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Benefits of a less developed market 
 
Jeremy Newton, director in our APAC region, discusses the opportunities less developed 

markets can present to the construction industry.  

 
When it comes to construction practice and regulations, nearly every country in the world 

likes to do it their way, sometimes in the face of a growing trend to adopt global standards 

such as LEED, BSi and ASTM. This presents a significant challenge for the industry - it will 

never be able to adopt a one-size-fits-all approach. However, this can lead to 

opportunities too. 

Developed nations have money to spend on major building contracts. To keep themselves 

competitive and to drive efficiencies, both their public and private sectors may feel the 

need to constantly reinvent themselves, physically as well as economically. That means a 

constant process of expansion and renewal of the built environment. 

But when it comes to regulatory regimes this kind of dynamic and mature building culture 

can have its downsides, too. Thinking on ‘design and build’ procurement can be 

conservative and even ponderous at times. Obtaining the relevant permissions can be 

burdensome. 

An appropriate level of regulation aimed at ensuring the highest levels of health, safety, 

security and environmental protection is something the industry should always support, but 

it should be proportionate. Developed nations can sometimes have a tendency to be over-

bureaucratic and resistant to change. The attitude can be “We’ve done it this way for 

years and it is proven, so why change?” 

Less developed parts of the world can present opportunities for construction companies to 

think more freely and act more quickly. This can happen, quite literally, from the drawing 

board onwards: designers, engineers and contractors may be able to come up with more 

inventive and imaginative solutions than might be the case in other places. 

Jurisdictions such as Hong Kong and the UK can be perhaps more conservative about the 

rules than they need to be, leading to impacts on cost and speed of delivery. Sometimes 

this mindset stifles new thinking and innovation, creates frustration and discourages the 

implementation of newer, leaner and more efficient methods of delivery. 

This isn’t just about the local regulatory regime and official application of local rules by 

state and local government bureaucrats. Clients can also adopt different approaches to a 

project. Some will be more laissez-faire, by and large allowing their appointed experts to 

get on with the job, while others have their own layers of approval and internal processes 

that have to be worked through. This is as much the case in less developed areas of the 

world as in their more developed equivalents. 

The market itself can also be self-regulating, no matter how strong or weak local rules may 

be. Contractors, their partners and their suppliers will have their own bottom line and 

reputations to protect, while end users will want to be assured about the quality and cost 

of the maintenance regime of the building they are paying for. 

Absolutely no-one wants a project to fail to meet appropriate standards or, even worse, a 

building or structure to fall down. Therefore, construction companies and consultants will 

often apply their own internal rules and discipline to ensure client expectations are met 

and their own hard-won reputation is protected. 
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Lower levels of official oversight can, of course, also lead to efforts to use bribery and 

corruption in order to reduce costs, get a particular design approved or to enable work to 

start quickly. This is less of an issue than it used to be, though, as the UK and other nations 

now have strict anti-bribery regulations. This means that any transgressor companies can 

end up being forced to appear in their own jurisdiction’s courts if they overstep the mark 

wherever this may have occurred. 

It’s also important to note that ‘less developed’ does not necessarily equate to ‘third 

world’. It all depends on how the term is defined. It could mean an area without the 

intense pressure on land for development in cities such as London, Hong Kong or New York, 

where there is huge demand for new infrastructure but only a limited land footprint to 

build it on. 

By the same token, developing nations will not necessarily have less regulation. It may be, 

for instance, that countries with a colonial past may have a rules-based structure founded 

on, say, British laws. Conversely, even well-regulated jurisdictions may not be immune 

from loopholes, poor legislation or a desire among some construction companies to put 

profits before comprehensive oversight. 

The fact that less developed markets can be more sanguine about design than their 

equivalents in more space-pressured parts of the world may offer real advantages to the 

industry.  

A project using a cutting-edge design in a territory for the first time might then lead to 

repeat business as that building and construction team gains publicity and attention, with 

other clients then demanding equally innovative real estate in the same area. By 

essentially replicating the same sort of structure, economies of scale are realised, and 

costs can be lowered. 

One problem often found in less developed markets, by their very nature, is a lack of 

skilled and specialist labour. But this can also open up opportunities. It can lead to more 

off-site prefabrication, with modules and other elements of the build delivered to the final 

location and then bolted together on site. 

Building this way is quicker than conventional methods and should provide better quality 

and create less waste. Globally, the construction sector is moving in this direction, though 

it may be harder to make the shift in more developed nations because of embedded 

attitudes and, in some cases, labour union pressure.  

One challenge of this approach, though, can be the thorny issue of customs delays and 

duty at the port of entry for materials shipped in from overseas. That, of course, can be 

true with more traditional building methods too. 

The one really important message is that less developed and less regulated markets are not 

necessarily more troublesome and less sophisticated when it comes to the construction 

sector than their more developed and regulated equivalents. 

Indeed, these territories may even throw up more opportunities than their perhaps more 

familiar and developed counterparts. Certainly, they should not be dismissed when it 

comes to doing business there. However, as ever in our industry, full knowledge of the 

local rules and early due diligence is the key to success. 


