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ABSTRACT 

Conformance and interoperability testing of product data exchange interfaces is essential to delivering reliable 
software implementations and meeting user’s expectations for interoperability between BIM software.  For either 
type of testing, product data model test files, such as IFC files, are required to test the import and export 
capabilities of IFC interfaces in software applications.   However, the extent of information concepts in the IFC 
schema makes it infeasible to generate a set of test files to provide comprehensive coverage of all concepts and 
their combinations.  Sets of IFC test case files, that have been contributed by multiple industry organizations, are 
used to test data exchange implementations.  While the sets of files are useful for testing IFC software 
implementations, there are no methods and metrics to measure the coverage of information concepts in the test 
files.  To achieve more effective testing, which could result in better interoperability between software tools, it is 
essential to be able to measure the coverage of information concepts that are contained in the test files. 
 The coverage analysis of a set of test files can be based on many metrics.  Coverage analysis metrics can be 
based on concepts that are generic to all files, such as the use of property sets, enumerations, geometric 
representations, and commonly used attributes.  Metrics for coverage analysis can also be based on concepts 
specific to a particular domain or model view definition such as precast concrete or energy simulation.  Software 
is being developed to implement various metrics related to the coverage analysis concepts and applied to sets of 
IFC files, such as those used in the past buildingSMART IFC certification process and the current model view 
definitions developed for IFC implementations.  Ultimately, the results of coverage analysis will determine if a set 
of test files used provides sufficient coverage of all the relevant concepts that need to be tested. 

An IFC File Analyzer has been developed to implement various metrics to measure the coverage of 
information concepts in IFC files. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Industry Foundation Classes (IFC) is the product data model developed by buildingSMART International 
(Liebich 2006) to facilitate interoperability between Building Information Modeling (BIM) software packages 
about many aspects of buildings throughout their lifecycle.  Typically, an end-user will export and import IFC 
files between various BIM software packages to exchange, for example, a building model developed in a 
conceptual design application with an application to do detailed design or import a final design into a facilities 
management system. 
 Conformance and interoperability testing can be used to improve the quality and reliability of information 
exchanged between  software applications (Kindrick, Sauter, Matthews 1996).  Testing for conformance involves 
either, (1) testing IFC files that are exported from BIM software or (2) testing the results of importing an IFC file 
into a BIM application.  Conformance testing of exported IFC files involves checking them for syntax, structure, 
and semantics.  Syntax checking (“are the attributes of the right type?”) and structure checking (“are the 
relationships between the entities correct?”) can be done automatically with software that checks an IFC file 
against the IFC schema.  Most semantic checking is performed by visually checking that the geometry of the 
structure in the IFC file looks correct and that the attributes assigned to building elements are correct.  

Proceedings of the CIB W78 2010: 27th International Conference –Cairo, Egypt, 16-18 November 

mailto:robert.lipman@nist.gov


Conformance testing of an IFC file imported into BIM software is difficult because each application has its own 
user interface and how information in an IFC file is mapped to the internal BIM representation is unknown.  The 
types of visual checks used for this type of conformance testing are similar to the semantic checking of an IFC 
file.  Interoperability testing involves comparing the results of importing an IFC file into a BIM package with the 
original BIM model from which the IFC file was exported.  This type of testing is also difficult as there are no 
automated procedures or agreed upon methodologies and criteria for comparing the first BIM model with the 
second. 
 Either type of testing described above requires the use of IFC files.  The IFC certification process that 
occurred in 2007 (http://www.iai.hm.edu/how-to-implement-ifc/certification), used two categories of IFC test 
files, Step 1 and Step 2, for conformance and interoperability testing.  The Step 1 files were divided into several 
broad categories such as building elements and building service elements.  The building elements category had 
fifteen groups of elements including: walls, beams, columns, slabs, doors, windows, stairs, ramps, railings, roofs, 
curtain walls, members, plates, piles, and footings.  The building services categories had seventeen groups of 
elements related to flow devices, piping, heating, cooling, ventilation, electrical, and others.  Within the groups 
there could also be other sub-groupings related to the type of geometry, such as boundary representation or 
extruded profiles, used to model the building elements.  Altogether there were 717 Step 1 IFC test files of which 
391 were in the building elements category.  In general, the Step 1 IFC test files only contained one or several 
building elements and not complete buildings. 
 There were 38 Step 2 IFC test files of complete building projects containing hundreds or thousands of 
building elements.  The IFC test files for both Step 1 and Step 2 were generated by the software vendors who 
were involved with the certification process.  Subsequent to the certification process, several studies were done to 
analyze the IFC test files and the overall process used (Kiviniemi 2007, 2009).  The study showed that even 
though software products were certified, there were still issues related to exchange certain types of building 
elements in IFC files and that user’s expectations were not met regarding the quality of IFC implementations.  
 However, there has never been a more detailed characterization of, or process to measure, the information 
concepts found in the IFC test files.  A fundamental question that could be asked, specifically about the Step 1 
and Step 2 IFC certification test files and IFC test files in general, is: how can the coverage of information 
concepts, related to the IFC schema, be measured in a single IFC file or in sets of IFC files?  Without knowing 
which information concepts are covered in the IFC test files, it makes the analysis of test results and conformance 
and interoperability assessment difficult and inefficient.  Significant improvements in conformance and 
interoperability testing could be achieved by knowing which information concepts are covered and which are not. 

2. COVERAGE ANALYSIS 

Kindrick (1996) discusses how to improve conformance and interoperability testing of product data models and 
those insights are still applicable today to testing IFC files.  In addition to analyzing the syntax, structure, and 
semantics of the file exchanges between two BIM systems, coverage analysis should be performed to determine 
the extent to which the IFC schema has been covered during testing by a set of test files.  The coverage analysis 
can also identify parts of the schema that have not been covered by the test files.  Of course, it is unlikely that 
there will ever be a set of test files to cover all 653 entities, 317 property sets, and 164 enumerations in IFC2x3, 
each with multiple attributes, types, and relationships.  However, performing a coverage analysis directed at 
specific information concepts or for the exchange requirements of particular domains, such as precast concrete, 
can provide needed metrics for more effective testing. 
 Coverage analysis can also be used to reduce the number of test files and to develop a more optimal set of 
files.  The 391 Step 1 IFC test files in the building element category contain significant duplication of information 
concepts that can be tested.  Coverage analysis could be used to eliminate redundant test files to a more 
manageable set, thereby reducing the time required to actually do the conformance and interoperability testing.  In 
addition to reducing the number of test files, coverage analysis can be used to identify specific information 
concepts in the files.  For example, common information concepts might be expected to be found in all test files 
while other less common concepts might be found in only a few test files. 
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The software industry uses code coverage analysis (Cornett 2008) which is the process of: (1) finding areas of 
a program that are not used by a set of test cases, (2) generating more test cases to increase coverage, (3) 
determining a measure of code coverage which is an indirect measure of quality, and (4) identifying redundant 
test cases that do not increase coverage.  Code coverage analysis is used to assure the quality and utility of a set of 
test files.  Applying the same principles of code coverage analysis to coverage analysis for IFC files, the 
principles could be stated as: 

 
 Finding which parts of the IFC schema or specific subset is covered by a set of test files and 

conversely which parts are not covered 
 Help guide the generation of  IFC test files to ensure a required level of coverage 
 Identifying redundant test files that do not increase coverage 
 

Various industry groups are defining subsets of the IFC schema to support interoperability in their application 
domain.  These can be used for coverage analysis that can range from all the IFC entities and attributes necessary 
to exchange information in an application domain, such as precast concrete or energy analysis, down to the 
specific usage of the certain attributes of an entity. 

The following sections will discuss software that has been developed to perform coverage analysis of IFC 
files and some examples of its usage.  The IFC files used in the examples below were not generated from the most 
recent versions of BIM software and do not necessarily reflect their current capabilities to generate IFC files. 

3. IFC FILE ANALYZER 

The IFC File Analyzer (IFA) is a software platform for implementing various metrics to measure the coverage of 
information concepts in IFC files.  It reads single or multiple IFC files and reports the results of the coverage 
analysis in a spreadsheet application.  The IFA is available for free from http://ciks.cbt.nist.gov/cgi-
bin/ctv/ifa_request.cgi and uses the IFCsvr ActiveX component (http://tech.groups.yahoo.com/group/ifcsvr-
users/) to read and parse information from an IFC file.  The software is currently under development.   
 A spreadsheet generated by the IFA contains one worksheet for each type of entity in the IFC file and a 
summary worksheet.  Figure 1 shows a portion of a summary worksheet.  The first column lists all of the entities 
that were processed.  They are grouped together, indicated by color, into several broad categories of types of 
entities.  For example, entities in light green are related to parametric profiles and extrusions and entities in 
yellow are related to properties.  The second column (Count) gives the number of instances of each entity in the 
file.  The remaining columns (Name, Description, ObjectType, Tag, ProfileName) indicate the number of 
instances where values for those attributes were found for those entities.  All five of the attributes are optional.  
For example, all of the building elements (IfcBeam, IfcColumn, IfcSlab, IfcWall) have values for the Name, 
Description, and ObjectType attributes, but not the Tag attribute.  

The number of times the attributes are used is a simple type of coverage analysis.  In this example, since the 
Tag attribute is never used, this IFC file would not be useful for testing if the Tag attribute could be imported to 
another application.  If the number of attribute values is greater than zero but less than the number of entities, then 
it indicates that some of the entities are missing an attribute value.  Comparing the use of entities and the optional 
attributes associated with them, between similar models generated by different applications, indicates how those 
entities and attributes are used in those applications. 
 Figures 2 and 3 are from the IfcBeam worksheet from a different IFC file than the summary in Figure 1.  
Figure 2 shows columns A thru E and Figure 3 shows columns F thru I.  Each row, 2 thru 11, shows the attribute 
values for one IfcBeam entity.  Column A is the entity ID from the IFC file.  The values for GlobalId and 
OwnerHistory are not shown.  Attributes can also refer to other entities.  For example, the ObjectPlacement 
attribute refers to IfcLocalPlacement entities where the number after IfcLocalPlacement in column E is the entity 
ID.  Columns H and I are not values found on the IfcBeam entity, rather they are inverse relationships associated 
with IfcBeam.  In column H, INV-HasAssociations indicates that there is an IfcRelAssociates (supertype of 
IfcRelAssociatesMaterial) that references IfcBeam and IfcMaterial.  In column I, INV-IsDefinedBy shows that 
there is an IfcRelDefines (supertype of IfcRelDefinesByProperties) that references IfcBeam and multiple  
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Figure 1: IFC File Analyzer – Summary worksheet 

 

 
Figure 2: IFC File Analyzer – IfcBeam worksheet 

 

 
Figure 3: IFC File Analyzer – IfcBeam worksheet (continued) 



IfcPropertySet.  Multiple IfcPropertySet are indicated by the number in parentheses in column I.  The numbers 
after IfcPropertySet are the IfcPropertySet entity IDs. 

Worksheets similar to Figures 2 and 3 are generated for every processed IFC entity in a file.  Effectively, 
manual coverage analysis of entity attribute values can be done since all attribute values for every type of entity 
can be viewed at once.  It is much easier to scroll through the worksheets and visually inspect the attributes than 
to use an IFC viewer or file browser to drill down to the attributes for a single IfcBeam.  In this example, all 
values for Name, ObjectType, and Tag can be viewed at once on the worksheet.  It is easy to see that the 
ObjectType values are similar to the Name, and the Tag value also appears in the Name.  Comparing the use of 
the attributes from models of similar structures from different software applications can show how some attributes 
are used.  Figure 4 shows the variation of attribute values from four IfcColumn entities from different software 
applications.   

 

 
Figure 4: IfcColumn attributes from four different software applications 

 
The IFC File Analyzer can also process multiple IFC files at one time.  Figure 5 shows part of the summary 

worksheet from processing five IFC files from different software vendors of a precast concrete structure that was 
 

 
Figure 5: Summary worksheet from processing five IFC files of a similar precast concrete structure 



modeled from the same design specifications.  The precast concrete structure was used in the data interoperability 
benchmark test of the Precast BIM Standard Project (Eastman, et al. 2006).  Columns B thru E show the number 
of instances of each entity in the IFC files.  Column F shows the total number of entities in all five files and 
column G shows the number of files in which an entity type occurs.  The summary worksheet shows a wide 
variation of the type and number of entities to represent the same structure.  There are several possible causes of 
the variations including: how information is mapped from the internal representation in the BIM software to the 
IFC file, and how the structure was modeled in the BIM software.  The summary also shows that several entities 
(IfcStairFlight, IfcMechanicalConcreteMaterialProperties, IfcMechanicalSteelMaterialProperties) occur only once 
in one file.  Knowing the distribution of entity types is important to help resolve issues related to interoperability 
between IFC applications. 

4. COVERAGE ANALYSIS EXAMPLES 

Other than counting occurrences of entities and being able to easily inspect attribute values, the IFC File Analyzer 
has some specific methods to do other types of coverage analysis. 

4.1 Parametric Profile Position 

This particular example is very specific and only has limited use for coverage analysis, however, it was 
implemented to show the need to characterize the information concepts that can be tested by an IFC file.  
IfcParameterizedProfileDef can be used to parametrically describe the dimensions of section profiles that are 
typically used in steel construction such as I-beams, T-beams, channels, and angles.  The basic dimensions of a 
profile are its depth, width, and thickness.  The origin of the profile is at its geometric centroid.  For example, the 
origin of an I-shaped profile would be at the mid-depth and mid-thickness of the web.  The parametric profiles 
also have a position that can be used to offset the origin.  For example, the origin of an I-shaped profile could be 
offset to the top of the profile so that the longitudinal axis of a beam is at the top of the beam.  The values of the 
offset are specified by an IfcAxis2Placement2D and associated IfcCartesianPoint.  Figure 6 shows several profiles 
where the origin is not at the geometric centroid.  It was generated by importing an IFC file with specific profile 
offsets into two applications. The left side of the figure shows the correct origin of the profiles to the lower right 
in the top row and to the lower left in the bottom row.  The channel and angle are missing in the bottom row.  The 
right side of the figure shows that the profile offsets were incorrectly interpreted by that IFC application.   
 

                   
 

Figure 6: Parametric profiles:   left side – correct offset;   right side – incorrect offset 
 
The IFC File Analyzer was used to look for profile offsets for these four parametric profiles.  Using 98 of the 

beam, column, and railing IFC test files with parametric profiles, from the Step 1 IFC certification files described 
above, only three files had profiles with a profile offset.  Without doing a coverage analysis for this concept and 
unless the three files were generated to specifically test profile offset, there would be no way to know that those 
files test profile offsets.  It also shows the need to generate IFC test files to test specific concepts. 



4.2 Model View Definition Concepts 

Recently, the Information Delivery Manual (IDM) process has been used to develop precise specifications of the 
information exchange requirements necessary for particular domains.  As part of the process, a Model View 
Definition (MVD) is generated that specifies how the information exchange requirements are implemented using 
the IFC schema (http://www.buildingsmart.com/content/process).  The IDM process starts by defining the 
information exchange requirements between project participants at different phases of a project.  The flow of 
information between them is documented in a process map.  The important aspect of the process map is not to 
show the process of how a project could be delivered, rather to capture the most common and important 
information exchanges between project participants, such as architects, engineers, designers, analysts, and 
fabricators, at different phases of a project.  The information that is exchanged between two processes is known as 
an exchange model.  The process map and exchange models are developed with input from domain experts. 

An exchange model defines all of the specific information, attributes, and accepted values that need to be 
exchanged.  The exchange models are used to define the MVD concepts which binds the information that is 
exchanged to how it is represented in IFC.  A software developer would use this information to guide the 
implementation of IFCs to meet the exchange requirements specified in an IDM.  An MVD concept can be simple 
or specific such as (1) a building must be associated with a site or (2) a precast concrete double tee beam has 
certain required attribute values.  The IFC Solutions Factory (http://www.blis-project.org/IAI-MVD/) is the 
repository for MVD concepts.  Some of the MVD concepts include design to energy performance analysis, 
structural design to structural analysis, and precast concrete. 

The IFC File Analyzer has been used to perform preliminary coverage analysis of IFC files for MVD 
concepts in the precast concrete domain (http://dcom.arch.gatech.edu/pcibim/index.asp).  Currently there are over 
110 MVD concepts for precast concrete.  Each concept is assigned a reference number and name.  Some of the 
names of the concepts are “precast piece mark”, “building contained in site”, “reinforcing bar attributes”, and 
“precast end-to-end connection geometry”.  Each concept is documented by an instantiation diagram and the 
required attributes and values.  Figure 7 shows the instantiation diagram for the concept that a site is contained in 
a project.  This concept shows that IfcSite is associated with IfcProject through IfcRelAggregates.   

 

 
 

Figure 7: MVD instantiation diagram for “Site Contained in Project” 
 
Analysis of the precast concrete MVD concepts shows that many of the concepts can be classified into at least 

three categories: relationships, attributes, and attribute values. A relationship concept creates an association 
between two IFC entities through IFC relationship entities such as IfcRelAggregates, IfcRelAssigns, 
IfcRelAssociates, IfcRelConnects, IfcRelDefines, and other subtypes of IfcRelationship.  An attribute concept 
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indicates that a particular entity attribute must have any value assigned.  An attribute value concept is similar to 
the attribute concept except that a specific value has to be assigned to the attribute.  Some concepts might be 
combinations of relationship, attribute, and attribute value classes.  Other classes of concepts have yet to be 
developed.  Approximately 60 of the precast concrete MVD concepts can be assigned to one of the three classes 
of MVD concepts.   

Checking for the coverage of the three classes of MVD concepts has been implemented in the IFC File 
Analyzer.  Figure 8 shows results with a summary of some of the entities whose usage covers some of the precast 
concrete MVD concepts (PCI) in column G.  However, the results in this worksheet do not indicate how many of 
the entities are associated with an MVD concept.  For example, in row 4, there are eight IfcPropertySingleValue 
entities and some or all might fulfill the MVD concepts PCI-056 and/or PCI-057.  The worksheet for 
IfcPropertySingleValue would show which of the eight entities satisfies either of the MVD concepts.   

 

 
Figure 8: Summary of MVD concept coverage for IFC entities 

 
The IFC File Analyzer also reports the coverage of MVD concepts for a set of IFC files as shown in Figure 9.  

Column A shows 34 of the MVD precast concrete concepts by their reference number and name.  The other 
columns show which concepts are fulfilled by one of the ten test files.  This type of coverage analysis is 
particularly important when developing IFC test files to ensure that all of the MVD concepts are covered by a 
sufficient number of files which will help software developers in testing their products for conformance and 
interoperability. 

Improvements are needed for the coverage analysis of MVD concepts.  More classes of MVD concepts, 
beyond the three already identified, need to be implemented in the IFC File Analyzer.  A more rigorous coverage 
analysis is also necessary, in this example, to assure that coverage of MVD concepts is applied only to precast 
concrete building elements.  For example, the coverage analysis of a precast concrete MVD concept that is related 
to IfcBeam would have to determine if the beam was made of precast concrete and not of steel.  This might be 
done through an IfcBeam attribute or with its association with an IfcMaterial. 

The IFC Solutions Factory has over 1000 documented MVD concepts and as more Information Delivery 
Manuals are developed, that number will increase.  Certainly, many basic concepts can be reused across different 
domains such as the concept that a site must contain a building.  However, to aid in the coverage analysis of MVD 
concepts, they could be expressed in a computer processable form.  The processable form, such as XML, could 
then be read by the IFC File Analyzer or other software.  Although, the current definition of the concepts that are 
checked for coverage in the IFC File Analyzer are hard-coded in the software, the definitions can easily be 
extracted and defined in an external file.  The external file could be extended to check for other MVD concepts 
related to other Information Delivery Manuals. 

 



 
Figure 9: Summary of MVD concepts in 10 precast concrete test files 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

Preliminary methods have been developed to measure the coverage of selected information concepts in IFC files 
and have been implemented in the IFC File Analyzer.  Coverage analysis is necessary (1) to identify which parts 
of the IFC schema or specific subsets are covered by a set of test files, (2) to help guide the generation of IFC test 
files to meet a specified level of coverage, and (3) to identify redundant test files that do not increase coverage.  
The ability to measure the coverage of information concepts is necessary for improved conformance and 
interoperability testing which can result in better exchange of information between BIM software. 

The IFC File Analyzer has implemented coverage analysis for single IFC files or for sets of IFC files for 
selected information concepts such as the usage of entities, attributes, and their values.  Coverage analysis for 
simple MVD concepts such as relationships, attributes, attributes values has also been implemented.  There are 
certainly more information concepts that could be tested when doing a coverage analysis.  The coverage of 
enumerations and of property sets and their attributes could be easily implemented in the IFC File Analyzer. 

Coverage analysis of concepts related to geometry have yet to be explored.  For example, coverage analysis of 
the geometry and material composition could be performed for different types of walls, including: vertical walls, 
sloped walls, walls with openings for windows or doors, walls with recesses, walls with multiple material layers, 
straight walls, curved walls, intersecting walls, etc.  Checking for the IFC entities, attributes, and relationships 
related to all types of walls is more involved than what has already been implemented.  The software developers 



who are implementing IFC in their BIM software, industry organizations involved with testing IFC 
implementations, and domain experts defining information exchange requirements can help determine what are 
the most important information concepts that need to be tested for coverage in IFC files.  Information concepts 
that could be expressed in a processable form, such as those defined by model view definitions, are logical 
choices for inclusion for coverage analysis testing.  Processable information concepts could also be used by other 
types of testing software. 

The initial coverage analysis of some sets of IFC files has shown several characteristics of those files.  In an 
ideal world, all BIM software would export the exact same IFC file when the same structure is modeled in each of 
them.  However, we know this is not true.  Coverage analysis can help reveal the differences of how similar 
information is written to an IFC file in different ways using different IFC entities and attributes by different BIM 
applications.  Knowing the differences will help identify and resolve issues related to interoperability and 
hopefully move the software implementations towards a more standard usage of IFC entities and attributes. 

Coverage analysis can also be used to give a more definitive measure of the characteristics of the information 
concepts in IFC test files that will be generated for use in the upcoming recertification of IFC2x3 software 
implementations (http://gtds.buildingsmart.com/) and certification of software implementations of future versions 
of IFC.  It is important that these certification processes use a common set of tools and methods for developing 
sets of IFC test files so that conformance and interoperability testing will be done in an efficient and cost-effective 
manner.   

Coverage analysis and the IFC File Analyzer should be part of a testing methodology for interoperability 
using IFC files that would include: (1) well-defined models (dimensions, materials, profiles, relationships, etc.) of 
buildings and building elements that can be modeled in BIM software, (2) a description of the attributes that each 
model tests, (3) a reference IFC file of the model to compare against the IFC file exported by the BIM software, 
(4) test criteria to measure the characteristics of IFC files and the result of importing them to BIM software to 
ensure that they meet the exchange requirements, and (5) a description of how testing tools should be used to 
measure the test criteria.  This methodology has been successfully used for testing of several other product data 
models (Kline, Palmer 1996; http://www.cax-if.org/). 

DISCLAIMER 
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