifications and improvements can be made to the target
activities within the project. At the same time, real events and operational issues, as well as
future variables, can also be predicted through the virtual simulation [9].

When the digital twin achieves the flexibility of exchanging data and decisions in
both directions, it can then correctly predict and mitigate complex system behaviors and
technical malfunctions, in addition to external influences on the system, in due time [10].
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Digital twins have a considerable number of advantages and uses:

• They can ensure and verify the integrity of a system model by conducting tests using
data from the operating environment and then realizing evaluations, improvements
and predictions;

• They can assist decision-makers in supporting their decisions based on reports provided
by the digital system regarding the project to be implemented in the real environment;

• They can predict future changes in the physical system as the digital system provides
the ability to analyze and simulate operations so that proper plans can be prepared;

• Through simulation, they can discover applied opportunities to be added to the
physical system, and to any improved versions, as the twin can reveal extended
visions and significant gains for the results of the real-world system.

Considering the rapid spread of information technology and the Internet of Things
(IoT) and the availability of sensors, communication networks and analytics software, it is
now possible to develop digital twin systems in most areas of interest within various fields
and industries, including construction project management.

5. The Use of Digital Twins in Construction Management

There is a growing number of projects using digital twins and artificial intelligence
in construction industry projects, with studies so far indicating that there are 10 countries
that have achieved and published good results, most notably China, the United States
of America, the United Kingdom and Australia [11]. In the same study that made use
of the VOSviewer software for mapping knowledge and information exchanges [12] and
other dedicated platforms, it can also be noticed that some other countries have had mixed
experiences in the employment of advanced digital solutions within construction projects,
such as Pakistan and New Zealand. On the other hand, a case study from Italy was recently
included as an international cooperation example to demonstrate that a comprehensive
digital system can be used in construction industry projects [13].

The concept of digital twins appeared as a tool to prepare enhanced management
processes and control them through data, and it was initially used in the areas of production,
manufacturing and operations management but quickly spread to other sectors that also re-
quire big data analytics. Digital twins are used to increase performance, reduce costs, lower
potential risks and optimize supply chains for construction sites using artificial intelligence
and computer aided engineering [14]. When creating a digital twin, the dimensions of the
conceptual space used for the workflow and the correct use of the data and information
exchange can facilitate the integration of artificial intelligence techniques [15]. The require-
ment for construction companies to automate processes, process data at construction sites
and understand plans and directions for various project roles predate the emergence of dig-
ital twins, but we consider that there is an enhanced possibility that they can be addressed
in the present and near future. In order to bridge digital gaps by obtaining a coherent and
comprehensive process framework for the design and construction of buildings and other
facilities, digital twins for construction projects (DTCP) must therefore be integrable within
the architecture of existing construction companies, which are characterized by a dynamic
matrix structure that changes with each project and by an increased dependence on local
suppliers of expertise, materials and workforce.

According to [16], the most common architecture involves a description of the opera-
tions carried out by the equipment, a central control unit that is based on comparing the
operating environment to the stored data according to the targeted plans and the concrete
results (e.g., the cost calculations, the quality of the design implementation, the speed
of delivery, the accuracy in performance, etc.). Thus, starting from the findings in [16],
we can surmise that the use of such digital systems can provide improved planning for
construction projects and provide site managers with the ability to quickly address specific
needs and issues, such as vibration factors, temperature variations, building resistance to
wind, costs, implementation time, profits, losses, etc. [17]. DTCPs can predict unexpected
events and formulate options for human managers, or even implement them automatically,
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using real-time artificial intelligence that is based on data stored in its database. By solving
malfunctions and providing appropriate solutions to help project management, a digital
twin has the ability to facilitate the progress of the implementation process [18].

6. Digital Twins for Construction Projects
6.1. Building Information Modeling (BIM) (Stage 1)

BIM is a well-known approach for managing existing buildings, which includes
the procedures and processes that control the workflows in relation to the operation
of the unit (utility management, maintenance and repair, monitoring of environmental
factors, etc.). BIM platforms conform to digital twin standards of intervention as they
have been optimized over the past decade to match the need for technical tools and
information with real technical and human-related processes [19,20]. These tools can allow
for the management of small- and large-scale facilities by providing virtual operations and
“what if” scenarios that underpin future visions and predictions regarding the operational
environment [21]. In our approach, we did not intend to go into the details of the operation
or maturity of BIM as the literature on this topic is clear and mature, but we considered
BIM (however complex it may be) as the first stage in deploying DTCPs, only addressing
the part of the lifecycle dedicated to project usage in real situations.

The researchers in [22] describe a classification-based review of the literature ad-
dressing the use of digital twins in operational processes, which can be applied, mutatis
mutandis, in the case of DTCPs too, as we can consider BIM as an equivalent to the simple
digital shadow used in production systems. However, in order to process the integrated
building data correctly, the virtual copy depends on the real environment copy [23] more
so than in the case of manufacturing equipment, since buildings are not natively digital or
based on power usage with embedded electrical signals. Since a digital shadow mainly
depends on the one-way flow of data from the operational environment to the virtual
environment, the limits of merging data in both directions needs to be considered carefully,
as researchers have indicated that some changes can be made to the digital system that
should not be applied to the real building and vice versa (usually damaging or unwanted
modifications) [24]. This is important for BIM since it is not usually operated by specialists
and it needs clearly defined boundaries and protections. A similar approach can be used
when using digital tools in the first half of the construction lifecycle, when the building
is being created, as it can offer important information for project managers on achieving
objectives and avoiding problems and risks that may occur. This can lead to an improved
implementation process [25] but does not significantly impact the way in which the facility
is conceived.

6.2. Building Control Techniques and Applications (Stage 2)

The components of communication between digital and physical twins are considered
to be the most important elements that help when digitalizing operations because they
mainly depend on feeding the proper data flowing from the sensors that monitor work
status and progress through the monitoring equipment that makes it suitable for digital
processing. Construction work is characterized by many staggered and parallel activities
and stages, which can be more likely to fall into error, in addition to wasting time and being
exposed to risks. This makes real-time sensor data very useful for the virtual solution [3].

As shown in Table 1, some applications can be tested for monitoring activities on a
construction site with minimal changes to current practices.

Table 1 shows some activities that can be tracked through electronic/IoT means that
highlight the need for monitoring during work and for achievements being measured on
site; for example, the movement of workers, the security of the performed tasks, compliance
to health and safety procedures, material deliveries, cost management, quality control and
the verification of the observance of standards agreed upon in contracts [3]. All of these
tasks and tools form the basic map that the Stage 2 digital twin must address in order for
it to be impactful and cost-efficient enough to warrant the upgrading of existing systems
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and practices. Through these processes, various project management functions can be
supported in monitoring the progress and course of the execution of work, comparing the
work to the plans, identifying problems and addressing those problems in a timely fashion
and in a manner that serves the interests of the beneficiaries through the use of human
intervention or equipment-based actuation.

Table 1. The technologies and applications for monitoring a construction site in a Stage 2 Digital
Twin (Source: [3] with modifications).

Technique/Data Type Method Equipment Example Application
Measurement of distance, location,

travel
Telemetry, laser scanning, drone

photogrammetry
Recording the status of work/progress

on construction sites

GPS, photo/video recordings GPS positioning, cameras Track project implementation processes
and measure results

Sensors (of all types) Pressure, temperature, weight, vibration,
humidity, lighting, acceleration, tilt

Assess and monitor levels of quality,
occupational safety and environmental

impact and ensure the optimal operation
of equipment

Communication networks Wi-Fi, cellular, LoRaWAN/SigFox
Assess and monitor material, location of

the workers, safety issues and transit
times

Audio and sonar Microphones Identify equipment malfunction and
perform predictive maintenance

Medical and health sensors Temperature, pulse, respiration rate,
blood pressure

Ensure and maintain the optimal
performance of human workers, prevent

injuries, infections, etc.

6.3. The Development of Digital Twins for Construction Projects—DTCP (Stage 3)

In the approach discussed in this paper, the digital twins for construction projects
(DTCP) that we propose are considered to be an improvement on both the BIM framework
and the monitoring and actuation digital twins that were described in the two previous
stages. The third generation represents a stable implementation stage that benefits from
advanced knowledge and the correct employment of complex technologies, such as artificial
intelligence and deep learning, as well as data mining and the ability to perform contextual
analyses as defined by [26]. Despite reviewing many new studies and research, discussions
are still missing regarding the creation of digital twins that are capable of completely
managing the activities and stages of a construction or reaching a comprehensive pattern
for construction management, fully autonomous solutions and detailed customizations for
the construction industry.

In Figure 1, our proposed framework is represented, including the work environment
activities that can be translated into a digital system that can control the implementation
process by setting up performance measurements for the elements on which the project
depends. As the elements within the virtual application are those that control the elements
of the physical environment, these two processes can be connected using cyber-physical
systems that combine sensorics, actuation and independent decision-making software.
The sensors monitor and follow the progress of activities and power the knowledge base
with information received as input from the real world (movements, quantities, sounds,
actions, etc.). They communicate this through the intermediary of the IoT (local networks,
cloud solutions, cybersecurity filters, etc.) to the database that has the ability to compare
the information to the stored plans and generate decisions based on any differences or
problems that they may be faced by the work site. During the implementation of the
project activities on the construction site (starting from its objectives and ending at its
KPIs), the digital system monitors the costs and progress of work completion by tracking
results with respect to forecasts. The system makes decisions or, in extreme cases, informs
decision-makers through the proper modeling and simulation (including graphical and
virtual reality capabilities) of predictions that may become reality and influence the course
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of the project. Operationally, the entire digital twin system can function by integrating a set
of simple and direct task applications (e.g., site monitoring, team assignments and tracking,
equipment maintenance planning, material flow analysis, etc.) within a cohesive platform.
In this way, an increased robustness can be achieved with less software development work
and greater flexibility for the company running the construction site.
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The digital twin system can support performance data gathering and the monitoring
of operational processes through the automatic scanning of each sub-system, and it only
requires human intervention in the case of complex situations that cannot be programmed
as scenarios (e.g., the materialization of risks, environmental factors, any breach of contracts,
etc.). In all other situations, costs and speed are optimized in an automated manner [27].
The principle of the operation of the machine-based system depends on feeding it with
the proper data that allow it to understand the operations and enable it to perform work
in a pre-programmed manner in which accuracy and quality can be controlled [28]. The
progress data are linked to working within the operational environment while the progress
of the operational processes is followed up and tracked in the real world, so bi-directional
communication and the ability to perform parallel work is mandatory [29].

Concerning the technical aspects and the technologies required by a Stage 3 DTCP,
study [30] discussed the use of digital twins in manufacturing and highlighted the need
to develop adequate cybersecurity mechanisms to protect its components and the data
within the system. Article [31] indicated the use of a smart construction approach through
smart IoT technologies and recommended the thorough development of communication
routines using augmented reality to increase the speed and effectiveness of integrating the
real and digital worlds. Finally, study [32] brought concepts related to sustainability into
the discussion, which could be resolved by implementing the complete “digital data-driven
concept” that was proposed by the authors as an integrative framework. All of these
elements support our proposed concept as possible avenues of implementation.

7. Results and Discussion

Through the review of previous studies and research articles, we could conclude that
there is significant potential for adapting this concept outside of its native economic sectors.
Most researchers believe that digital technology is in a period of rapid and increasing
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development and that digital twin systems can support many management strategies for
companies [7].

Digital twins have many advantages, as indicated by [5], and can be used in various
domains, such as the automotive industry, health care, natural resources exploitation,
smart cities, etc. However, a significant number of challenges remain for fully digitalized
industries, even in fields with more mature results than the construction sector, which range
from the visualization of the entire system and its relations to checking the results of the
physical model and verifying the correctness of the processes, including operations, safety
and maintenance, and the fully developed artificial intelligence that commands the digital
model [33–39]. In the same context, digital twins in the construction industry have a lot to
learn from similar solutions for other fields in which work cannot stop, such as aviation
and aircraft maintenance [33,36–38]. Today, companies implement projects by relying
on digital charts and graphs and using data from measuring devices to support project
leadership [37], but the visualization options of digital twins that use digital native data
are significantly increased, allowing for full immersion and virtually validated decisions.
Companies are preparing to introduce digital technology into many industries that are
related to construction, such as work site administration, building operation and real estate.
Whether by exploiting large databases [33,34,38] or using augmented reality to make sense
of collected data, digital twins are considered to be among the tools that can be used in
complex decision-making processes, from planning to implementation processes that can
be carried out in a timelier manner in construction projects.

Moreover, other domains with successful digital twin implementation, such traffic
management and energy consumption monitoring [39,40], demonstrate that a dynamic
location, such as a construction site, can be successfully administered by a digital system. So
far, many of these overarching objectives have not been implemented for the construction
industry, hence the need to define the three-stage approach proposed in this paper.

8. Conclusions

In light of the acceleration of technical and economic progress, the world is mov-
ing toward employing technology in all aspects of life and companies are in a state of
permanent and rapid development to improve the quality of their services and products.
Digital twins have become one of the tools and systems used by industrial companies
that can provide many advantages to serve the goals of the organizations. Construction
companies, as with their manufacturing counterparts, have significant interest in increasing
worker security, profitability, implementation schedules and customer satisfaction. As
a consequence, the modern tools and systems that have developed into the digital twin
system can find customized application in the construction sector, but they are usually
confronted with significant challenges related to delocalized work environments and the
specifics of construction project management that emphasize safety, material consumption
and deadlines as opposed to the high capability and low variability that occurs in the
production sector.

The review of literature that we performed to gain insights into the applications
of the associated concepts within the construction sector revealed that researchers have
not yet reached a common understanding of the desired features and common pitfalls
of the use of digital twins. Standards and common frameworks are still developing and
a considerable amount of work is being carried out empirically, with each situation and
company developing their own approach. Convergence is probably still a few years away,
which leaves room for systematization efforts, such as that performed in the present paper.

For this reason, in the field of construction, a three-stage model is proposed with the
well-known BIM approach considered as Stage 1 (as it is already applied on a large scale
for lifecycle management that is focused on building utilization), the current monitoring
and actuation digital twin model that is used for smart homes and smart cities considered
as Stage 2 (which most companies are working towards at the moment) and an envisioned
Stage 3 that (almost) completely automates decision-making within a given project on a
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construction site. This envisioned Stage 3 is called digital twins for construction projects
(DTCP), which we consider will be desirable in the future. This approach employs a
complete system without the need for human intervention in managing most tasks related
to achieving the cost, time and performance objectives of a building project. The authors
propose that these objectives can be reached by employing digital twin systems in all
components of project implementation, while providing worker and site protection in the
real world and information security to maintain the correct flow of data for analytics in the
digital world.

Among the limitations of the suggested approach, there is the need to highly cus-
tomize the combination of applications before its implementation, the cost and trust issues
associated with reducing human involvement on construction sites and the possible incom-
patibilities among its components (technical, managerial or otherwise). It is also important
to mention the fact that the construction sector, as we have discussed for the purpose of
this research, still has some relevant doubts about the applicability of digital technologies
and advanced artificial intelligence-based decision-making in activities that are involved in
their usual approach to work, since their work is both highly and complexly regulated and
subject to unforeseen circumstances, especially on work sites. We believe that an effort to
implement DTCP will not succeed without a large policy dialogue involving the companies,
unions and regulating bodies of the construction field.
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