
The Issue

5 Keys to Change

Cash is being trapped in construction, but the 
industry has the potential to deliver significant 
efficiency and cash flow gains. Take a look at the 
following insights into improving cash flow and 
effecting change across the industry. 

Though there is no single solution to the cash flow problem, the following 
factors can all play a role in driving change toward prompt payment:
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5  Challenges 
(and Solutions)
to Cash Flow in the 
Construction Industry

COMPLEXITY

A number of sectors in 
the value chain work 
together, each with its 
own unique operational 
and financial challenges.

LEGISLATION

Canada is adopting prompt 
payment legislation, which 
can protect the financial 
sustainability of smaller 
operators in the industry.

CULTURAL SHIFT

Organizations must also 
embrace a cash flow culture 
to ensure that the changes 
are sustainable.

Players lack 
an adequate 
understanding of 
how to work 
together, as well as 
a unified process 
that will be mutually 
beneficial (and 
enable the bigger 
players to pay the 
smaller players 
faster). 

Ensure timely and 
effective communication 
between parties

Take personal 
responsibility for 
improving interactions 
between project and 
industry partners

Engage in fact-based 
conversations and 
collaboration across 
disciplines

You cannot afford to be financing 
projects while people take their 
time paying.

COLLABORATION

These moving parts 
present challenges to 
collaboration—
particularly lack of cash 
flow, which results from 
late payment practices.

DOMINO EFFECT

Without cash flow, 
both small and large 
businesses fall.

Without cultural change, I 
am not persuaded that 
the legislation in and of 
itself is going to have that 
big an impact.

Bill Black, President, Calgary Construction Association

Paul Raboud, Director 
of the Board at Bird 
Construction and Past 
Chair of the Ontario 
General Contractors 
Association

CHALLENGE  
Lack of communication

SOLUTION  
True collaboration

TIP Consider 
pre-vetting 
invoices with 
owners

TIP Give project 
managers the 
task of bill 
collection

CHALLENGE  
Ineffective processes

SOLUTION  
Process innovation

Many companies 
emphasize volume 
over profitability, 
and are not ready to 
comply with prompt 
payment legislation.

Increase contractor requirements during bids

Call out persistent rule-breakers and restrict 
their ability to bid

Enforce a standard set of procedures across 
operating entities

Develop strategies for managing prompt 
payment and other legislative changes

Enact legal recourse for non-compliance 
and effective adjudication 

Are you prepared to fully adopt new legislation?

How much cash could be released from working capital by 
addressing underlying business problems?

What are your cash flow improvement objectives in the 
next 12 to 18 months?

Are you ready to implement the changes necessary to 
realize those objectives?

Have you considered the costs of resisting change?

CHALLENGE  
Lax standards

SOLUTION  
Standardization and professionalism

Old habits die hard, 
particularly in a 
complex industry.

CHALLENGE  
Entrenched practices

SOLUTION  
Willingness to change

Highly manual 
processes, often 
managed through 
emails and 
spreadsheets, 
are arduous 
and ineffective.

Identify financial solutions that can support 
greater flexibility and efficiency

CHALLENGE  
Outdated technology

SOLUTION  
Digital solutions

Systemic 
records of 
material 
movements

Digital 
documen-
tation and 
workflow

Quick access 
to contracts, 
project files 
and pay 
schedules 

5 Questions to Consider

Source: Ernst & Young LLP and American Express, “Challenges to cash flow in the 
construction industry: Implementing cultural change and modernization in a 
complex industry," February 2019

Learn more at 
www.americanexpress.com/canada/construction-cashflow

Ensure complete, 
accurate and timely 
invoices every time

Establish efficient, effective 
processes with cycle times 
for invoice processing and 
payment processing 

TIP Take advantage of cloud-based platforms to 
process payments 

Challenge existing norms to change the way 
you do business

Drive change internally to see a ripple effect 
throughout the industry

Digital 
time-
sheets

A Foundation for Change

Standing still is no 
longer an option. 
Improving cash 
flow throughout the 
industry is essential 
and will require a 
significant cultural 
shift. Are you ready 
to make a change?

Small companies 
often lack a formal, 
timely process for 
invoicing, and do not 
apply the proper 
techniques to get 
paid promptly.

Owners

Architects

General 
contractors

Trade 
contractors

Engineers




