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The Paradox of Abundance

Across housing, healthcare, education, commercial property and critical
infrastructure, data is being collected on a scale that would have been
unimaginable only a decade ago. Surveys, inspection reports, maintenance
records, Building Information Models, compliance evidence, sensor data
and operational systems continue to multiply as estates evolve and
regulatory expectations increase. Every refurbishment creates another layer
of documentation. Every inspection generates more evidence. Every asset
accumulates another piece of digital history.

By almost any conventional measure, organisations should therefore be
making better decisions than ever before.

Yet ask a Board, an Estates Director or a Building Safety lead a deceptively
simple question—what is the true condition of your estate today?—and

the confidence that accompanies modern information systems often
begins to fade. Which buildings present the greatest operational risk?
Where should investment be prioritised? Which issues require immediate
attention, and which can safely wait? The answers rarely depend on
finding more information. More often they depend on determining whether
the information already available is complete, current, trustworthy and
sufficiently connected to provide an accurate picture of reality.

This distinction lies at the heart of a growing challenge across the

built environment. Organisations are not struggling because they lack
information; they are struggling because information alone does not create
understanding. It is entirely possible to possess thousands of documents,
millions of data points and dozens of operational systems while still being
unable to answer straightforward questions with confidence. Information
can exist in abundance and yet remain fragmented, inconsistent or
disconnected from the context needed to support sound judgement.

The consequences are becoming increasingly visible. The National Audit
Office has repeatedly highlighted how poor or incomplete property
information limits government’s ability to make effective investment
decisions, while deteriorating public estates continue to affect frontline
services. In healthcare, estate failures contribute to thousands of clinical

One of the great paradoxes facing organisations responsible for places is
that they have never had access to more information, yet many have never
found it harder to answer some of the most fundamental questions about
the buildings and infrastructure they manage.

incidents each year. Within housing, the Regulator of Social Housing has
made clear that poor understanding of the condition of homes increases
both safety risks and the difficulty of planning long-term investment. None of
these organisations lack information. What they lack is the confidence that
comes from knowing the information they possess genuinely reflects the
condition of the places for which they are responsible.

Part of the difficulty is technical, but a significant part is profoundly human.
The Health and Safety Executive has long recognised that people have

a finite capacity to absorb information, process competing priorities

and make effective decisions under pressure. As the volume of available
information increases, so too does the cognitive effort required to interpret
it. Government guidance on data quality reaches a similar conclusion from
another direction: poor-quality information undermines evidence-based
decision making because confidence can never exceed the quality of the
evidence on which it is based.

This suggests that the real challenge facing organisations today is not

one of information management, but of organisational understanding.
Information tells us what has been recorded. Understanding explains what
it means, how it relates to everything else, what risks it creates, who needs
to know and what decisions should follow. One can be accumulated almost
indefinitely; the other has to be deliberately created.

The distinction becomes increasingly important as organisations invest in
new technology. Over the past two decades, specialist operational systems
have transformed almost every discipline involved in managing places.
Asset management platforms support maintenance teams. Compliance
systems monitor statutory obligations. Finance systems control expenditure.
Building Management Systems optimise environmental performance.
Building Information Modelling supports design, construction and asset
information, while housing management systems, document repositories
and countless other applications each serve a specific operational purpose.
Individually they perform remarkably well. Collectively they often leave a
more difficult question unanswered.
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How does the organisation, as a whole, understand the place it is
responsible for? Residents require information relevant to the

That question extends well beyond the organisation itself. safety of their homes, but should never need
access to internal maintenance systems or
Contractors, insurers, emergency planners and supply chain partners all need different commercially sensitive records.
perspectives on the same underlying place, yet none should be expected—or permitted—to
navigate the operational systems that individual departments rely upon every day.

Fire and Rescue Services need
immediate access to critical operational
information during an incident, not the
entirety of an organisation’s document
management system.

Regulators require evidence that Boards need confidence that

responsibilities are being discharged strategic decisions reflect
appropriately. operational reality.

This is why the future is unlikely to be defined by organisations replacing dozens of specialist
Contractors, insurers, emergency planners systems with a single monolithic platform. Those systems perform valuable functions and
and supply chain partners all need different will continue to do so. The greater challenge is creating a trusted understanding of a place
that brings together the information that matters, preserves its context, protects sensitive
information and presents each stakeholder with the view appropriate to their responsibilities.

) ; In other words, the systems themselves may remain distributed, but the organisation’s
to navigate the operational systems that understanding should not.

individual departments rely upon every day.

perspectives on the same underlying place,
yet none should be expected—or permitted—

That idea forms the foundation of this paper. Because before organisations can improve the
way they manage places, they first need to recognise something that every experienced
estates professional already knows instinctively.

Buildings do not stand still. And neither should our understanding of them.
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Places Never Stand Still

It's simpler, more human and immediately reinforces the point you're
about to make.

A building is often thought of as a fixed asset. Once designed, constructed
and occupied, it is easy to imagine that it enters a long period of relative
stability, interrupted only by occasional maintenance or refurbishment. In
reality, the opposite is true. Buildings are among the most dynamic assets
that organisations own. They are continually adapting to new occupants,
changing regulations, evolving technologies and shifting operational
demands. The physical structure may appear unchanged for years, yet the
understanding required to manage it safely and effectively is constantly
evolving.

That is one reason why managing places has become significantly

more demanding over the past decade. Regulatory expectations have
increased, estates have become more complex and organisations are
expected to demonstrate not simply that they possess information, but
that they genuinely understand the places for which they are responsible.
A drawing completed five years ago may still describe the geometry of a

building perfectly while saying very little about its current operational reality.

Equipment is replaced, layouts altered, fire strategies revised, occupancy
patterns change and maintenance decisions accumulate over time. Every
one of those changes subtly alters the building, even if nobody notices the
transformation taking place.

The principle underpinning the Golden Thread in UK building safety

legislation recognises exactly this challenge. It is often described as a
requirement for better documentation, but that interpretation misses
the point. The Building Safety Regulator defines the Golden Thread as the
accurate, accessible and up-to-date information needed to understand
a building throughout its lifecycle and to keep both the building and

the people who occupy it safe. The emphasis is not on creating more
documents. It is on ensuring that the right people can develop and
mMaintain an accurate understanding of the building as it changes over
time.

Although the Golden Thread emerged from building safety reform, the
principle applies equally across every sector responsible for places.
Hospitals continually evolve around changing models of care, advances
in medical technology and increasingly complex engineering systems.
Universities and schools reshape their estates to meet changing
educational priorities, safeguarding requirements and sustainability targets.
Commercial offices are being reconfigured in response to hybrid working,
tenant expectations and the drive towards lower-carbon operations.
Infrastructure operators must manage assets whose performance is
influenced not only by their own condition but also by weather, demand,
neighbouring assets and wider networks.
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Organisations, however, often behave as though it is.

Information is commonly captured at specific moments in time: a stock condition survey, a fire risk assessment, an inspection report or the completion
of a capital project. Each provides an accurate picture of the building at that particular moment. The difficulty is that the building continues to change
long after the report has been filed. Small alterations accumulate. Temporary solutions become permanent. EqQuipment reaches the end of its service
life. Contractors come and go. Operational workarounds develop. Individually, none of these changes appears significant. Collectively, they can leave an
organisation making important decisions using a picture of the estate that no longer reflects reality.

Perhaps the greatest danger is that this gradual drift often goes unnoticed. Organisations rarely wake up one morning to discover that they no longer
understand their estate. Instead, confidence erodes almost imperceptibly. Engineering teams develop one view of the building based on operational
experience. Compliance teams work from inspection records. Finance teams understandably focus on investment priorities. Project teams introduce
changes that may not yet be reflected elsewhere. By the time information reaches the Board, it has often passed through several layers of interpretation,
summarisation and reporting.

None of those individual perspectives is necessarily wrong.
The difficulty is that none of them, on its own, represents the whole truth.

This is one of the reasons modern dashboards, however sophisticated, should not be confused with organisational understanding. Dashboards are
exceptionally good at presenting information. They are far less effective at explaining relationships, context or consequence. A dashboard may identify that
an air handling unit has reached the end of its expected life. It cannot determine whether replacing it should take precedence over improvements to fire
compartmentation elsewhere on the estate. Likewise, a compliance platform can confirm that inspections have been completed, but it cannot explain how
the findings from those inspections interact with wider operational risks, future investment plans or changes taking place elsewhere in the organisation.

Understanding emerges only when information is interpreted in context.
That requires more than accurate data.

It requires organisational memory, professional judgement, governance and, above all, the ability to connect information that was never originally intended
to sit together. This is why organisations increasingly need to think beyond individual systems and individual reports. The challenge is no longer collecting
more information about a place. It is maintaining a continually evolving understanding of that place as reality changes around it.

And once organisations recognise that understanding itself is continually changing, another question naturally follows.

Where does that understanding actually reside? Because despite decades of investment in digital systems, the answer is still far more human
than many organisations realise.
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When Knowledge Walks Out

of the Door

Systems are exceptionally good at storing information. They are much
less effective at capturing experience, judgement and the countless
small observations that allow experienced people to make sense of that
information. In other words, systems remember what happened. People
understand why it mattered.

Anyone who has managed a complex estate will recognise the difference
immediately. There is usually someone who knows which boiler always
struggles during the first cold spell of winter, which roof leaks despite

Every organisation likes to believe its knowledge is safely stored within its
systems. Asset registers, maintenance records, compliance platforms and
document repositories all give the impression that the organisation knows
its estate because it has documented it.

The reality is rather different.

appearing sound on every survey, or why a particular fire door has required
repeated repairs over several years. There is often an engineer who
instinctively questions a sensor reading because it "doesn't look right”, or

an Estates Manager who remembers that a plant room was altered during
an emergency project years earlier even though the drawings were never
updated. None of that understanding exists because somebody entered it
into a database. It exists because people accumulate experience over time.

That experience is one of an organisation’s most valuable assets. It is also one of its most fragile.

People retire. Contractors change. Teams are restructured. Organisations
merge. Specialist knowledge is outsourced and key individuals move

on. Every departure takes with it a little more understanding unless the
organisation has found a way of preserving not only information, but also
the context that gives that information meaning.

This is precisely why international standards increasingly describe
knowledge as an organisational asset rather than an individual capability.
ISO 30401, the international standard for knowledge management, argues
that knowledge must be deliberately created, maintained, shared and
continually improved if organisations are to remain effective over time. The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) makes
a similar observation when discussing ageing workforces, warning that
successful organisations depend upon transferring knowledge between

generations rather than allowing decades of experience to disappear
unnoticed.

The distinction between information and knowledge has occupied
management researchers for decades. Perhaps none has been more
influential than lkujiro Nonaka, whose work demonstrated that organisations
become stronger by continually converting individual experience into
shared organisational knowledge. That process is particularly important in
the built environment because so much operational understanding begins
life as tacit knowledge: the practical judgement that experienced people
develop through years of working with the same buildings, systems and
occupants.
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Consider something as simple as a fire door.

A maintenance record may confirm that it has been inspected, repaired
and signed off. The information is accurate. Yet an experienced engineer
may also know that the same door has developed a pattern of failure
because of how the building is used during busy periods. A housing officer
may understand that residents frequently prop it open because of the way

This is where organisations often become

vulnerable

deliveries are made. A fire risk assessor may recognise that the surrounding
compartmentation has changed over time. Individually, each observation
appears insignificant. Together they provide a very different understanding
of the risk.

The information survives
The understanding does not

It is a remarkably simple sentence, yet it captures the entire challenge.

Every strategic decision ultimately depends upon thousands of individual
observations made by people working closest to the building. If those
observations lose their context as they move through the organisation,
confidence at Board level can become disconnected from operational
reality. Reports may become increasingly polished while the organisation’s
understanding quietly deteriorates beneath them.

This explains why so many organisations experience what might be
described as false confidence. They possess extensive information, robust
reporting processes and sophisticated digital systems, yet still struggle to
answer unexpected questions when regulators, residents or emergency
services require immediate clarity. The difficulty is rarely that information
is unavailable. More often it is that the organisation has never connected
individual pieces of knowledge into a coherent understanding of the place
itself.

This is where the concept of the Understanding Layer becomes more than
another piece of technology.

Its purpose is not to replace professional judgement, nor to convert every

conversation into structured data. Instead, it provides the organisational
memory that allows individual knowledge to become collective
understanding. It preserves the relationships between decisions, assets, risks
and experience, ensuring that understanding remains with the organisation
rather than disappearing whenever people move on.

The most resilient organisations therefore think differently about knowledge.
They recognise that expertise should never become dependent upon
individuals alone. Instead, they treat understanding as an organisational
capability that can be preserved, strengthened and shared across
generations, departments and stakeholders.

Because once knowledge survives the people who first created it, another
challenge immediately becomes apparent.

How do organisations connect that understanding when it remains
scattered across dozens of operational systems, each designed for a
completely different purpose?
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