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Augmented analytics 
 
John Dagleish, regional information manager in Currie & Brown’s Dubai office, examines 
augmented analytics, and its implementation in construction. 
 
Over 20 years ago in the Middle East, construction project managers were desperate for 
better monitoring and reporting of project performance and status, with digital dashboards 
becoming increasingly popular. At that time, the available technology for delivering digital 
dashboards consisted largely of software ‘libraries’ containing charting functions that could 
be purchased and integrated within a bespoke software solution. 
 
Appetite for digital 
 
Fast-forward to today and the same appetite still exists for digital dashboards. What has 
changed over those 20 years is the availability of integrated digital platforms that provide rich 
functionality without the need for bespoke software development. New features are regularly 
deployed and can be immediately leveraged to provide additional reporting and analytics 
capabilities, although this is in contrast with the software development lifecycle of a bespoke 
solution. Several major software vendors offer comprehensive platforms, including Amazon’s 
Amazon Web Services (AWS), Google’s Cloud Platform and Microsoft’s Azure (the latter 
used by Currie & Brown). Part of Microsoft’s Azure ecosystem is shown below, highlighting 
how it integrates with the Power BI dashboard and reporting environment. 
 

Power BI sits within the Azure ecosystem and provides rich dashboard reporting capabilities. 
More importantly, it integrates with other components of the ecosystem to facilitate solutions 
far beyond dashboards. Solutions rich in robust functionality can be deployed and configured 
for a project, literally at the flip of a switch (or two!). From relatively ‘mundane’ database 
repositories through to the latest artificial intelligence (AI) components — everything is 
available in a cloud-based environment capable of being configured appropriately to support 
even the most complex projects.  
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This offers the opportunity to transition from ‘traditional’ reporting and business intelligence 
platforms to ones which exploit new and evolving technologies. A Gartner report in 2017 
coined the term ‘augmented intelligence’, outlining how AI could complement traditional 
analytics and business intelligence. ‘Augmented analytics’ subsequently became the term 
describing how some of the above techniques can be exploited. 
 
Expanding AI 
 
Augmented analytics leverages artificial intelligence techniques (specifically, machine 
learning and natural language processing), which, when combined with project data sources, 
facilitates potentially deeper and more accessible insights. Natural language processing is 
two-fold – understanding natural language questions submitted (verbally or via keyboard) 
and articulating an intelligent response to those questions (again, via generated speech or 
text on screen). Machine learning encompasses multiple techniques for interrogating data 
and formulating rules, insights, predictions and conclusions.  
 
The type and quantity of available data (along with the insights sought) will often dictate the 
most appropriate technique(s) to use. So, with even a relatively simple configuration, we 
have a system that can continually refine its knowledge and predictive accuracy, based on 
the ongoing accumulation of data, and we have dashboards that we can talk to, which 
‘understand’ and will answer questions, proactively offering insights. The open architecture of 
these ecosystems facilitates easy integration with operational systems (cost planning and 
scheduling, progress measurement, risk, procurement, etc) for the accumulation of data. 
Over time and through many projects, a valuable body of potential knowledge can be 
amassed. 
 
Another benefit of the above approach is the more efficient use of technical expertise. 
Current estimates suggest that around 80% of a technical specialist’s time is spent gathering 
and cleansing data. With much of this process automated, that valuable time can be spent 
focused on the outputs and liaising with business executives undertaking analysis. A 
standard process is outlined below: 

 
The further into this process that an augmented analytics solution can penetrate, the more 
successful it can be deemed to be.  

Source: SISENSE 
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So much for the possibilities – what about the reality?  
 
The maturity of the organisation will dictate its ability to exploit these ecosystems. Digital 
dashboards, as currently deployed on most projects, tend towards the lower left of the line in 
the below diagram. 
 

 
Source: E Capital 

Too often, the use of technology stops at the point of reporting — digital dashboards present 
the latest information and human analysis is then used to reach appropriate conclusions and 
recommendations. Augmented analytics provides an opportunity to propel us further to the 
right along the line above. Accumulation of data over time will allow machine learning 
algorithms to improve their predictions.  
 
In safety management, continuously monitoring and capturing activities and events across 
site (construction tasks, time, weather, shift changes, traffic, holidays, machinery 
movements, etc) can help identify combinations of factors that might lead to high-risk 
scenarios that have previously gone undetected. In planning and scheduling, analysis of 
schedule modifications over time, along with the final as-built schedules, combined with 
current-project specifics (labour, equipment, materials, seasonal weather predictions, etc) will 
allow for improved planning, much of it carried out by an artificial intelligence agent. Cost 
management and estimating will similarly benefit from the accumulation of historical data 
integrated with sophisticated AI-driven models incorporating external factors 
(macroeconomic cycles, commodity price trends, town planning, etc). 
 
The problems of ‘real-time’ 
 
For now, though, project dashboards have a more basic problem. Dashboards imply real-
time data feeds, such as those seen on a petrochemical processing plant control or a ship’s 
engine control room. Construction project information is rarely available in real-time and is 
likely prohibitively expensive to capture in many instances. It is so often out of date when it 
appears on the project dashboards (think monthly cut-offs and reporting cycles), where the 
opportunity to draw conclusions and take any corrective actions is diminished or completely 
lost. Real-time data collection in construction projects is expensive and of questionable 
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overall economic justification when compared with the other scenarios mentioned above, 
where catastrophic results might ensue without real-time monitoring and control.  
 
Integration of systems flows, easily accomplished from a technology perspective with the 
available ecosystems, however, can improve the currency of the information. But that still 
leaves a final problem — everyone in the construction reporting chain wishes to review and 
‘sanitise’ the information being reporting upwards, and the dashboards will only be as 
accurate as the reporter deems appropriate. 
 
With sufficient historical project data accumulated, and rules and insights derived from this 
data, it is possible to consider the feasibility of a project diagnostic or auditing solution — 
uploading all the available data from an existing project and identifying current and potential 
future problem areas. This may appear fanciful at present, but is the goal of many machine 
learning projects in more defined domains – who knows what we can achieve ‘next year’? 


