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ABSTRACT 

Building infrastructure projects in Malawi‟s Local Authorities are unreasonably delayed and ultimately 

abandoned. The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors leading to the abandonment of public 

building infrastructure projects in Malawi, under the health and police sectors in Lilongwe District Council. 

Sixty-three (63) project abandonment sub attributes were identified through detailed literature review. The study 

categorized the project abandonment sub attributes into eight (8) main attributes of financial, procurement, 

contract management, planning, design, site, workmanship and/or community involvement related sub 

attributes. The studyanalyzed and evaluatedthese attributes and sub attributes in order of importance and finally, 

analyzed and compared the main attributes of project abandonment in the police and health sectors of Lilongwe 

District Council.  

14 projects (8 under police sector and 6 under health sector) were focused on which were still incomplete and or 

have never been operational since they were commenced. Responses from the project stakeholders (those who 

were directly involved in the implementation) were collected through a survey questionnaire. A total of 117 

respondents participated in the survey. Data analysis was done statistically by Microsoft Excel and SPSS. The 

RIIs were computed using the excel sheet for ranking and determining the level of importance of project 

abandonment attributes and sub-attributes. Cronbach‟s Alpha coefficients werecomputed using SPSSto see how 

well the sub-attributes within each group measure a common construct of project abandonment attribute; while 

Microsoft Excel was used to compute Spearman‟s Correlations to measure the similarity in ranking of sub-

attributes between two different groups of respondents.  

Findings of the research revealthat financial related attribute and contract management related attribute being 

the highest ranked contributed most to the project abandonment in police and health sectors respectively. While 

results show these variations across the sectors, it has been observed with interest that projects under Police 

were funded by Malawi Governmentand projects under health were funded by cooperating partners.  

The study concludes that despite the fact that financial related attribute and contract management attribute are 

key to building infrastructure abandonment as evidenced in this case, these factors are not mutually exclusive. It 

is therefore recommended that a further investigative study on these two highly ranked attributes could be 

helpful to establish what and how is it that is not done correctly and propose relevant solutions to the problem of 

building infrastructure abandonment in police and health sectors of Lilongwe District Council. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
Abandonment of Infrastructure Projects 

Doraisamy et al (2014) defined an abandoned project in two different ways, namely: 1) when a 

progress of a certain work faces too many problems and seems to be impossible to continue further causing it to 

stop completely or 2) when a project has been started at an earlier date, but for some reasons has been stopped. 

Such abandonments are just not limited to buildings alone, but there are also roads, industrial structures, bridges, 

factories, dams, and electricity and communication projects. A project is considered abandoned in Malaysia 

based on five conditions, namely; 1) if there has been no substantial activity on site for six consecutive months, 

or 2) if it is involved in a winding-up petition registered at the High Court, or 3) if it is under receivership, or 4) 

if the developer has informed the Housing Controller in writing of his inability to complete the project, or 5) if 

the project has been certified to be abandoned by the Minister(MHLG, 2011). Olusegun and Micheal (2011) 

define project abandonment as to stop doing a project because there are too many problems and it is impossible 

to continue. The effects of abandonment of projects are disappointment of the users, low living standards, 
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unemployment, and wastage in resources and decrease in revenue to project owners. The choice of studies, 

largely from, Africa provided an excellent comparison with countries with similar characteristics.  

Hence such countries have similar causes and mitigation measures. Studies revealed that there are 

abandoned projects in other countries such as Malaysia, Nigeria, Ghana, Uganda, Swaziland, Zambia, 

Botswana, South Africa, Tanzania, and indeed Malawi. These studies are directly related to this study in that 

they deal with housing construction projects as well as general construction similar to Malawi being a 

developing country.  

 

Research Justification 

In the context of Malawi and this research study there is no law in relation to declaring a project 

abandoned.  However, for the purposes of this study, it is assumed that a project is abandoned if there is no 

activity on site for at least six consecutive months and that the project infrastructure is not operational despite 

being structurally completed.  

Several abandoned projects exist under the Constituency Development Fund in various Malawi District 

Councils due to a number of factors (LL DC CDF Report, 2015).One of these district councils with such 

projects is the Lilongwe District Council.The abandonment of construction projects is not unique to Malawi as it 

is also present in other countries, e.g. United States (Hicks, 2008), and Spain (Carrero et al., 2009). In Malawi, 

this problem is also not only in Lilongwe District Council as many district councils experience the same 

problem. In Chikwawa District Council, for example, 71% of the teachers houses constructed under Local 

Development Fund in 2012 were uncompleted or abandoned due to mismanagement (MHRYN Report, 2014).  

However, in Lilongwe District Council this problem is interesting in that it is mostly health and police 

infrastructure projects that are to a greater extent abandoned especially at an operational stage. From period 

2006 - 2012 there were 8 police office blocks and 6 health infrastructure projects in Lilongwe District Council 

which were never completed (LL DC Infrastructure Projects Progress Report, 2015). The economic loss 

suffered by the district council and the opportunity cost incurred by the beneficiary community could very high 

and should not be underrated.This study therefore focused on investigating the factors that are leading to this 

interesting scenario of very high project abandonment in Police and Health sectors of Lilongwe District Council 

so that further studies could be done to find solutions of solving the problem. 
 

Research Objectives 

The main objective of the study is to investigate the issues that lead to abandonment of infrastructure 

projects under the health and police sectors in Lilongwe District Council, Malawi and specifically to identify the 

attributes and sub-attributes that cause project abandonment in the Police and Health sectors; Analyze and 

evaluate the attributes and sub-attributes that cause project abandonment in the Police and Health sectors and 

Analyze and compare the main causes of project abandonment in the Police and Health sectors 

 

II. Literature review 
There are many studies that have been carried out before suggesting the possible causes of project 

delay and abandonment. Abisuga (2014), Owolabi et al. (2014), Tom (2013), and Chirwa et al. (2011) identified 

the following factors among many as leading to either infrastructure project abandonment or failure: design, 

contract, and procurement issues; contract management, site, financial, community involvement and 

workmanship issues and  bad decisions.Kikwasi (2012) and Alaghbari et al. (2007) found out that delays in 

payment to contractors and funding problems were the causes of project construction completion delays as a 

result of time overrun, cost overrun, negative social impact, idling resources and disputes which would 

eventually lead to delays and disruptions and effects that put construction project at risk of abandonment. Fugar 

and Agyakwah-Baah (2010) on the other hand argue that financial factors include honouring certificates, 

underestimation of the cost of the project, underestimation of the complexity of project, difficulty in accessing 

bank credit, and fluctuation of prices/rising cost of materials. Sunday and Afolarin (2013) argues that key 

stakeholders in project management are sources of errors in construction documents arising from inadequate 

documentation, poor communication, negligence and changes to design specifications among others. The effects 

of these factors on construction projects include project abandonment, delays, rework, dissatisfaction by project 

owners and lack of confidence in project consultants.  

The findings of a study by Thwala and Aigvabvoa (2011) reveal that citizens need to build capacity and 

resources in order to achieve community participation in planning and project development; that citizen's 

participation in community development projects does not usually occur by chance, but because certain 

principles are observed at an acceptable level to the participants and to other stakeholders, and that citizens will 

voluntarily participate in a community activity if they could derive benefit to themselves and the entire 

community. Studies by Thwala and Mvubu (2008) and Eshofonie (2008) revealed inadequate managerial skills 

as deficiencies leading to failure of small and medium size construction projects in Swaziland. Kesavan et al. 
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(2015); Akinsiku and Akinsulire  (2012); Olusegun and Micheal (2011); Mahamid et al.(2011); Ameh and 

Osegbo (2011);  and Sambasivan and Soon (2007) all argued that construction projects are abandoned due to 

inadequate project planning and incompetent project managers which adversely affects the timely delivery of 

construction projects and may lead to occurrences of delays in construction. A similar study by Alinaitwe et al. 

(2013) in Uganda found that poor project monitoring and control can cause of construction delays and overruns. 

Poor workmanship leads to unnecessary delays and wastage of resources leading to either project failure or 

abandonment while good workmanship on the other hand in project construction leads to a reduction of 

unnecessary delays due to rework as a result of construction errors; speeding up the authorities (client) to effect 

timely payments and saving of the resources due to use of the right skills in the project as Enshassi et al.(2009) 

also argues that poor project workmanship as a result of unavailability of highly experienced and qualified 

personnel. According to Amade (2015) failure and abandonment of public sector construction projects in 

Nigeria, may be due to lack detailed and comprehensive designs by the contractors, while Abisuga et al (2014) 

reported that poor design causes project construction delay. Mukuka, Aigbavboa and Thwala (2012) did a study 

in Zambia found out that delay in approving major changes in the scope of work delays in producing design 

documents and late design review and approval (Pourrostam and Ismail, 2011) affects the projects delivery time 

wise and Olusegun and Micheal (2011) says that construction projects are sometimes abandoned due to 

variation of project scope, wrong estimates, and faulty designs. 

 

The study identified eight (8) study attributes and sixty-three (63) study sub-attributes which are summarized in 

Table 1 below: 

 

Table 1: Issues Contributing to Abandonment of Construction Projects 
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III. METHODOLOGY 

Study Sites 

The research study was conducted in the 9 Traditional Authorities of the 18 in Lilongwe District, Malawi. The 

Police and Health sectors were the focus of this study due to their higher degree of project abandonment status 

than the other sectors and therefore 14 project sites were targeted for investigation by the study.  

Sampling Procedure 

The survey targeted all construction projects in the health and police sectors that started from 2006 and were 

still not completed and or not operational by the year 2015See Table 3 for project status by funding agency.A 

questionnaire survey was administered to a total of 10 people per study site, targeting five (5) from the project 

beneficiary community (four from project management committee and one community leader (chief) from 

around the project are, one (1) government official of the relevant sector from around the project area, One site 

worker who was employed locally by the contractor during implementation, One officer representing the 

company that constructed the project.  

Data Analysis 

Factor analysis with Cronbach‟s α reliability analysis was used (Cronbach apha values derived from SPSS) to 

analyze the data from questionnaire survey as a way of checking the groups extracted from factor analysis to see 

how well the variables within each group measure a common construct. The Spearman‟s Ranking Correlation 

Coefficient is used to measure the similarity in ranking a list of items between two different groups of 

respondents (Field, 2005; Naoum, 2007), i.e. the ranking of the 63 potential causes of abandoned construction 

No. Categories Issues  

1 Design issues 

Difficulty in design; ambiguities or mistakes in scope of work, 

specifications or drawings; conflicts between drawing and specification; 

misinterpretation of drawing and specifications; and improper 

construction methods 

 

2 

Project 

planning 

Inappropriate risk allocation among project team members; Inadequate 

project feasibility studies, Lack of appropriate dispute resolution 

methods, Inappropriate project planning and scheduling, Involvement of 

large number of project participants, Unclear lines of responsibilities, 

Undefined objectives and goals, Unrealistic time frame and tasks, 

Unfavourable government policy, Inappropriate contract arrangement 

3 

Contract 

management 

issues 

Bureaucracy and red tape within the project, Poor relationship among 

project team members, Poor quality control, Communication and 

coordination problems, Bad decisions, Litigation, Poor contract 

administration, Material management problem, Lack of prioritisation 

and project portfolio management, Lack of management commitment, 

Competing priorities, Business politics, Lack of organisational support, 

Ignoring project warning signs, and Project control problems 

4 

Procurement 

issues 

Faulty tender process, Problems related to variation orders, 

Inappropriate pricing/incentives of services rendered by contractors, 

and Unavailability of materials and equipment, 

5 Site issues 

Site acquisition problems, Unexpected location difficulty, Shortage of 

site workers, Lack of motivation to site workers, Poor safety 

management on site, Relationship between site worker and contractor, 

Poor site management, Site conditions, Adverse weather conditions, and 

Industrial action 

6 

Financial 

issues 

Financial difficulties faced by contractors, Financial difficulties faced by 

owners, Delays in interim payment, Unexpected economic conditions, 

Inappropriate financing, Under-estimation of project cost, and 

Fraudulent practices and briberies 

7 

Community 

Involvement 

Cultural crash among parties in project, Lack of cooperation from local 

authorities, Vandalism of works –in progress or finished, Not meeting 

end user expectation, Lack of user input, Inexperienced client/owner, 

and Negative impact of project to society/environment 

8 Workmanship 

Rework due to errors during construction, Unskilled/incompetent site 

workers, Incompetent contractors/ subcontractors, Incompetent 

contractors/subcontractors, Incompetent consultants, and 

Low productivity of labour 
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projects by the different questionnaire responding  groups. The Relative Importance Index (RII) is a favorite 

method of ranking a list of items (Ibinu & Jagboro, 2002; Odeh & Battauneh, 2002) and the values of which 

were derived from Microsoft excel. The respondents were asked to tick in the appropriate columns to indicate 

how much they agree that the factors are causes of abandoned construction projects on a five point Likert Scale, 

i.e. Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Neutral (3), Agree (4), and Strongly agree (5).  

 

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
One hundred forty (140) copies of the questionnaire were distributed out of which ninety-nine (99) were 

completed and received. This represents 71% response rate. This response rate is above 50% response rate in 

sample size determination, overall results represent more than 50% of the responses of the target population.  

Using formula for RIIaccording to Muhwezi and Otim (2014) who conducted an assessment on the factors 

causing building construction delays in Uganda to compute the RII values; this formula is: 

 

Where - is the weight given to each factor by the respondents and ranges from 1 to 5, (where “1” is “strongly 

disagree” and “5” is “strongly agree”);A – is the highest weight (i.e. 5 in this case) and; N – is the total number 

of respondents.The RII ranges between 0 and 1. If a factor has RII of closer to 1 then it means that the factor is 

ranked highly in the hierarchy of importance of determining project abandonment compared to a factor that has 

a lower index (RII of closer to zero).   

 

4.3.1 Rank of Attributes for Health and Police Sectors Combined 

After computing the RII of the 63 sub attributes and ranking them, further analysis by attributes based on the 

health and police sectors combined. Through this analysis and without considering a sector the highest mean RII 

was determined for the most important issue leading to project abandonment in the health and police sectors in 

Lilongwe District Council, Financial related factor was ranked first with RII of 0.5149 as presented in Table 2 

below for the variables-Health and Police Sectors Combined. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table2: RII for Attributes-Health and Police Sectors Combined 

 
This result agrees with Frimpong and Oluwoye (2003), and Alaghbari et al. (2007); and Assaf et al. 

(1995) who found that financial problems are the main factors that cause delays and later abandonment of 

ground water projects in Ghana, and causing delays in building construction projects in Malaysia respectively.  

)10(    
*




RII
NA

W
RII

W

Category Average RII Rank 

Financial 0.5149 1 

Procurement 0.4838 2 

Contract management 0.4674 3 

Community involvement 0.4654 4 

Project planning 0.4556 5 

Workmanship 0.4127 6 

Design 0.3771 7 

Site 0.3754 8 
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Health Sector 

The results based on the RII ranking of the 63 sub attributes in the health sector only. Lack of 

prioritization and project portfolio management rank the highest in project abandonment at 0.6487. The second 

sub-attribute is business politics with RII of 0.5946. These results for the health sector are different from the 

results obtained if two sectors combine, where vandalism ranked highly in the former case. In the combined 

analysis business politics ranked number four in the order of importance with RII of 0.5754 which was lower 

than the RII in the analysis of the health sector separately. This result shows us that the variable business politics 

is much more critical in determination of project abandonment in the health sector than for all the two sectors 

combined. In the analysis the study found that the variable litigation was still less in importance in determining 

project abandonment even for the health sector separated. 

 

RII based on Category of sub attributes-Health Sector 

Analysis of the results under health sector based on the categories revealed that contract management 

related sub attributes ranked highest with an average RII of 0.4728 followed by project planning related sub 

attributes with average RII 0.40. Ranking of categories under health sector are as summarized in Table 3below. 

 

Table 1: RII Based on Attributes-Health Sector 

 
RII based on Category of sub attributes-Police Sector 

After analyzing all the attributes in the same analysis, the eight categories were analyzed and ranked in the same 

way as health sector and the results for police sector are as summarized in the Table 4 below: 
Table 4: RIIs for Attributes-Police Sector 

  

Category Average RII RANK 

Financial  0.5696 1 

Procurement  0.556 2 

Community involvement 0.5138 3 

Contract management 0.4643 4 

Project planning 0.4532 5 

Site issues 0.4074 6 

Workmanship 0.3845 7 

Design issues 0.3707 8 

 

Financial related sub attributes-Police Sector 

Under the police sector, this category had the highest ranking in importance based on the RII with an 

average RII of 0.5696.For seven sub- attributes, the variable ranking highly in this category is financial 

difficulties faced by the owner with an RII of 0.6613. The other sub- attributes include; delays in interim 

payments with an RII of 0.6323, financial difficulties faced by contractors with an RII of 0.6258, inappropriate 

financing with an RII of 0.6129, underestimation of project costs with an RII of 0.5387, unexpected economic 

Category Average RII RANK 

Contract management 0.4727 1 

Project planning 0.40 2 

Financial  0.396 3 

Procurement 0.3939 4 

Community involvement 0.3938 5 

Workmanship 0.392 6 

Design related 0.378 7 

Site related 0.30 8 
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conditions with an RII of 0.5258 and fraudulent practices and briberies with an RII of 0.3903. Under the police 

sector fraudulent practices and bribes have a lower rank of importance in determining abandonment of a project 

compared to the health sector. It was interesting to note that financial related sub attributes were also ranked 

number one in the analysis of the categories for police and health sectors combined. It is also interestingly 

observed that funding for the police projects under study in this research is from government. 

 

V. Discussion of Results 
As has been analyzed in this section, when the analysis was done for  the two combined sectors, the 

financial related issues ranked highly in importance and this was followed by procurement, contract 

management, community involvement, project planning, workmanship, site and design issues respectively. 

When the analysis was done separately for the police sector and health sector, ranking of the categories was 

found to be different. In the police sector, financial related issues maintained the highest rank in the hierarchy of 

importance followed by procurement, community involvement, contract management project planning, site, 

workmanship and design related sub attributes respectively. In the health sector contract management was found 

to rank highly in the hierarchy of importance followed by project planning, financial, procurement, community 

involvement, and workmanship, design, and site subattributes respectively. Based on this analysis it can be 

concluded that some sub attributes are critical in determining the abandonment of projects in one sector and yet 

the same factors can be less critical in another sector of the economy. 

Few studies seem to have been conducted in Malawi on the causes or attributes behind project 

abandonment. The only study to that effect was one done by Chirwa, Samwinga and Shakantu (2011) who 

looked at „the timely project delivery: a case study of Malawian educational projects‟ where the focus was the 

education sector only. Therefore as far as this study is concerned it has not been carried out in Malawi, hence it 

is a contribution to the gap in research as well as literature as far as studies of project abandonment attributes are 

concerned. According to the study, the top ten factors that cause abandonment of projects in the health and 

police sector in Lilongwe District Council ranked by the relative importance index (RII) are vandalism of 

works- in progress or finished, not meeting end user expectations, unavailability of materials and equipment, 

Business politics, financial difficulties faced by the owner, financial difficulties faced by the contractor, lack of 

user input,  inappropriate financing, unfavorable government policy and lack of appropriate dispute resolution 

methods. Some of these studies have been confirmed in the studies by Fugar and Agyakawah-Baah (2010) and 

Frimpong et al. (2003) in Ghana. 

In this study financial attributes tend to top the hierarchy of importance in causing abandonment of 

projects in the police and health sector combined. These results are in line with what Muhwezi and Otim (2014) 

found in their study in Uganda about delays in building construction projects. The authors found that financial 

related sub attributes had RII of 0.923 rank of importance of factors determining project abandonment. To 

concur with Muhwezi and Otim (2014), Olesegun and Michael (2011) found that inadequate finance was among 

the top two highly ranked variables causing abandonment of public projects in Nigeria. The study by Olusegun 

and Michael (2011) found that inadequate finance had an RII of 0.988 which was seconded by financial sub 

attributes with inflation RII of 0.984, bankruptcy of contractor with an RII of 0.979. These results by Muhwezi 

and Otim (2014) and Olusegun and Michael (2011) are in line with the results obtained by the study especially 

in the analysis of the two sectors combined.  

In Nigeria most project abandonment experienced were basically due to financial attributes from client 

(individual, corporate and government). The study findings by Abisuga, Amasu and Salvador (2014) confirm 

the findings found by the researcher in this study. The study ranked procurement related factors as second in 

hierarchy in determining project abandonment. The category as has been highlighted in chapter 4 had RII of 

0.4839. This result of this study is quite similar with what other authors have found. For instance Muhwezi and 

Otim (2014) found that poor procurement of site materials had RII of 0.800. This was one of the variables that 

had a greater importance in determining the abandonment of projects in Lilongwe District Council. However the 

result of the study had a lower RII compared to the result by Muhwezi and Otim (2014). 

The study ranked contract management on number three in the order of importance. The contract 

management related subattributes have not been analyzed by many authors in the literature. However the 

attributes relating to contract management are critical in determining project abandonment. This study found the 

contract management related attributes to have an RII of 0.4694. Murali and Yau (2007); and Aibinu and 

Jagboro (2002) in their study confirmed these findings which indicate that business politics, ignoring project 

warning signs, bureaucracy and red tape within the project, lack of prioritization and project portfolio 

management as some of the major factors determining the abandonment of public projects being implemented. 

When the study separated the two sectors to analyze them separately, the ranking of importance of the variables 

came out different as has been obtained from the results.  

Looking at the health sector, contract management related issues turned to be the most important 

category in determining project abandonment in the health sector; this is different from the result obtained in the 
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combined analysis of police and health sector where financial issues were found to top the hierarchy. The 

difference in these findings might be due to the bureaucratic structure of the two sectors.  

According to the police sector the category financial related factors was found to top the hierarchy of 

importance based on the RII just as was found in the analysis of the sectors combined. Although the two sectors 

are under the government‟s control, the initiation of projects in them is different. Most of the projects in the 

health sector are affected by government politics. Politicians most of the times take an initiative to put 

developmental projects in areas where they see that they will obtain more votes.  

 

VI. Research Conclusions 
Project abandonment is as a result of extended delays and these delays are inevitable, Muhwezi (2014), 

however they can be avoided or minimized when their causes are effectively identified and analyzed. The main 

aim of this study was to investigate the factors leading to the abandonment of public building infrastructure in 

Malawi, using the police and health sectors of Lilongwe District Council as a case study. 

A total of 63 project abandonment sub attributes were identified and categorized into eight main project 

abandonment attributes or factors of; financial, procurement, contract management, planning, design, site, 

workmanship and/or community involvement related attributes. The computed RIIs provided a benchmark for 

ranking all the sub attributes and attributes which consequently formed the basis determining the most 

significant and insignificant factors in the context of Lilongwe District Council ( Police and Health sectors), 

Results of the study indicate that financial related attribute with average RII =0.6613 and contract management 

related attribute with average RII =0.4727are the highly ranked in project abandonment in police and health 

sectors respectively. However results analysis for the two sectors if combined it shows that financial related 

attribute has the highest rank with average RII =0.5739. This therefore suggests that the importance of adequate 

and timely provision of financial resources in building construction project management cannot be 

overemphasized.  

Adequate finance is the hub around which everything else revolves. Everybody and everything 

connected with construction is adversely affected by lack of sufficient cash flow. The project is not only 

abandoned but the workers plummet because of nonpayment of irregular payment of wages. In addition to the 

general outcome of financial related sub attributes being the major contributing factor to project abandonment, 

the analysis of the results shows that if analyzed separately between health and police sectors, the contributing 

factors to the abandonment of projects are different in terms of ranking. In Police, financial related issues remain 

the highest ranked while in health, contract management issues dominate. This suggests that the factors leading 

to the abandonment of projects in these two sectors analyzed separately might not be mutually exclusive since it 

clearly shows that financial related sub attributes in police sector are so significant that they influence the 

resultant analysis outcome for the two sectors if combined. 
 

Research Recommendations 

Based on the study results the following recommendations are suggested;  

(i) The study being a case study only focused on two sectors, that is the health and police sectors so 

the results may not be externally generalized and thus future studies may consider the other sectors 

as well. 

(ii) Further to that the study was also a case study focusing on only one district council, the Lilongwe 

District Council whilst Malawi has about 28 district councils. Redoing the study must as well 

consider including all the district councils in Malawi to externally generalize the results. 

 

Suggestions for Further Research 

Further research may be required on these two highly ranked project abandonment attributes offinancial, 

contract management related sub-attributes to critically analyze them and find solutions to the associated 

problems. 
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