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Abstract 
 

This paper addresses problematic projects that go beyond reasonable limits 

and eventually fail. Projects do not immediately become problematic but 

generally become so over time until they are discontinued. If project tracking 

does not maintain standards, recovery attempts can require more money and 

resources to meet the original project scope within defined deadlines; 

therefore, it is important to adjust the recovery plan and strategies while 

considering the project recovery capabilities. This work focuses on 

identifying key factors contributing to the failure of construction projects and 

recommends actions to recover the project as part of the proposed recovery 

strategy in Iraq. This paper considers the variance in the environment, which 

is an essential feature of the Iraqi construction industry, and proposes the 

appropriate selection of project managers. The data were analyzed to 

discover 30 factors causing project failure and to determine the related 

recovery strategies to suggest an appropriate solution based on the nature of 

the difficulty. The potential scenarios of recovery strategies for such projects 

are based on four scenarios that apply to all causes, whereas one or more of 

six other scenarios depend on the type of cause. 
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1 Introduction 
 

Considerable research has been conducted on the causes of problematic 

construction projects, referring to the complex nature of the construction 

industry as a result of the inherent conflicts between parties, such as 

stakeholders, shareholders, clients, consultants, contractors, government 

regulators, and third parties. The delay issue in construction projects is a 

worldwide issue, particularly in developing countries, but it is common in 

most projects in the Iraqi construction industry. Learning how to deal with 

problematic projects differs from managing new projects. Coping with near-

failure projects requires consideration of the obstacles that must be resolved 

to move the project forward and finish the project according to its expected 

value with the appropriate quality. 

Projects do not become problematic immediately. As seen in Figure 1, the 

project moved from challenged to struggling, troubled, and then critical 

before failing due to the continued failure to solve problems. Project 

managers aim to avoid reaching the termination zone because there is a 

possibility of recovery prior to this. When project tracking does not meet the 

planned values, recovery attempts require more money and resources to 

satisfy the original project scope. Thus, when attempting to complete a 

project within realistic deadlines, we must adjust the recovery criteria while 

considering the recovery capabilities. 

 

 
Figure 1 Continuous sequence of problematic projects [3] 

 

     Table 1 summarizes the literature review conducted in previous studies. 

The analysis is divided into two parts. The first relates to research covering 

the study of the causes or factors that affect the success of a construction 

project and may lead to failure. The other aspect concerns research that 

addresses the recovery process to recover problematic projects and 

demonstrates the significance of recovering Project Management PM. 
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Tabel 1 Literature review of the causes and recovery of problematic projects 

 

 

Author Country Contribution Techniques and case study  

Sambasivan & Soon 

[1] 
Malaysia 

Identified delay factors and their 

influence on project completion 

based on a systemic analysis of 

the effects of common variables 

on individual performance.  

A survey asked clients, 

suppliers, and contractors about 

delay causes and effects. They 

listed 10 primary delay causes 

out of 28 causes and 6 effects. 

Bekr [2] Iraq 

Described and assessed key 

factors that affect construction 

project performance in Iraq.  

Explored uncertain 

circumstances affecting 

performance. 

ESI [3] International 

Determined the project state, 

evaluated whether recovery is 

feasible, and adjusted the project. 

Instructed experienced project 

managers to use appropriate 

approaches. 

Al-Zwainy et al. [4] Iraq 

Identified and diagnosed 

construction project failure causes 

and investigated their relative 

importance. 

Used various project 

management process classes. 

Aibinu & Jagboro 

[5] 
Nigeria 

Defined, measured, and analyzed 

the effects of construction delays. 

Time and cost overruns were 

common consequences of delays.  

The completion costs and time 

for 61 construction projects were 

empirically analyzed and were 

affected by delays. 

Takim & Akintoye 

[6] 
UK 

Proposed a model to clearly define 

the success of the construction 

project stakeholders. 

Review of developed 

measurements to assess project 

performance. 

Anthopoulos et al. 

[7] 
Greece 

A recovery model with correct 

perspectives suggesting a suitable 

recovery approach was proposed 

for disasters based on different 

causes and certain situations under 

the focus of PMBOK knowledge 

areas.  

Studied disasters during the 

construction project creation 

process and explored successful 

recovery methods. Examined by 

expert construction engineers 

with project recovery 

experience. 

Kerzner [8] International 

Clarified the perception of failed 

projects, root failure causes, 

failure concepts, and early 

warning signs.  

Discussed the selection of a 

project manager for recovery and 

phases of the recovery lifecycle. 

Hayes & Hammons 

[9] 
USA 

Addressed the challenges and 

solutions found in disaster project 

management. and the criteria for 

process recovery. 

Illustrated the problems faced in 

the event of major catastrophes 

(Hurricane Georges struck a 

coastal refinery). 

Lim [10] 
Project-

management.com 

Pointed out the top 10 causes of 

project failure. 
Not applicable. 

Love & Josephson 

[11] 
Sweden 

Explored challenges in 

recognizing human errors and the 

error recovery process in 

construction projects. 

Seven projects in the Swedish 

Republic: 2,879 human errors 

were identified and analyzed. 
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Shahhossein et al. 

[13] 
Iran 

“Fault tree analysis” (FTA) 

describes all causes of failure. As 

a diagnostic tool, FTA can 

effectively isolate the root causes 

of failure.  

Specialists were asked to use 

linguistic terms to determine the 

threat of each cause, so that accurate 

estimates could be made using the 

“linguistic weighted average.”  

Project Management 

Solutions [14] 
USA 

Highlighted the top 5 causes of 

troubled projects and the top 5 

recommended steps to recover 

from them. More than one-third 

of the projects are at risk of 

failure. 

Covered an average of $200 million 

a year in projects by organizations 

of various sizes in that year.  

 

 

 

2 Research Methodology  
 

The research was conducted in three major stages. The first involved a 

comprehensive literature review supporting the methods of the survey, 

defining the study issue, and determining the aim and objectives. The second 

stage consisted of data collection using a questionnaire given to parties 

concerned with the construction process in Iraq and the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE) (clients, contractors, and consultants). In the third stage, an 

analysis was conducted using interview data, a literature review, and data on 

the recovery and termination of projects. 

 

3 Project Failure  
 

Construction project success is achieving the planned values within the 

mandated constraints and assumptions when the desired value has been 

achieved [8]. The vital signs can be summarized as follows [16]: 

a) Differences in the actual and scheduled percentage, 

b) The variance in the percentage between the current and projected costs, 

c) The percentage of on-time deliverables, 

d) The difference in percentage between currently used and budgeted 

resources, and 

e) The high likelihood and high potential to affect events.  

  The failure of projects can be categorized into four major groups [8, 15]: 

 Management faults: The most critical issue that causes project failure is 

excessive unimportant changes to the scope of the project by  

Ren et al. [12] China 

Built the “construction system 

collection, implementation, and 

enhancement” system (CMSII) 

and defined major technological 

and management issues to be 

solved at each level of CMSII.  

Drainage projects with multi-

million-dollar losses due to CMSII-

related issues. Analyzed the CMSII 

results, highlighting problems and 

summarizing the lessons learned. 

 

Kadhim Raheim. Erzaij et al. 7624



 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

stakeholders, the lack of good governance, the refusal to make decisions 

on time, and not conducting checks on the project. 

 Planning faults: These are caused by bad project management that does 

not follow the recommended guidelines, does not have a “kill switch” in 

the plan within a reasonable time, does not schedule reviews or project 

assessments, and does not choose the correct tracking methods. 

 Health and safety faults: Preparing for health and safety on construction 

sites should be completed early. When protection is not included in the 

design and detailed engineering, this has a „trickle-down‟ influence on 

the phase of construction, generating risks for unsafe acts. 

 External influences: Normally, these are deficiencies in the proper 

assessment of environmental factors. This involves scheduling for third-

party approvals and permits and insufficient knowledge of the culture 

and politics of the country. 
 

4 Problematic Projects 
 

Many causes can lead projects to the critical zone and may lead to failure 

[2, 8, 10]. These are summarized after exploring documented situations of 

problematic projects, as explained in Table 2. 
Tabel 2 Documented Causes of Problematic Projects 

 

No. Causes 

1 Inadequate preparation 

2 Poor documentation and loss of tracking 

3 Unsatisfactory leadership 

4 Lack of parameter definitions and enforcement 

5 Unqualified project managers 

6 Improper cost estimation 

7 Poor communication between management levels 

8 Culture or moral imbalance 

9 Competition priorities 

10 Ignoring project warning signals 

11 Plans are too optimistic within a brief period 

12 Stakeholders are uninterested throughout the project 

13 Poor risk assessment if any 

14 Wrong contract type 

15 Business objectives considered less important than technical 

objectives 

16 Constantly changing resources 

17 Lack of contractor financial resources 
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18 Missed deadlines and no preparation of recovery plan 

19 Problems with subcontractors  

20 Inadequate client finance and payments 

21 Construction mistakes 

22 Improper contractor site management 

23 Design errors and inconsistency 

24 Bureaucracy inside client departments 

25 Rapid increase in material prices 

26 Corruption of employees of clients, consultants, or contractors 

leading to additional cost and time 

27 Neighbor and site-condition problems 

28 Improper application of health & safety requirements 

29 Political issues 

30 Many design changes 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Progressivity of weak signals [17] 

In general, although projects do not become problematic overnight, early 

warning signs exist. Figure 2 illustrates early weak-signal warning signs that 

failure could occur or that urgent improvements might be needed. The early 

alert is a fairly specific concept, which can be applied to every scenario in 

which obtaining a certain signal early is necessary to avoid negative effects 

on the project in the future [18]. A weak signal is described as “early 

imprecise indications of the forthcoming impacting event,” indicating that 

some threats or opportunities may arise, but their existence, source, and shape 

are not yet realized. 
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5 Project Recovery versus Project Termination 
 

Before the problematic project is evaluated, we must determine 

whether the project should be abandoned or recovered. It is important 

to consider the factors and certain essential aspects affecting this 

approach. To determine whether or not to recover or abort a project, 

Long [19] proposed the following key problems to assess: 

 The investors, management, or stakeholders of the project convey 

public or secret unhappiness. 

 Stakeholders or the main players do not accept or recognize the 

needs or goals. 

 There are quantifiably and demonstrably inadequate resources to 

start or complete the project. 

 The project has a significant delay or requires considerably more 

money than budgeted or both. 

 Under the restrictions, fair progress is not possible. 

 There is a history of bad decisions, whether such decisions are 

taken or not. 

 There are many reports that the project is in trouble or “on the 

chopping block.” 

The four primary scenarios for project termination are as follows [16]: 

 Addition: abort the project by adding the required work with all 

resources to a larger project. 

 Absorption: absorb the aborted project work into another project 

without the accompanying work from the infrastructure and 

resources. 

 Inanition: aborted the project due to complete resource shortages. 

 Extinction: abort the project by taking canceling actions, where the 

project ceases to exist and only the work that has already been 

done and that will likely be used is recovered. 
 

6 Project Manager Selection for Recovery  
 

Organizations often hire external experts to perform a project check.  

If the report states that a problematic project should be recovered, then a 

new recovery project manager should be brought on board [8]. Taking over a 

failed project is not the same as starting a new project. The project manager 

for recovery must realize precisely what problems exist. Project managers 

who do not understand the crisis will make it worse by hoping for miracles 

and causing the failure to intensify to a point at which the project is 

unrecoverable.  
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7 Project Recovery Scenarios 
 

When the decision has been made and a strategy for project recovery is  

developed, some claim that what makes the project problematic is irrelevant 

and that it is only important to observe what can be changed and improved to 

correct the situation. This statement is wrong. An appropriate recovery 

strategy is quite difficult without being informed of the reasons that gave rise 

to the problem. In particular, if the drivers of such issues are not removed, the 

project may be briefly recovered, but with time, it can return to the same 

critical stage that occurred before applying the recovery process [16]. 

Kerzner [8] mentioned five steps to recover a problematic project. These 

steps are understanding, audit, tradeoffs, negotiate, restart, and execute. Table 

3 explains the specified 10 recovery scenarios from Long [19] that were 

followed by the projects in the survey for this research. 

In all cases, the last four techniques (G, H, I, and J) will eventually apply. 

Even for the project recovery, one or more of the first six (A, B, C, D, E, 

and F) must be applied [19]. 

 
Tabel 3 Strategy for Recovery Situations 

Symbol  Scenario of recovery of problematic projects Symbol  
Scenario of recovery of problematic 

projects 

A 
Maintain the original requirements and 

priorities and restructure the project plans. 
F 

Restructure the project team and/or 

project control and make reporting 

improvements. 

B 
Adjust and replan the initial requirements and 

targets. 
G 

Support political solidification, project 

funding, senior management, 

stakeholders, and the project team. 

C 
Replace the original requirements and goals 

while preserving the identity of the project. 
H 

Build a solid communication program 

with a clear optimistic message about 

improvements. 

D 
Finish the project and launch a new project 

with similar or different goals and values. 
I 

Reflect and keep the “Can do!” 

mindset and the environmental 

conditions. 

E Make a change to the main project personnel J 
Make personal promises to ensure the 

completion of the recovery process. 

 

8 Survey Design   
 

A survey was conceived to obtain opinions and an understanding of the 

construction output issue in Iraq from experienced respondents. There are 

two primary sections of the questionnaire. The first included the  
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characteristics and experiences of the survey respondents and businesses. 

Such questions included the type, location, and years of experience. The 

second part included a survey on the 30 factors that could have a direct effect 

on project progress in the construction sector and that could cause 

problematic construction projects. In addition, the relevance of these factors 

was considered. The factors were divided into four key groups: management 

techniques, planning, health and safety, and external factors. The study 

approach used a systematic analysis of the recovery failed projects by 

performing a survey of the various types of strategies used by the design 

consultants and project management experts. 

 

9 Results  
 

   The survey work in this study included 38 expert respondents. Moreover, 

24 of the respondents had over 15 years of experience, and the rest had 

between 10 and 15 years of experience. The experience of the respondents 

primarily covered three roles: project stakeholder consultant, contractor, and 

client. Figure 3 displays the details of the survey sample and reveals that the 

percentage of international experts is approximately 61%. Figure 4 illustrates 

the causes listed by the consultants, contractors, and clients.  

 
Figure 3 Classification of the Survey Sample. 

 

The equation to determine the percentage for each reason is as follows: 

          
∑     
 
   

∑ ∑     
 
   

 
   

       

where i is the reason number, n denotes the number of respondents, wtij 

indicates the response weight from 0 to 5 as per the answer (0 = unrelated to 

5 = highly related), and m is the number of reasons (30). 

Table 4 lists the percentage for each reason, as more than one reason may 

exist regarding the cause, such as “deadlines missed and no preparation of 

recovery plan.” The highest effect was “unqualified project managers,” 

whereas the “culture or moral imbalance” was the lowest. It also reveals the  
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suggested steps to overcome each problem, as indicated by the phase number 

of the project recovery scenarios. Periodically conducting project reviews is 

necessary to detect early-stage signals to avoid problems. Appropriate action  

should be taken in compliance with appropriate measures, as shown for each 

cause of problems in Table 4 as a work map for recovery actions and 

strategies.  

 

 
Figure 4 Reason Percentage Of Causes From The Three Main Stakeholders. 

 

Tabel 4 Reasons for the Occurrence and Recommended Actions 

No. 

Causes  

(sorted by descending 

percentage) 

Contribution 

Recommended actions for 

solutions  

A B C D E F G H I J 

18 
Missed deadlines and no 

preparation of recovery plan 

3.91% 
  

                  

5 Unqualified project managers 3.88%           

17 
Lack of contractor financial 

resources 

3.88%           

20 
Inadequate client finance and 

payments 

3.77%           

6 Improper cost estimation 3.75%           

14 Wrong contract type 3.75%           

19 Problems with subcontractors 3.69%           

13 Poor risk assessment if any 3.66%           

26 

Corruption of employees of 

clients, consultants, or 

contractors  

3.61%           
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2 
Poor documentation and loss of 

tracking 

3.58%           

1 Inadequate preparation 3.53%           

3 Unsatisfactory leadership 3.53%           

30 Many design changes 3.50%           

11 
Plans are too optimistic within 

a brief period 
3.42%           

23 
Design errors and 

inconsistency 
3.37%           

10 
Ignoring project warning 

signals 
3.31%           

12 
Stakeholders are uninterested 

throughout the project 
3.28%           

22 
Improper contractor site 

management 
3.28%           

16 
Constantly changing the 

resources 
3.26%           

29 Political issues 3.26%           

7 
Poor communication between 

management levels 
3.23%           

24 
Bureaucracy inside client 

departments 
3.23%           

21 Construction mistakes 3.12%           

27 
Neighbor and site-condition 

problems 
3.09%           

4 
Lack of parameter definitions 

and enforcement 
2.93%           

25 
Rapid increase in material 

prices 
2.77%           

15 

Business objectives are less 

important than technical 

objectives 

2.71%           

9 Competition priorities 2.66%           

28 
Improper application of health 

& safety requirements  
2.58%           

8 Culture or moral imbalance 2.44%           

 

 

10 Conclusions   
 

This work studies the variance in the environment, which is vital feature of 

the Iraqi construction industry, and need to propose a suitable selection of 

project managers. The data are evaluated to determine 30 factors that cause 

project failure and related recovery strategies to recommend an appropriate 

solution based on nature of the difficulty. The four scenarios of recovery  
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strategies for such projects are applied to all causes, whereas one or more of 

six other scenarios depend on the type of cause 
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