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Delays in the Pre-Construction Phase of State Sector
Building Projects
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Abstract: This paper investigates the many causes of delays in the pre-construction phase of State Sector 
Building Projects. The investigation was done through a questionnaire based survey that involved Clients, 
Consultants and Contractors to evaluate the causes of delays. The technique of Relative Importance 
Index was adopted to rank the causes of delays in a descending order. Based on this evaluation the 
causes of delays were identified and ranked, and two remedial measures were developed. Firstly, 
a process diagram for the pre-construction phase was designed in order to establish the systematic 
process and to represent useful inputs and outputs at various stages of the process. Secondly, a checklist 
was formulated in an effort to ensure that important actions are taken at the correct stages to minimise the 
opportunity for delays. Also, the study proposes suitable additions/ amendments to the 'Form of Agreement', 
an ICTAD publication, and recommends to make the use of these remedial measures mandatory.
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1. Introduction

The problem of delays in the pre-construction 
phase in the construction industry is a common 
phenomenon. The pre-construction phase 
can be further divided into ten sub phases 
namely, consultancy agreement, preliminary 
project brief, final project brief, pre-feasibility 
studies, detailed feasibility studies, schematic 
designs, architectural designs, structural and 
service design, tender documents, bidding and 
negotiation. All these phases are in the critical 
path of the building procurement process and 
therefore the delay in each phase has a direct 
influence on the total project duration.

In State Sector Projects, any one person may 
not represent the client throughout the project. 
Most of the time the client may not have the full 
authority to make decisions. They may have 
to seek the Departmental and Ministerial level 
approvals on various issues. As a result, state 
sector clients are less likely to be accountable for 
the delays in the pre-construction phase. Instead, 
they are only mindful about the time allotted 
for the construction in the contract. In contrast, 
private sector clients are keen on the entire 
project duration in order to obtain the maximum 
return for the investment. Hence, they strictly 
monitor the pre-construction phase by adopting 
more flexible procedures, which facilitates 
quick decisions. It is observed that state sector 
building projects get delayed unnecessarily due 
to delays in decisions made by clients. A major 
reason for this situation is that in state sector

decision making, the participation of several 
government officials is needed. Therefore, 
any study conducted to explore the causes of 
delays in the pre-construction phase, has to 
be conducted separately for the two sectors. 
In the current economic downturn, in order to 
remain competitive, the lead consultants and 
specialist consultants operate with the minimum 
permanent staff and by outsourcing some of the 
important work. As a result of the inevitable 
poor coordination, the consultants can not 
perform the expected role. The effects of this are 
manifested in the construction stage in the form 
of delays and cost overruns.

In state sector projects, pre-construction 
delays that contribute to the overall delays in 
construction projects are often responsible for 
turning profitable projects into losses. These 
delays can be avoided or reduced, if the major 
causes for such delays can be identified and 
dealt with effectively.

The objectives of this study are;

(i) to identify major causes of delays at 
different stages

(ii) to assess the relative importance of these 
causes
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