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Executive summary

The maxim “revenue is vanity, cash flow is sanity 
but cash is king,” is well used for a reason: the 
implementation of sound cash management 
practices is essential to ensure the profitability and 
sustainability of any successful business. When cash 
is managed efficiently, the company stays healthy, 
flexible and solvent. When it isn’t, the opposite holds 
true.

Cash management is especially important in 
today’s economic environment, where volatility and 
uncertainty are the only constants. Will once strong 
oil prices return? What will a renegotiated North 
American Free Trade Agreement and Brexit mean 
for Canada? Is slow growth the new norm? The only 
certainty finance leaders can rely on is there is little 
room for error.

This report was undertaken to better understand the 
business priorities of Canadian companies and the 
place cash management and payments hold within 
those priorities. The ultimate objective: to provide 
insights related to cash management that will help 
Canadian businesses navigate the uncertainty and 
succeed.

Here’s what we learned: Canada’s C-suite and senior 
managers appear to have a good understanding 
of the importance of cash flow management. The 
majority (82%) have a strong handle on how it is 
generated and spent and, with that understanding, 
they consider cash management when setting 
and executing strategy, in their day-to-day 
decision making and when they decide to make an 
acquisition. Cash flow management is also a criteria 
when considering the risks and vulnerabilities of the 
organization.  

This appreciation likely comes from the fact that 
responsibility for cash flow health is almost equally 
divided between senior management (48%) and 
finance (52%) in the organizations polled. This shifts 
when size is taken into account. The smaller the 
company in terms of revenue, the more likely senior 
management and not finance was in charge of cash 
flow. However, their larger counterparts are more 
likely to fully consider cash flow in their strategy and 
decision making, suggesting a level of sophistication 
not yet attained in smaller companies. The impact 
of size and structure was a theme throughout the 
findings.

Another positive: Growth is the top priority of 
respondents in the next 12 months. The majority 
plan to achieve that growth organically (81% ranked 
it as one of their top three priorities), while 34% are 
looking to make an acquisition (ranked in top three). 
To that end, 17% are focused on gaining access to 
financing (ranked in top three). Not surprising, 76% 
of respondents identified becoming more efficient 
as one of their top three priorities for the next 12 
months.

 “In our organization, I talk to the general man-
agers, the managers, the executive team about 
how they can run their business effectively and 
how the cash is going to enable them to do what 
they need to do. So I take no responsibility for 
cash flow but in reality I am responsible, yes.” 

John Forester, CFO, DBG Canada Ltd.
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This push for growth is born out of necessity. 
When asked to name the key challenges their 
organizations have faced in the last 12 months, 
the majority of respondents pointed to financial 
troubles on the part of existing customers leading to 
delayed payments or requests for extended credit. 
This coupled with rising costs of inputs is putting 
pressure on respondents, many of whom come from 
the manufacturing sector, to expand their customer 
base either by adding new product lines or moving 
into new markets. 

Unsurprisingly, the top operational cash business 
priorities in the next 12 months are improving cash 
flow (54%); improving cash forecasting (52%) and 
managing working capital (48%). Meeting annual 
cash flow targets (44%) is the top driver pushing 
respondents to improve cash flow and working 
capital. 

What is surprising—and encouraging—is that 
foreign exchange does not appear to be posing 
any significant problem for Canadian business. For 
example, 82% of respondents pay some of their 
suppliers in U.S. dollars, and of those paying their 
suppliers in U.S. dollars, 76% report they have no 
issues doing so. That said, almost one third of 
respondents cite financial/foreign exchange risk 
management as a top operational cash business 
priority in the next 12 months.

Only 12% of respondents are looking at ways to 
streamline what they describe as a cumbersome 
foreign exchange process. One of the more curious 
findings is that 12% of respondents who are having 
trouble paying suppliers in U.S. dollars have no plans 
to improve this aspect of cash management. Almost 
two-thirds of total respondents pay their U.S. 
suppliers by cheque—not the most efficient means 
of payment in the digital age. 

When asked what they are doing to improve cash 
flow, moving to a virtual payment system was cited 
by 44% of total respondents, second to stretching 
payables (53%). Almost 8% of respondents are taking 
no measures to manage or improve cash flow. 

Overall, the findings reveal a good news story for 
Canada. Business leaders appreciate the importance 
of effective cash management and have prioritized 
it. They understand that cash flow management 
is a complex, interconnected process that, done 
right, will help organizations navigate volatility and 
provide confidence to investors. It is also evident 
that there is room for improvement, particularly for 
smaller organizations that do not enjoy the same 
level of sophistication as larger companies. For 
example, half of total respondents plan to make 
some to extensive changes to their cash flow 
management. That said, 46% of respondents from 
organizations with more than $1B in sales do not 
anticipate making any changes, suggesting they 
have optimized cash management. 

Still, complacency is not an option when it comes 
to cash flow, regardless of size, says round-table 
participant Sarah MacKinnon, CFO of Delta-Q 
Technologies Corp. As a startup technology company 
that has been acquired, Delta-Q Technologies Corp. 
has experienced both the struggles of not having 
enough cash flow and the comforts of not having to 
worry about it. “When it comes to managing cash 
flow, you can never afford to sit back.” 
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WHO’S IN CHARGE?
To what extent would you say that your senior 
management / executive team understand how cash 
is generated and consumed by your organization?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
& DEMOGRAPHICS 

Research methodology and demographics
How Canadian finance executives are keeping 
businesses cash flow positive and growing was 
prepared by CFERF, the research arm of FEI Canada, 
together with its research sponsor American 
Express. It is based on the results of an online 
survey of 100 executives from across Canada 
conducted between February 15, 2017 and March 
13, 2017. The majority (77%) work in the finance 
and accounting function and 13% are among general 
management. Forty-seven per cent are CFOs, 12% 
are vice presidents of finance and 11% are directors 
of finance or controllers, respectively. Almost half are 
directly responsible for cash management in their 
organizations while 28% have direct reports who are 
accountable for this area. 

Half of respondents work at private companies, 
while about one in five work at public or subsidiary 
companies, about 10% work at professional 
services firms and the rest are employed at not-
for-profit, government, Crown corporations and 
other organizations. A cross section of industry is 
represented, with 19% of respondents coming from 
the manufacturing sector and 19% from professional, 
scientific and technical services. 

Size of organization also varies, as 57% of these 
organizations report annual revenues less than 
$100M, 32% between $100M and $1B and 11% 
generate sales of $1B or more. The majority of 
respondents (55%) have fewer than 250 employees 
and 22% have more than 1,000 employees. Half of all 
respondents operate in Canada only, 19% operate in 
North America only and 31% have a global footprint.  

The results of the online survey were enhanced 
by insights gained during a round-table video-
conference discussion with senior finance executives 
in Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver. The discussion 
was held on February 28, 2017.

For more detailed demographic information, see 
Appendix A.

Fully understands 39%
Mostly understands 43%
Somewhat understands 15%
Understands a little 2%
Does not understand at all 1%
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Responsibility for my organization’s cash flow 
health is vested primarily with:

“He who controls the money supply of a nation 
controls the nation.” This quote attributed to James 
A. Garfield, the 20th president of the United States, 
holds true for businesses, too. 

In the case of the latter, the findings show that con-
trol rests almost equally between senior manage-
ment (48%) and finance (52%).

Interestingly, structure and size of organization plays 
a role with respect to level of responsibility. More 
than half (54%) of respondents from publicly traded 
companies report the senior management team is 
responsible for the health of their organization’s cash 
flow compared to 44% of their counterparts in private 
companies.  

When size is considered, respondents from organiza-
tions with less than $100M in sales were more likely 
to report senior management was in charge of cash 
flow (56%) as compared to their counterparts from 
organizations with revenues of $1B or more (36%).

Given that accountability, the overwhelming ma-
jority of total respondents (82%) report senior 
management in their organizations mostly or fully 
understand how cash is generated and used in their 
companies. This jumps to 91% for respondents from 
organizations with more than $1B in revenue and 
drops to 78% for respondents from companies gen-
erating less than $100M. Interestingly, while organi-
zations with revenues under $100M are more likely 
to have the senior management team control cash 
flow health, that same senior management team 
are less likely to understand how cash is generated 
and consumed by the organization.

Round-table participant Ross Corcoran, CFO of Mon-
treal-based TMV Productions Inc. has worked with 
pre-revenue startups and established companies 
generating hundreds of millions of dollars. “With the 
startup, as CFO I worked closely with senior man-
agement and the board to raise money to further 
the operation of the business. At that early stage of 
development, the CEO and senior management are 
in control. I’ve also worked at a much more estab-
lished business that was generating piles of money 
and running on its own steam. In that case, finance 
was left to control cash flow because management 
knew they had the money they needed to do what 
they needed to do.”

This fluidity of control reflects the nature of the rela-
tionship between the C-suite and finance.Fully understands 39%

Mostly understands 43%
Somewhat understands 15%
Understands a little 2%
Does not understand at all

48%

52%

0% 20% 40% 60%

The senior executive management team

The finance organization

48%

52%

0% 20% 40% 60%

The senior executive management team

The finance organization

48%

52%

0% 20% 40% 60%

The senior executive management team

The finance organization
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“The executive leads the strategy or the vision 
for the company. Finance fuels that strategy 
to achieve the goals. If the executive decides it 
needs to raise capital, it turns to finance for the 
data it will use to chart the best path forward.” 

 Aditya Maheshwari, 
Senior Vice President and Chief Accounting Officer, 
OpenText

 “We see finance as a way to monetize the ideas 
of the senior leadership team. In this sense, 
finance is similar to HR in that we are helping 
counsel and fine tune an idea rather than ap-
proving it.” 

Derek Petridis 
CFO, Principal, Shikatani Lacroix Design Inc.

 “My role as vice president of finance is to 
look  across the different silos and try to break 
down boundaries to show the business leaders 
where we need cross-functional alignment. I’m 
trying to be a strategic partner to the CEO to 
help them make decisions that generate the 
most cash or the most value.” 

Bruce Bailey, 
Vice President, Finance, Alcohol Countermeasure 
Systems Corp. “Finance is the fact-based voice of reason. Usu-

ally around the table there are lots of folks with 
competing priorities and finance is ultimately 
responsible for letting people know what’s possi-
ble. In that sense, I think finance provides the 
leadership around cash flow.” 

Niall Cotter,
Chief Financial Officer, Kingsdale Financial Services
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HOW MANAGEMENT USES CASH FLOW DATA
To what extent, if any, does your senior management 
& executive team (e.g. other C-suite or VP level 
executives) consciously consider the availability of 
cash and the impact on cash flow in :

To what extent, if any, does your management 
team consider the vulnerabilities and risks to the 
organization using cash flow as key criteria?

32%

48%

34%

31%

20%

38%

19%

14%

18%

16%

8%

7%

2%

10%

3%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Day to day business decision making

Mergers and acquisitions

Strategy development and execution

Fully considers Mostly considers Somewhat considers

Considers a little Does not consider at all

Fully considers 28%
Mostly considers 38%
Somewhat considers 22%
Considers a little 9%
Does not consider at all 3%
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The majority of respondents report their senior 
management significantly consider cash, its avail-
ability and impact, when setting and executing strat-
egy (72%); when undertaking a merger or acquisition, 
68% and in day-to-day decision making, 63%.  

Structure and size factor into those results, particu-
larly when it comes to setting strategy. For example, 
87% of respondents from publicly listed organiza-
tions and 91% of respondents with revenues in ex-
cess of $1B report management mostly or full con-
sider cash flow. This drops to 63% for respondents 
from private companies and 69% for respondents for 
companies with less than $100M in revenue.

This likely speaks to a greater level of sophistica-
tion and stability on the part of larger organiza-
tions.

A similar scenario plays out for day-to-day deci-
sion making. However, when it comes to pre-
paring for a merger or acquisition, respondents 
from private companies (72%) are more likely to 
consider cash flow than their counterparts from 
public companies (67%). While respondents from 
companies generating more than $1B in sales are 
far more focused on cash flow (82%) than respon-
dents from organizations with less than $100M 
in sales (54%). This may reflect the maturity of a 
business and its industry.  

As CFO of privately held, late-stage start-up Time-
Play Inc., Hervé Séguin has a specific take on the role 
of cash flow. “At this stage in our development, we 
need senior management to focus on the business 
and developing products and not lose sleep over 
whether or not we can make ends meet. When we 
become stronger, then senior management will con-
sider cash flow more in its decision making. Today 
we need to get this business growing.”   

When it comes to assessing risk, 66% of respon-
dents report management mostly or fully consider 
cash flow as key criteria. Size also impacts the 
importance organizations place on cash flow as a 
determinant of risk. The majority of respondents 
from organizations generating in excess of $1B fully 
consider cash flow as a criteria in assessing risk. This 
compares to just 27% for respondents from organi-
zations with less than $100M in sales. 

“The larger the organization, the less volatility 
you have in just about all your aspects of opera-
tions. Smaller companies tend to have a lot more 
volatility with respect to where the cash comes 
from and where it’s going. As a result, it’s natu-
ral for there to be less precision when it comes to 
cash in smaller companies.” 

Timm Kukler, Chief 
Financial Officer, Nexterra Systems Corp. 
[Vancouver Chapter President]

“The amount of time senior management spends 
thinking about cash really depends on where 
you are as a business. A few years ago we were 
intentionally investing in product development 
but had limited cash. Day-to-day management 
and strategy setting was very much influenced 
by access to cash. We’ve since been acquired 
and cash is less of a concern.”  

 Sarah MacKinnon, 
Chief Financial Officer, Delta-Q Technologies Corp.

“We’re a manufacturing company. We need 
to have all the components before we produce.  
You don’t want to risk not having the compo-
nents when you need them but you also don’t 
want to order too much or too early. Converse-
ly, while cash is an important criteria when 
assessing risk it can’t be the only criteria or you 
may miss market opportunities. You need to 
have a balanced view.”

Carl Gauvreau 
Chief Financial Officer, KDC
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WHERE CFOS ARE FOCUSED

The majority of respondents, who are largely CFOs, 
are either directly overseeing cash management 
or have direct reports that are responsible for 
it as cited by 75% of respondents. Only 13% of 
respondents report they have no responsibility for 
cash management. 

Again structure and size play a role. Respondents 
from private companies are almost twice as likely 
to report they are directly responsible for cash 
management (57%) as compared to 29% of their 
counterparts from public companies where often, 
there is another individual (Treasurer) who may not 
report to the respondent. 

13%

12%

28%

47%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

No responsibility (either directly or indirectly) for cash 
management
Stakeholder but not directly responsible for cash management

Primary stakeholder responsible reports to me

13%

12%

28%

47%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%
No responsibility (either directly or indirectly) for cash management

Stakeholder but not directly responsible for cash management

Primary stakeholder responsible reports to me

Directly responsible (primary stakeholder)

Which of the following best describes your position 
and relation to cash management at your company?

Meanwhile almost half of respondents from 
companies generating less than $100M in revenues 
(46%) are directly responsible versus just 9% of 
respondents from companies with revenues in 
excess of $1B. 

This likely reflects stage of development and the 
level of maturity and sophistication within the 
organizations for again, the larger companies are 
more likely to have a treasury function.

13%

12%

28%

47%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%
No responsibility (either directly or indirectly) for cash management

Stakeholder but not directly responsible for cash management

Primary stakeholder responsible reports to me

Directly responsible (primary stakeholder)

13%

12%

28%

47%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%
No responsibility (either directly or indirectly) for cash management

Stakeholder but not directly responsible for cash management

Primary stakeholder responsible reports to me

Directly responsible (primary stakeholder)13%

12%

28%

47%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%
No responsibility (either directly or indirectly) for cash management

Stakeholder but not directly responsible for cash management

Primary stakeholder responsible reports to me

Directly responsible (primary stakeholder)
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Where specifically are they spending their time? 
The top area of responsibility is treasury/cash 
management (77%) followed by accounts receivable 
(75%), accounts payable (74%), forecasting (71%) and 
managing liquidity (65%). In each of these cases, 
smaller, private company respondents are more 
likely to personally oversee these functions. Online 
respondents are also focused on foreign exchange, 
financing for capital projects and acquisitions, and 
risk management. 

Do you personally, either directly or indirectly, 
oversee any of the following cash-related functions? 

12%

14%

41%

65%

71%

74%

75%

77%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Other

No

Procurement

Liquidity management

Forecasting

Accounts payable

Accounts receivable

Treasury/cash management

The findings reflect a critical on-the-ground reality: 
a business can be profitable but still run out of 
money and fail if it does not plan effectively for 
when receivables come in and when payables are 
due. Accurate cash flow forecasts facilitate business 
as usual until those profits are realized. Smaller 
organizations with limited resources feel the crunch 
acutely, which likely explains why finance executives 
in these companies are personally monitoring the 
majority of, if not all, cash functions.

No, none of these cash-related functions 
report to me, either directly or indirectly

Other cash related function, please specify

Other includes:

• Banking relationships
• Financing
• Foreign exchange and hedging
• Investments
• Profit payouts
• Risk management
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BUSINESS PRIORITIES
What are your top three (3) business priorities in the 
next 12 months?

According to the survey respondents, Canadian 
businesses are planning to grow in the next 12 
months. This is the number one priority ranked 
by the majority of respondents regardless of size. 
That growth will be both organic, as cited by 55% 
of respondents, and through acquisitions (eight per 
cent). To execute on that strategy, 7% have prioritized 
raising capital, either through an IPO, a loan or equity. 

Here size does come into play, as 50% of respondents 
from organizations with revenues under $100M 
plan to undertake some form of financing while no 
respondents from organizations with revenues in 
excess of $100M plan to do so. 

This jumps to 57% for public company respondents 
and drops to 43% for private company respondents. 
Respondents have also prioritized capital 
expenditures and improving processes to facilitate 
growth. 

Positive cash flow indicates an ongoing ability to 
generate and use cash and is important to potential 
investors. Academic research has shown that 
smooth cash flows can add value by reducing a 
firm’s reliance on costly external finance. And that 
cash flow volatility is costly, affecting access to and 
the cost of capital.

3%

0%

2%
3%

6%

7%

8%

16%

55%

13%

11%

12%

21%

35%

17%

34%

76%

81%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other, please specify

Increase prices / charge more

Become more focused (Divest from some markets, products)

Free up cash / assets (reduce working capital, fixed assets)

Generate new business by entering new markets

Undertake financing (IPO, borrow or raise equity)

Grow the business (acquisitions)

Become more efficient, by reducing costs or streamlining 
processes

Grow  your existing business lines organically

Ranked #1 Ranked #2 Ranked #3
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Becoming more efficient by driving down costs or 
streamlining and by extension use of cash was also 
a leading priority. That is certainly the experience 
of round-table participant Adrian Cobbold, Vice 
President Finance at itravel2000. The travel 
company was recently acquired by a competitor 
and Cobbold and his team are in the process of 
streamlining the back office. “It’s a scalable business 
but margins are tight. Over the next eight months, 
our focus is on driving savings in order to improve 
those margins.” 

“Our most important objective is undertaking 
financing; we’re doing that right now. The 
next one is growing organically and the third 
is entering new markets. I can’t get to two and 
three until I get the one down.” 

Hervé Séguin, 
Chief Financial Officer, TimePlay Inc.

“We’re very focused on growing our business 
organically as well as entering new markets. 
While we’re growing our top line, we are also 
looking at how to keep our costs flat through 
process automation across the organization. 
We are trying to get smarter about how we 
do things so that we don’t have to add more 
headcount to increase revenues.” 

Sarah MacKinnon, Chief Financial Officer, Delta-Q 
Technologies Corp. 

“Your margins have to grow at the same rate 
as the cost of borrowing. If you can’t manage 
that balance, then why would investors lend you 
money? Or if you want to do an IPO, why would 
anyone buy your stock?”

Aditya Maheshwari, 
Senior Vice President and Chief Accounting Officer, 
OpenText
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CASH FLOW PRIORITIES
What are your top operational cash business priorities 
in the next 12 months?

The amount of money an organization generates 
is its lifeblood. High positive cash flow reflects a 
well-run business and provides the ability to hire 
employees, increase capacity and grow--the top 
business priority for respondents. Achieving positive 
cash flow is driven by organization, planning and 
forecasting. 

With that backdrop the top operational cash flow 
priorities for respondents are: improving cash 
flow (54%); improving cash forecasting (52%); and 
managing working capital (48%). 

Respondents from smaller organizations are more 
focused on improving cashflow and forecasting 
than their counterparts from larger organizations. 
For example, 66% of respondents from companies 
with less than $100M in revenues have prioritized 
improving cash flow as compared to 45% of 
respondents from companies with more than $1B 
in sales. Improving cash flow forecasting is a priority 
for 59% of respondents from smaller organizations 
as compared to just 27% of their counterparts 
from larger companies.  This likely speaks to a 
greater level of sophistication and implementation 
of processes on the part of larger, typically more 
mature companies.  

2%

8%

15%

16%

23%

23%

25%

32%

35%

48%

52%

54%

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

Other, please specify:

Investment relationship

Supplier spend analysis

Accounts payable process (including potentially outsourcing)

Accounts receivable process (including potentially outsourcing)

Invoicing/billing (including changing terms)

Pricing

Financial risk management (hedging, credit risk, FX risk, interest
rate risk)

Banking relationships

Working capital management

Improving cash forecasting

Improving cash flow
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The next two areas of focus were improving bank 
relationships (35% of total respondents) and 
financial risk management (32%). Again structure 
and size impacted responses as private company 
respondents were more focused on improving 
banking relationships (39%) than their public 
company counterparts (27%) and less focused on 
financial risk management (35%) versus 50% of public 
company respondents. These results are mirrored 
when size is taken into account. Respondents from 
smaller companies are more focused on banking 
relationships and less on risk management than 
their counterparts in larger companies.

 “One of my roles is to cultivate bank 
relationships so that when we do need financing 
or their support in building credibility in 
this difficult trade environment, they feel 
comfortable giving us that support. Strong 
relationships are important in all aspects of 
business but particularly with banks.” 

Ajay Rao, 
Chief Financial Officer, Conros Corp. 

SHOW ME THE MONEY: FINANCING
What impact would access to 20% additional working 
capital have to your business?

How easy or difficult is it for your organization to 
obtain short-term financing (repaid within the year)?

significant impact 32%
some impact 47%
no impact 21%

33% 27% 16% 14% 9%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

1

Very easy
Somewhat easy
Neither easy or difficult
Somewhat difficult
Extremely difficult, if not almost impossible

S

N
S
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How important is the ability to obtain access to short-
term financing and/or credit to your business?

No surprise here: the majority of respondents (79%) 
report that access to 20% additional working capital 
would have a significant impact, or at least some 
impact on their business. This is true regardless of 
size of organization, although 36% of organizations 
with more than $1B in sales say it would have no 
impact. This compares to 27% of organizations with 
less than $100M and just 11% for companies with 
less than $10M in sales.

When asked how additional working capital could 
help, online respondents say it would provide 
“breathing room” by helping to address the gap 
between receivables and payables. It would also help 
finance acquisitions and organic growth.  
More than one-third of respondents report access 
to short-term financing is critical to their business. 
Interestingly, respondents from public companies 
were more likely to state access to short-term 
financing is extremely important (48%) than 
respondents from private companies (37%). 

That said, public company respondents were also 
more likely to report access to short-term financing 
was not important (22%) as compared to 9% of 
private company respondents. Size of organization 
did not appear to impact the findings.

“As a junior mining company, our number one 
priority is raising funds. We’re in the process 
right now. It’s something that’s front and center 
for us all the time. One of the challenges we 
have is being overly optimistic about how fast 
we are going to get that financing and spending 
too much in advance of that funding coming in.” 

Jim O’Neill,
Chief Financial Officer, Aldridge Minerals Inc

About one-third of total respondents also report 
gaining that access is very easy. Online responses 
suggest the reason it is unchallenging is because 
their balance sheets and existing banking 
relationships are strong. Others simply do not need it 
because they are funded by a parent company. Once 
again, structure and size influence just how easy it 
is to access financing. For example, 41% of public 
company respondents and 82% of respondents from 
organizations with more than $1B in sales state it’s 
extremely easy to access short-term financing. This 
compares to 33% of private company respondents 
and 29% of respondents from organizations 
generating less than $100M in revenues.

34% 33% 11% 10% 12%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

1

Extremely important Somewhat important

Neither important or unimportant Somewhat unimportant

Not at all important



18

Round-table participants also suggest industry plays 
a role in gaining access to financing. “Traditional 
Canadian banks won’t lend to you unless you have 
assets and receivables,” says Hervé Séguin of 
TimePlay Inc. “As a technology company if you’re not 
cash generating it’s very difficult to get any kind of 
credit today.” 

“Banks tend to invest in sectors and industries 
they are interested in at a given point in time. 
When they change their mind about where they 
want to be strategically, it makes it difficult for 
companies in industries they aren’t interested 
in to get financing—even if those companies are 
performing and managing cash flow well.” 

John Forester, 
CFO, DBG Canada Ltd.

What measures are you taking in your business to 
manage/improve cash flow?

IMPROVING CASH FLOW IN THE BUSINESS

6%

8%

4%

10%

22%

35%

40%

44%
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Other, please elaborate

None of the above. There are no measures currently being 
taken to manage or improve cash flow

Factoring

Export credit agencies/insurance

Shortening payment terms with our clients

Taking advantage of payment terms that offer discounts

Improvement in operations such as inventory management

Improving process efficiencies by moving from cheque to a 
virtual payment system (e-transfers)

Stretching payables

None of the above. There are no measures currently being 
taken to manage or improve cash flow
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Once again, what Canadian companies are doing 
within their businesses to improve cash flow shifts 
depending on size and structure. The top three focus 
areas for total respondents are stretching payables 
(53%), moving to digital payment systems (44%) and 
improvement in operations such as better inventory 
management (40%). 

Smaller private company respondents are more 
likely to stretch payables (63%) than larger public 
company respondents (52%). They are also about 
twice as likely to shorten payment terms with their 
customers and take advantage of payment terms 
that offer discounts. Meanwhile, 17% of public 
company respondents report their organizations are 
doing nothing to improve cash flow as compared 
to just 4% of private company respondents.  Online 
respondents are also focused on raising funding and 
improving their collection process.

“When you have electronic payment systems, 
you know where the payments are, you know the 
status of all your suppliers and your customers. 
Apart from the visibility and efficiencies, it 
allows you  provide better customer service and 
create better relationships. ” 

John Forester, 
CFO, DBG Canada Ltd.
 

“We are currently undertaking a review of our 
manufacturing process. After that is completed, 
we are going to look at a complete overhaul of 
our B2B supply chain process. The idea is to 
become more efficient and reduce our costs.”  

Carl Gauvreau, 
Chief Financial Officer, KDC
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Do you anticipate your business making changes in 
the next three to five years in how you manage cash 
flow?

Respondents have identified clear areas for 
improvement, a few are currently making extensive 
changes and 43% are making some changes. 
However, almost half (46%) are not making any 
changes to their business to better manage cash 
flow. The story comes into focus when size and 
structure are taken into account. Smaller private 
companies are more than twice as likely to be 
making some changes as compared to their larger 
public counterparts. Online respondents that 
are making changes are offering more electronic 
payment options both for receivables and payables, 
taking a closer look at vendor terms with a focus on 
collections and centralizing finance operations. One 
online respondent is moving toward a more cash-
based cash management system. 

Looking to the future, in the next three to five years, 
43% of total respondents plan to make at least some 
changes to their business to improve cash flow 
management. This is largely true regardless of size of 
organization. And almost one-quarter of respondents 
(all of whom are from organizations with less than 
$100M in revenues) expect those changes will be 
extensive. Online respondents offer a window into 
how their business will change to improve cash 
management. Among the top initiatives: improved 
automation of the cash management function and 
growth through acquisition.

More than one quarter of total respondents do 
not anticipate any changes. This jumps to 45% for 
respondents from organizations with more than $1B 
in sales.
 

Are you currently making changes to your business in 
order to better manage your cash flow?
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The findings also reveal that Canada’s business-
es like to keep control of cash flow in house, with 
almost two-thirds reporting they do not use third 
party products or services to manage cash flow. And 
while 22% do use a third-party solution for accounts 
payable, only 3% do so for accounts receivable and 
10% of respondents use some product or service for 
both. Of those online respondents that are out-
sourcing cash flow management in some way, many 
are using credit cards to make payments and earn 
rewards and cash rebates.  

Are you using a third-party vendor or product to assist 
in managing your cash flow?

TO OUTSOURCE OR NOT?

Is this a missed opportunity to improve efficiency 
and save money for those not using third party 
vendors to help manage cash flow? Drilling down 
into the findings, it appears more sophisticated 
public companies are using third-party products 
and services at least to handle payables  (43%) than 
private companies (13%). As well, almost three 
quarters of private company respondents report 
their organizations are not using any third party 
solutions. This compares to 52% of public company 
respondents. Companies with revenues in excess of 
$1B are also more likely to outsource some aspect 
of cash flow management than companies with 
revenues less than $100M.

Round-table participants provided a key insight: If 
the status quo is perceived as working well, there 
is no impetus to change –even if there are more 
efficient means to get the job done.

“We set payment schedules at the beginning of each 
year and pay invoices based on those schedules. 
It may not be as fast as I would like, but all of our 
suppliers know when they are going to be paid. It 
works well because it’s consistent. It doesn’t need 
much tweaking.”  John Andrew – CFO, BC SPCA

“We’re in a consumer marketplace. If there is a 
demand from the consumer to take e-transfers 
we’ll adopt it. That’s what we did this past year, 
but until there’s a demand and there’s general 
consumer acceptance of that product process 
we’re not going to use it.” 

Adrian Cobbold, 
Vice President Finance, itravel2000
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What challenges, if any, has your company faced over 
the last 12 months?

WHY IMPROVING CASH FLOW IS IMPORTANT

To understand what’s driving organizations 
to improve cash flow and working capital, it’s 
important to look at the key challenges they’ve 
faced in the last 12 months. The top three 
challenges all come from their customers, who, 
are delaying invoice payment (as cited by 51% of 
respondents); experiencing financial difficulty (39%); 
and requesting extended payment terms (36%). This 
at a time when rising costs of raw materials and 
inputs are is also putting pressure on respondents 
(27%). The challenges were similar regardless of size 
and structure.

Respondents add difficulty increasing sales in new 
markets, regulatory changes, and financing to the 
list of challenges.
 

 “We are experiencing up to double digit 
price increases for raw material. This hasn’t 
happened in several years. At the same time, 
the retailers who carry our products are being 
squeezed. So there is real pressure.” 

Ajay Rao, 
Chief Financial Officer, Conros Corporation
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Other (please specify):

High or increased levels of invoice or service disputes

Centralizing/outsourcing business processes

Longer lead times for raw materials and inputs

High fees associated with payments in a foreign currency (such as USD)

Increased pressure from suppliers to decrease payment terms

Expanding sales in overseas markets

Managing rising costs of raw materials and inputs

Pressure from customers to extend credit and payment terms

Customers experiencing financial difficulty

Customers delaying invoice payment

None of the above (business hasn’t experienced any 
challenges in the last 12 months)
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In that context, it is not surprising that many 
respondents, 44%, cite meeting annual cash flow 
targets as the top driver to improve cash flow. This 
was followed by returning cash to shareholders 
(34%) and paying down debt (33%). Online 
respondents also cite funding product development, 
containing costs and working towards a positive 
EBITDA. 

Meeting annual cash flow targets is a bigger driver 
for public company respondents (59%) than private 
company respondents (39%). While paying down 
debt (44%) and returning cash to shareholders (43%) 
are key drivers for private company respondents 
as compared to public company respondents, (18%) 
and (23%) respectively. More than one third of public 
companies are also looking to fund acquisitions 
versus almost one quarter of private companies.

Ten percent of total respondents report their 
organizations are not working to improve cash flow 
and working capital at their company. This jumps 
to 45% for respondents from companies with more 
than $1B in sales and drops to 5% for companies 
with less than $100M in sales. 
 

What is (are) the main driver(s) for your organization 
to increase its focus on improving cash flow and 
working capital?

10%

12%

11%

23%

24%

33%

34%

44%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

None of the above. There isn't a focus on improving cash flow and
working capital at the company

Other (please specify)

Performance against peers

Fund acquisitions

Pressure from stakeholders (banks, board analysts, credit rating agencies)

Pay down debt

Return cash to shareholders

Meet annual cash flow targets

None of the above. There isn’t a focus on improving cash 
flow and working capital at the company.

Pressure from stakeholders (banks, board analysts, credit 
rating agencies)
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Answer the following questions as they pertain to 
your company:

DEALING WITH VOLATILITY

In addition to having to manage the financial 
struggles of their customers, a significant number 
of respondents (40%) also manage seasonal 
fluctuations with receivables and 28% experience 
seasonal fluctuations with payables. 

Of those who experiences seasonal fluctuations 
with receivables nearly half experience a cash 
crunch as a result. 

It is also true that this volatility does not seem 
to create any type of cash crunch for 40% of total 
respondents. 
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For those organizations that do experience seasonal 
fluctuation, the majority stretch payables (65%) 
or rely to some degree on a line of credit (57%) to 
manage the volatility. More than one quarter of 
respondents take out short-term loans to address 
the challenge. Some online respondents report 
they use credit cards to effectively extend payment 
terms. Larger organizations with more than $1B in 
sales favor using a line of credit to address volatility. 
Smaller organizations with less than $100M in sales 
prefer to stretch payables. 

If applicable, what methods are you looking at to address this 
seasonal fluctuation? Choose all that apply.
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30%

1%

50%

27%

27%

35%

43%
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Stretch payables

Line of credit
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When asked how they resolve cash volatility, 
respondents employ an array of tools. Many (44% of 
total respondents) rely on revolving facility with their 
banks, more than one third use a secured line of 
credit and almost one quarter use credit cards. More 
than one in five report they have taken no measures 
to resolve volatility. Smaller organizations with less 
than $100M in sales are most likely to use a secure 
line of credit (44%) Canada’s largest organizations 
with more than $1B are most likely to rely on 
revolving facility with their bank (64%).  

What action(s) has your organization taken to resolve 
cash volatility?

Are you making payments to any of your suppliers in 
US dollars:

SPEAKING OF VOLATILITY

What has been your experience in paying suppliers in 
US dollars:
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 Managing foreign exchange risk was top priority 
for one third of respondents for good reason: the 
majority of total respondents (82%) pay suppliers 
in U.S. dollars. This jumps to 91% of respondents 
from $1B-plus companies, reflecting the nature of 
globalization. 

Even though it was cited a priority, the majority of 
those with US suppliers (76%) have no concerns or 
issues paying them. This may be because they likely 
pay those suppliers via wire transfer (77%). About 
38% pay electronically and one third pay with credit 
card. Surprisingly in this digital day,  two-thirds pay 
with cheque. The largest companies with more than 
$1B in sales are most likely to pay by e-transfer 
(60%) and wire transfer (80%). They are also least 
likely to pay by cheque (40%) or credit card (10%).

“We made the move to electronic payments 
largely to avoid cheque fraud but we’ve also 
benefited from improved efficiencies.” 

 Bruce Bailey, Vice President,  Finance, Alcohol 
Countermeasure Systems Corp.

What payment method(s) are you using to pay your 
suppliers in US dollars? Select all that apply.

The fact that paying in U.S. dollars is a non-
issue may also be the result of the nature of the 
business. For example, round-table participant 
Sarah MacKinnon of Delta Q. Technologies says 
the majority of their customers are in the U.S. “As a 
result we report in U.S. dollars, we collect U.S. dollars 
and we pay U.S. dollars.” 

While 12% do find it cumbersome and are looking at 
ways of streamlining, another 12% have no plans to 
improve even though they are having issues. 
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This understanding is as strong on the part of 
management as it is for finance executives who 
share accountability for the health of cash flow. 

Respondents from Canada’s largest companies 
in particular consider cash flow in their strategy 
setting, growth plans, day-to-day decision making 
and when assessing risk. Having survived startup, 
they now appear to have the sophistication and 
systems in place to put cash flow to work for the 
business. This is a theme that runs throughout the 
report and demonstrates a clear divide between 
organizations with less than $100M in revenues and 
organizations with more than $1B in revenues. 

The majority of respondents, large and small, are all 
planning for growth in the coming year. The majority 
say a cash injection would be welcome, but for most 
it’s not a necessity. This likely speaks to the strength 
of their balance sheets and the fact that they are 
cash flow positive. As a result, gaining access to 
financing is a non-issue for most respondents. 

On the surface, it’s easy to think that cash flow 
management is simple. After all, cash flow is just 
money flowing into and out of a business. But what 
if the money coming into the business doesn’t 
happen at the time of sale and instead has to be 
collected? And what if those receivables are late 
because clients are having financial trouble and 
aren’t able to pay on time? Or the business is 
seasonal? Or has to address foreign exchange or 
market volatility? While waiting for that money, rent, 
payroll, raw material costs, taxes and loan payments 
are still due. It is no surprise that inadequate 
cash reserves are among the top reasons new 
businesses fail. 

The findings reveal that Canada’s businesses 
are dealing with all of these challenges and they 
are doing it well, largely because they appreciate 
the importance and complexity of cash flow 
management, which requires coordination and 
alignment between treasury and operations. They 
understand effective cash flow management is 
essential to ensuring a business is operational, 
can cover shortfalls and make the most of new 
opportunities. To that end they have prioritized 
improving cash flow, cash forecasting and managing 
working capital--this is particularly true for smaller 
organizations still building their businesses and 
revenue streams. 

CONCLUSION
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Managing foreign exchange volatility is another 
non-issue--even though just over three quarters 
of respondents pay some of their suppliers 
in U.S. dollars. Still, two thirds are still issuing 
time-consuming cheques. This drops to 40% for 
respondents from Canada’s largest companies. 
Even though moving to electronic payment systems 
would improve transparency and provide real time 
status of payment schedules, 12% of respondents 
have no plans to streamline payments. 

In terms of cash volatility more broadly, about 
20% have taken no measures to address it. Those 
companies that are trying to resolve it, rely on 
revolving facility with their banks, secured lines of 
credit and credit cards. 

The top driver to improve cash flow is meeting 
annual cash flow targets, paying shareholders 
and paying down debt. Less than one-quarter of 
respondents are using a third-party solution to 
help address cash flow. In keeping with the theme 
with size comes sophistication, larger companies 
are more likely to outsource some aspect of cash 
flow. This may represent an opportunity for smaller 
organizations to become more efficient in their cash 
management. 

Looking to the future, it’s clear that respondents, 
particularly those from smaller organizations, 
recognize there is room for improvement and plan to 
make changes inside the business to better manage 
cash flow. 
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APPENDIX A: DEMOGRAPHICS
Position title

Organization’s annual revenue
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Number of employees Where organization’s employees are located

Industry

14%

24%

17%
14%

9%

11%

11%

25 or less 26-100 101-250 251-500

501-1,000 1,001-3,000 3,001 or more

50%

19%

31%

Canada only North America only Global
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Other (please describe):

Accommodation and food services
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Information and cultural activities

Management of companies and enterprises
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting

Health care and social assistance
Real estate and rental and leasing
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Finance and insurance
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John Forester – CFO, DBG Canada Ltd
Aditya Maheshwari – SVP, & Chief Accounting Officer, OpenText
Jim O’Neill – Chief Financial Officer, Aldridge Minerals Inc.
Derek Petridis – CFO, Principal, Shikatani Lacroix Design Inc
Ajay Rao – CFO, Conros Corporation
Hervé Séguin – Chief Financial Officer, TimePlay Inc.

Ross Corcoran – CFO, TMV Productions Inc 
[Quebec Chapter - VP Communications]
Carl Gauvreau – CFO, KDC
Richard Lanoue – CFO / Vice President, Finance, Michael Rossy Ltd.

John Andrew – CFO, BC SPCA
Timm Kukler – CFO, Nexterra Systems Corp. 
[Vancouver Chapter President]
Sarah MacKinnon – Chief Financial Officer, Delta-Q Technologies Corp.

Mary Teresa Bitti – Writer, FEI Canada
Laura Bobak – Research and Communications Manager, FEI Canada
Heather E Bowser - Marketing Analyst, Content & Events,
American Express
Michelle Nagy - Director of Account Development, American Express

Guillaume Bayard - Manager of Business Development, American 
Express

Peter Barnett - Director of Business Development, American Express
Duncan Cathcart - Director of Account Development, American Express
Ali Manki -  Manager of Business Development, American Express

APPENDIX B: FORUM PARTICIPANTS

FORUM CHAIR:

MODERATORS:

TORONTO PARTICIPANTS:

MONTREAL PARTICIPANTS:

VANCOUVER PARTICIPANTS:

TORONTO OBSERVERS:

MONTREAL OBSERVER:

VANCOUVER OBSERVERS:
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FEI Canada is the all-industry professional 
membership association for senior financial 
executives. 

With eleven chapters across Canada, FEI Canada 
provides its members thought leadership, advocacy 
services and extensive professional development 
opportunities – including its executive education 
offering, the CFO Leadership Beyond Finance 
program. The association membership, which 
consists of Chief Financial Officers, Audit Committee 
Directors and senior executives in the Finance, 
Controller, Treasury and Taxation functions, 
represents a significant number of Canada’s leading 
and most influential corporations. 

Further information can be found at 
www.feicanada.org

Follow us on Twitter at @FEICanada. 

About the Canadian Financial Executives Research 
Foundation

CFERF is the non-profit research institute of FEI 
Canada. The foundation’s mandate is to advance the 
profession and practices of financial management 
through research. CFERF undertakes objective 
research projects relevant to the needs of Canada’s 
senior financial executives in working toward the 
advancement of corporate efficiency in Canada. For 
more information, please visit www.feicanada.org. 

About American Express Global 
Commercial Payments

Through its Global Commercial Payments division, 
American Express offers a suite of payment 
and lending products that help businesses and 
organizations of all sizes gain financial savings, 
control and efficiency. Global Commercial Payments 
provides solutions for travel and everyday business 
spending, cross border payments, global currency 
solutions, and business financing.  
 
American Express understands that today’s CFO 
drives business performance with vision, innovation 
and integrity. American Express is proud to support 
research that aids their invaluable leadership and 
contribution to corporate Canada.
 
To learn more about Global Commercial Payments, 
visit https://business.americanexpress.com/ca

®: Used by Amex Bank of Canada under license by 
American Express.

About Financial Executives International Canada
(FEI Canada)

ABOUT
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Silver ($5,000 - $10,000)
Suncor Energy Inc.

Bronze ($1,000 - $5,000)
Canadian Western Bank Group
Colliers Project Leaders

CORPORATE DONORS

FEI Canada’s research team

Michael Conway – President and Chief Executive Officer 
Laura Pacheco – Vice President, Research
Laura Bobak – Research and Communications Manager 
Mary Teresa Bitti – Writer
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