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WHAT IS A CONSTRUCTION DELAY? 

Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra one of 
the greatest novelists and writers of all 
time said that “delay always breeds 
danger” This remark made in the 16th 
century still holds true today, especially 
in the construction industry.   
 
It is very seldom that a construction 
project is not impacted by delays. Many 
research studies have been conducted 
over the years to determine the causes 
and effects of construction delays. 
Regardless of the vast body of 
knowledge on construction delays, the 

failure of many projects to finish on 
time remains problematic globally. 
What are the predominant causes of 
delay in construction projects? Is there 
some commonality in the causes of 
delay in different countries? 
 
In this article, we review the findings 
of 17 independent studies on delay 
conducted in 15 different countries to 
answer these questions. The results 
provide some very interesting insights 
and might influence your approach to 
future projects. 

Dr Hendrik Prinsloo is 
an expert witness and 

specialist in the 
analysis construction 

delay claims  
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There are several definitions for the term delay: to make something happen later than expected; to cause 
something to be performed later than planned; or to not act timely. The studies under review specifically 
focussed on construction delays. Construction delays can be defined as the completion of a construction 
project at a date later than the completion date specified in the contract, or beyond the date that the 
parties agreed upon for delivery of a project.  
 
THE STUDIES 
 
The 17 research studies that were reviewed summarised the reasons for delays in three main categories:  

• contractor delays;  

• owner delays; and  

• external factors – where neither the contractor nor the client is directly responsible for the delay 

The results of the studies were analyzed to identify common causes of delay in the 15 different countries 
where the studies were conducted.  
 
DELAYS CAUSED BY CONTRACTORS 
 

 
 
Site management/supervision followed by general availability of labor were the predominant causes of 
delay on the side of contractors. Another significant cause of delay was planning and scheduling 
problems. 
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DELAYS CAUSED BY OWNERS 
 

 
 
Change orders towered above any other cause of delay owners are responsible for. With the fast-phased 
construction process followed in many modern construction projects, it was not a surprise to learn that 
design quality or incomplete drawing and the late provision of design information also featured as some 
of the more significant causes of delay.   

 
DELAYS CAUSED BY EXTERNAL FACTORS 
 
Delays that fall outside of the sphere of control of the owner or the contractor were included as part of 
this category. Shortage of construction material was by far the most significant cause of delay in this 
category. Unforeseen site conditions and inclement weather also impacted a large percentage of 
construction projects. The influence of agencies involved in the issuing of construction permits also had 
a significant impact on construction progress.  
 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Funding

Inaccurate estimates

Change orders

Delays in design information

Long waiting time for approval

Inadequate design team

Slow information flow

Handing over of site

Design quality/incomplete drawings

Deficiencies in coordination

Design team inadequate supervision

Lack of communication

Slow decision-making

Unrealistic contract durations

Inappropriate overall organizational structure

Delay Causes - Owner's Risk 



                                Ó Hendrik F Prinsloo 4 

 
 
SUMMARY OF REASON FOR DELAY PER COUNTRY  
 
In general, a high degree of commonality in the causes of delay in the different countries existed. The 
table below provides the one cause of delay that occurred more than any other for the countries with 
delay-related research studies. It is difficult the pinpoint one cause that can be viewed as the most 
significant in all countries under consideration because the research methods differed.  However, 
changes during construction and poor scheduling appear to be very significant. 
 

United States 🇺🇸 Change orders by owners during construction 

Hong Kong 🇨🇳 Poor site management and supervision 

Saudi Arabia 🇸🇦 Instructions from owners and designers 

New Zealand 🇵🇳 Initial contract time frames not achievable 

Norway 🇳🇴 Poor planning and scheduling 

South Africa 🇿🇦 Insufficient contractor production rates 

Botswana 🇧🇼 Management by the general contractor 

Egypt 🇪🇬 Ineffective planning and scheduling of projects 

Nigeria 🇳🇬 Financial difficulty 

Jordan 🇵🇸 End user changes 

India 🇳🇪  Late provision of design information 

Thailand 🇹🇭  Shortage of construction equipment and material 
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Indonesia 🇲🇨 Design changes 

Malaysia 🇱🇷 Financial difficulties faced by contractors 

Cambodia 🇰🇭 Shortage of materials 

 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
The research studies considered were all concluded before COVID-19 impacted the execution of 
construction projects. It will be interesting to repeat the research to see how COVID-19 compares with 
the other predominant causes of delay identified.   
 
In the work we do we are often witness to the devasting effects of project delays but what can be done 
to address this? A good strategy to minimize delays is to put risk-mitigating measures in place to address 
the most prevalent delays. It is also good practice to allocate the risk of managing the occurrence of 
typical delays to the contracting party that is in the best position to mitigate the risk of occurrence. 
 
One common thread in many of the delays identified is insufficient planning and scheduling. The 
tremendous benefit of taking sufficient time to develop a detailed project schedule and to proactively 
manage and update the schedule during construction cannot be over-emphasized.  
 
 
 
 


