
10 Building Project Mistakes 
- and How to Avoid Them



Dear Reader,

Are you planning a major building project?

Whatever the size or nature of your home building or renovation plans, you’ll want to make sure you approach them in 
such a way to protect your home, your family and your investment. 

We’ve been helping people build their dream homes for over 25 years, and have compiled this list of the most common 
potential pitfalls based on our experiences. 

We hope by giving our tips on how to avoid these mistakes we can guide you through the process, and help ensure your 
building project is a success.

Regards,

James Bryden, Nicky Bryden & Charlie Laing 

Directors of CLPM
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1. Don’t Rush to Get the Project Underway 
- be clear about what you really want, or need

Deciding to build a new house, or to improve your existing home is an exciting time. But it’s also a time when you need 
to be at your most calm and rational. The best results come from projects which have had the most thorough planning 
from the outset. 

If you are patient and realistic about what is achievable, as well as the timescales and budgets available, you will save 
a lot of stress along the way. It’s important to approach your building project as a sequence of interconnected events, 
which move towards and culminate in, the actual onsite build. There’s a huge amount of work to be done before the 
contractors even start work, much of which will require a lot of your time. If you rush the planning process you will 
waste of time and money, and are likely to generate a lot of confusion and conflict later on too.

Read magazines, watch TV shows, look at sites like Pinterest and go to events like Grand Designs Live to get some 
inspiration. Talk to experts as well as family or friends. Create a file with everything you like (and don’t like!) and try 
and reach a consensus with your partner on what you ‘absolutely need’, as well as what ‘would be nice to have’ in your 
new home.

Try and get some idea of what’s feasible from a structural or local planning perspective, as well as in terms of broad costs 
so that your plans are realistic.

Above all, try to keep an open mind. Talk about your needs and how you want to live in your home. Architects are 
creative people, and the best ones are also hugely practical. Don’t assume your ideas are the only or the best solution. 
Sometimes the answer may be to change the configuration and then refurbish your home, rather than adding the big 
extension you originally had in mind. 

Good to Know: Our mantra at CLPM is plan, plan, plan! We’ll support and guide you along the way and  
help make sure you get your project off to a solid start.



2. Don’t Try to Cut Corners 
by Not Investing in Your Design 
- an Architect or Designer is key to a successful project

We live in a world where most things we want can be bought cheaply online, or we can find some cheap software to 
enable us to do it all ourselves. 

When you’re planning to spend a significant amount of money on your building project, it can be very tempting to try 
and cut costs by not using an architect or designer. This is rarely a good idea. 

Architects work on dozens of projects every year, and have a huge skill-base and experience bank to draw from. Most 
will have dealt with clients with needs and houses that are very similar to yours. This experience means that they will be 
able to talk through all the options that are available to you and help you work out the best scheme for you and your 
family.

Clever design can maximise the useful space in your home, create innovative storage solutions, and make your home feel 
larger and lighter. An architectural designer will seamlessly integrate your new extension into the existing building and 
consider every detail. The result will be stylish and well thought out. It will maximise the benefit of the building works 
on your property’s value.

By contrast, most builders will tell you that they can get plans drawn up for you for little or no money, if they win the 
job. Whilst this may be the case, it’s likely that the draftsman will simply sketch out the size of the extension or remodel 
he’s told to do, without even questioning the brief or visiting your home. This usually means that the flow of the house 
will be clumsy. Engineering necessities like RSJs will be visible, rather than cleverly hidden away within the design. The 
suitability of the spaces for their intended use may be compromised, as no-one is asking you detailed, practical questions 
such as how large your bed might be, or the shape and seating arrangements for your dining room table. Other details 
such as the number of and positioning of elements such as doors, light fittings, and sockets will be left to the builder 
to specify. All this can lead to a mish-mash of styles and an unsatisfactory result. In the worst cases it can mean that the 
building works are a disappointment for you and are not seen favourably by any potential future house purchasers.  

   

Good to Know: CLPM always recommend that our clients work with a suitable architect, architectural technician or 
designer as the cosmetic, practical and financial benefits of doing so far out-way the fees. If required, we can help you 
choose a suitable designer for your project.



3. Don’t Ignore Energy Efficiency 
– this is the best time to cut your home’s running costs!

Let’s face it – considering your home’s energy efficiency is never going to be as interesting as choosing a new kitchen. 
But taking steps to boost your energy performance by improving your home’s insulation levels, replacing your draughty 
windows or installing a highly efficient new boiler is a key part of any modern building project. 

However, unless you stipulate upfront that you want to review and address any energy performance issues, your 
architect may not point out any of these opportunities. 

Your designer is required to design to match current building regulations, but this is not a particularly demanding 
hurdle to achieve. However, often minor adjustments to design or specifications can significantly cut your running costs. 
In addition, there may be renewable technologies that are suitable for your situation, and that could be a good addition 
to future-proof your home.

Unfortunately, few designers are knowledgeable enough on latest developments or the intricacies of thermal 
performance to advise on energy-related matters. It often therefore makes sense to get your designs reviewed by an 
independent sustainability specialist. They can highlight what options are available to you and give you figures to help 
your decision such as calculating the running cost reductions, feed in tariffs and the government grants and incentives 
that are available to offset your investment. 

Good to Know: CLPM provide bespoke, independent energy efficiency, heating and renewables advice. We can work 
with you and your architect to review your designs and advise on specifications.



4. Don’t Be Secretive about the Money You Want to Spend 
– share your budget with your design team, Quantity Surveyor  
and project manager (but not your builder!) 

Whilst you may initially feel reluctant to share your budget with your architect or designer, it is a mistake. 

Right from the first meeting, you should be transparent about what money you are willing to spend on your project. 
Make sure you always check assumptions about whether figures quoted by your design team include VAT. 

If money is tight, or if investment in the project only makes financial sense up to a ceiling, then you need to constantly 
check that your designs are affordable. Your architect will probably do this by quoting a cost per square metre, but this 
is not an accurate way to determine the true cost of your project. To be certain, you’ll need to ask a Quantity Surveyor 
to work out a line by line estimate for your designs. Make sure this includes any remedial works to the existing building 
that may be required such as redecorating the existing rooms, replacing floorings throughout or updating windows 
and internal doors to match your new extension etc. that may not be contained within the architectural drawings (and 
budget). 

Do as much window shopping as you can, early on, so that you already know the costs of your sanitaryware, kitchen 
units, floorings or tiles etc. and can pass these on the Quantity Surveyor. This way you’ll get the most accurate estimate, 
and be able to confirm or refine your choices accordingly.

This estimate can then be used as a benchmark for your builders quotations – enabling you to check and clarify any 
disparities with credibility.

Good to Know: CLPM offer a bespoke estimating service, and if money is tight we can help advise you on your options 
for cost engineering for your project too.



5. Don’t Underestimate the Value of a Professional Tender 
– you’ll get lower, more accurate quotations that more than cover the costs  
of the fees

The key to controlling your building project budget is approaching the right builders to quote and then giving them all 
the same accurate, detailed brief with full building specifications. This is in addition to meeting with the contractors and 
liaising with them to answer any queries and then chase the returns. 

This highly structured approach enables the builders to quote more accurately for the works, with the figures they use 
being made based on the facts you’ve provided them with, rather than from their assumptions. This results in your 
getting back a choice of comparable, competitive quotations to consider.

For projects with a value exceeding £75,000 we strongly recommend that you appoint a professional to organise your 
tender. Many architects will offer to carry out the tender for you, however it is worth realising that they are not always 
very knowledgeable about current material and labour costs. They may also only work with a very limited number of 
companies, or take an introductory fee from the contractors. In this last case the contractors will then build this into 
their quote to you, meaning that the quotations you receive back may be higher and less competitive.

Good to Know: CLPM’s team of highly qualified Quantity Surveyors can organise your tender for you. We’re in touch 
with your local market conditions and 100% independent of builders, so you can be assured you’ll get the lowest quotes.



6. Don’t Forget The Building Contract 
- never give the work to the builder ‘on a handshake’

Many of the projects which come unstuck are as a result of there being no building contract. Often the clients know the 
builder, he’s a lovely friendly chap and they agree the prices and timescales on a handshake. This informality can, and 
sadly usually does, lead to a huge number of issues throughout the build. 

Fundamentally, without a proper building contract every element of the build will be ‘his word against yours’. The 
start date, programme and completion date will be fluid. Many clients struggle with their builders disappearing off 
to another job for days at a time, mid-way through their project. Often the snagging and defects never happen at all. 
The invoices will appear when he chooses to give them to you, meaning you cannot effectively plan your finances, and 
they may not contain enough detail to check versus the work that’s been completed. If you make any changes, however 
minor, to the original specifications he will charge you a premium as this is the way many builders make their profit. 
Much of these additional costs will also be retrospective so you will have no negotiating power to question the amounts 
and will have to find the additional money with no notice.

All this can lead to quite a lot of stress and conflict for you, but much of it can be avoided by having a building contract 
drawn up. 

The contract will state the agreed start and completion dates, the specification of the works to be delivered by the 
contractor, and the contract amount. It will have the project milestones, the invoice amounts that relate to those, and 
the dates the invoices will be issued. It will contain retention sums to held back until the builder returns to resolve 
snagging and defects. It may also contain penalty clauses to help prevent the builder running over schedule.

Usually building contracts are organised and administered by a 3rd party. This 3rd party then carries out the role of 
Contract Administrator. This involves checking the accuracy of the building work versus the specification, monitoring 
adherence to schedule, checking that any variances are dealt with in a fair and reasonable way and signing off invoices 
for payment. 

Good to Know: CLPM are Contract Administration experts. We have a choice of support packages to suit your needs and 
budget.



7. Don’t Delay Decisions  
on Exact Specifications for the Build 
– being uncertain, or changing your mind costs money

As explained earlier, many contractors work via a clever pricing strategy. They quote low in the knowledge that they will 
make most of their profit from the changes and additions that occur later-on when the project’s onsite. These changes 
are know as ‘variations’ and are anything that is different from the initial quotation you’ve agreed upon. This could be 
a minor change to a bathroom tile or door handle, right up to something more major such as moving a doorway or 
changing the size or shape of your driveway.

The best way to keep within your original budget is to think through and decide everything you possibly can before 
you get the builder to quote. That way you’ll avoid all but the most minor variations and your invoices will match the 
original quotation. For projects over £75,000 it makes financial sense to get a professional to tender and manage the 
contractor appointment process for you. See above points 5 and 6.

Good to Know: CLPM can help you draw up your specifications to ensure that you have considered everything prior to 
gathering quotations. 

8. Don’t Agree to Make Payments on Account 
– never, ever pay upfront, to ‘help your builder with his cashflow’

This one sounds pretty obvious, but you’d be surprised how many people fall into this trap……

Good to Know: CLPM can act as your Contract Administrator. We’ll check the building works, scrutinise the invoices 
and monitor any project cost changes to help protect your financial interests.



9. Don’t Assume the Costs of Changes 
will be Absorbed by Your Builder 
– they won’t, and if left until the end of the project can be a nasty surprise

Another obvious one, but again when time is tight and you’re so busy with work and family commitments that you’re 
struggling to get on top of your project, it’s easy to leave it and think it’ll all work out in the end.

The reality is that all variations will have an impact on the cost of your project. You must agree to determine, agree and 
document any costs changes as they happen. If you wait until the build finishes, these costs will accumulate, you will get 
a huge bill with no supportive details and will have no opportunity to negotiate. Stress all round. 

Good to Know: This problem can be avoided by having a building contract and Contract Administrator in place.



10. Don’t Underestimate the Time You’ll Need 
– expect to invest 10-15 hours a week throughout the life of your project

The exact amount of time you’ll need to invest depends on how big and complicated your project is, but most clients 
spend around 2 hours a day on their build. To start with this will be mainly researching and information gathering. 
Then it will be liaising with your designer and looking at the options for finishes, fixtures and fittings. Later on, it will 
entail a lot of number crunching and decision-making to determine the final, detailed specifications before gathering 
quotations, choosing a suitable contractor and starting onsite. Once onsite, your time will also be much in demand, and 
you may be required to respond at very short notice.

Unless you are retired or work part-time you may struggle to manage your project without any help. Be clear and honest 
with yourself, and really consider what you are capable of doing. Think about your knowledge base, skill set and any 
limitations on time you may have. Accept that you may need help, but know that this may lead to your project being 
much more successful that it would’ve been if you’d struggled on alone.

Good to Know: CLPM can support and guide you throughout your project. We offer a range of services which you can 
pick and choose according to your needs and budget.



What Next?

We do hope you’ve found our tips useful.

If you’d like to hear more about how to plan your building project, then we’d love to hear from you.

Call us on 01923 896550, email us at info@cl-pm.com or visit our website www.cl-pm.com  
and complete a contact form.

CLPM, Scotsbridge House, Scots Hill, Rickmansworth, Hertfordshire, WD3 3BB


