
1www.platforminsurance.com

The construction industry spends enormous time 
discussing risk transfer. Insurance policies, bonds, 
contract language, indemnities, limitation 

clauses, litigation, and claims management all play 
critical roles in protecting contractors when projects 
encounter problems. These tools are all well and good, 
but they are largely reactive. They represent mechanisms 
designed to respond after risk has already materialized. 

The reality is that the greatest construction risk control 
is not found in an insurance policy or legal agreement. 
It is found in operational discipline. Across the industry, 
the contractors consistently outperforming their peers 
on profitability, safety, quality, schedule certainty, and 
claims outcomes tend to share one common 
characteristic: operational maturity. They understand 
that project success is rarely accidental. It is the result 
of disciplined operational practices executed 
consistently across every stage of the project lifecycle, 
and across all projects in their portfolio. 

Construction has always been a people business,  
and great people remain the foundation of every 
successful contractor. Strong leadership, experienced 
project teams, capable superintendents, and trusted 
field personnel matter enormously, but good people 
alone are not enough. The best contractors recognize 
that even exceptional talent requires structure, 
governance, and repeatable operational practices to 
consistently deliver strong outcomes. Operational 
discipline is what transforms individual capability into 
organizational performance. 

As projects continue to grow in scale, technical 
complexity, and contractual sophistication, the 
importance of operational excellence is only 

increasing. Owners, lenders, insurers, and sureties are 
increasingly evaluating contractors not simply on 
financial strength or backlog, but on the maturity of 
their operational systems and governance frameworks. 
The contractors that will outperform over the next 
decade will likely be those that institutionalize 
operational excellence across the organization —  
not just within isolated project teams. 

The following operational practices represent key 
areas that all contractors should have in place to 
achieve best-in-class performance: 

1. Project Gating and Go/No-Go Discipline 

Sometimes your best project outcomes as a contractor 
are those projects that you choose not to pursue. 
Strong project gating practices evaluate factors such 
as owner quality, contract structure, jurisdiction, 
technical complexity, labour availability, schedule 
realism, delivery model, and risk allocation before a 
pursuit moves forward. 

Too many significant losses in construction originate 
from poor project selection rather than poor project 
execution. Contractors that maintain disciplined go/
no-go processes are often far better positioned to 
avoid problematic projects before they consume 
management attention, balance sheet capacity, and 
working capital. 

2. Estimating and Bidding Practices 

Risk is often embedded into a project long before 
construction begins. Aggressive assumptions, 
incomplete scope reviews, misunderstood contract 
obligations, unrealistic productivity estimates, inadequate 
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subcontractor coverage, or insufficient contingency 
planning can create exposure at the bid stage that 
becomes nearly impossible to recover from later. 

Leading contractors treat estimating as both a 
commercial and operational risk function. They invest 
heavily in peer reviews, benchmarking, bid governance, 
and detailed scope analysis to ensure projects are 
priced appropriately for both execution realities and 
contractual risk. 

3. Prime Contracting Practices 

The prime contract establishes the foundation for how 
risk will ultimately be allocated on a project. Sophisticated 
contractors understand the importance of reviewing 
issues such as indemnities, liquidated damages, 
limitations of liability, force majeure provisions, schedule 
obligations, payment protections, dispute mechanisms, 
and insurance requirements before execution. 

Contracting should not be viewed as a last-minute 
legal exercise. The strongest contractors treat it as a 
strategic operational function that directly influences 
project outcomes and claims exposure. 

4. Design/Consultant Prequalification 
and Contracting Practices 

As projects become more technically complex and 
delivery models increasingly collaborative, consultant 
selection has become one of the most important 
operational disciplines in construction. Sophisticated 
contractors carefully prequalify consultants based on 
technical expertise, coordination capability, project 
experience, responsiveness, and financial stability. 
Equally important is ensuring consultant contracts 
clearly define scope, responsibilities, deliverables,  
and risk allocation. 

Strong consultant relationships, supported by clear 
contractual expectations, significantly reduce the 
likelihood of disputes and coordination failures  
during construction. 

5. Design/Consultant Management Practices 

Consultant selection alone is not enough. Leading 
contractors actively manage consultants throughout 
construction through disciplined communication 
protocols, design coordination procedures, issue 
tracking systems, escalation processes, and document 
management practices. 

Many major construction disputes today are rooted 
less in physical construction deficiencies and more in 
coordination failures, incomplete design development, 

or delayed decision-making. Active consultant 
management is essential to reducing these exposures. 

6. Subcontractor/Supplier Prequalification 

A contractor’s operational strength is often reflected in 
the quality of its subcontractor and supplier ecosystem. 
Robust prequalification processes should evaluate not 
only pricing competitiveness, but also financial 
strength, manpower availability, technical capability, 
backlog, safety performance, quality history, and prior 
claims experience. 

Strong prequalification practices help contractors 
avoid introducing unnecessary operational and 
financial risk onto projects. 

7. Subcontractor/Supplier Contracting 
and Management Practices 

Disciplined subcontract administration is equally 
important once subcontractors are engaged. Clear 
subcontract agreements, aligned scope definitions, 
payment management, schedule coordination, 
productivity monitoring, issue resolution, and early 
intervention procedures all play critical roles in 
reducing downstream project disruption. 

Subcontractor defaults rarely occur without warning 
signs. Operationally mature contractors identify issues 
early and intervene quickly before problems escalate. 

8. Self-Perform Practices 

For contractors with self-perform capabilities, field 
execution discipline remains critical. Labour planning, 
workforce supervision, equipment management, 
productivity tracking, sequencing, training, and retention 
all directly influence project outcomes. Strong self-
perform operations provide contractors with greater 
control over schedule, quality, and safety — but only 
when supported by disciplined operational systems. 
Without strong operational oversight, self-perform 
work can become a significant source of volatility. 

9. Quality Assurance and Quality Control Practices 

Quality failures remain one of the industry’s most 
expensive and disruptive forms of risk. Best-in-class 
QA/QC programs focus not only on identifying 
deficiencies, but on preventing them from occurring in 
the first place. Standardized inspection protocols, hold 
points, testing procedures, commissioning practices, 
deficiency tracking, and documentation management 
all play critical roles in reducing rework and post-project 
claims. The cost of preventing a defect is almost always 
lower than the cost of correcting it after turnover. 
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10. Issue Escalation Practices 

One of the clearest indicators of operational maturity 
is how quickly organizations escalate issues internally. 
Whether related to project risk, subcontractor 
performance, design concerns, safety incidents, 
disputes, or claims exposure, leading contractors 
create environments where issues are elevated early 
rather than hidden until they become unmanageable. 

Construction problems rarely improve with time. Early 
escalation allows leadership teams to intervene faster, 
allocate resources appropriately, and mitigate losses 
before issues compound. 

11. Safety Practices 

Safety remains one of the most visible indicators of 
operational discipline. The strongest safety cultures 
extend beyond compliance and paperwork. They are 
embedded into planning, supervision, communication, 
subcontractor management, and field execution. 
Contractors with strong safety performance often 
demonstrate stronger operational performance overall 
because both are driven by the same underlying 
discipline and accountability. 

12. Job Close-Out Practices 

Project risk does not end at substantial completion. 
Disciplined close-out practices — including 
commissioning, turnover documentation, warranty 
management, deficiency resolution, and records 
retention, and lessons learned significantly influence 
post-project claims exposure and owner satisfaction. 
Additionally, strong project close-out practices ensure 
that your organization learns from the good and the 
bad in each project and disseminate those learnings 
company wide. In many cases, the final stages of a 
project shape the owner’s lasting perception of 
contractor performance which is becoming crucial as 
more owners look for contractor’s as partners. 

Ultimately, construction risk is rarely controlled 
through a single policy, contract clause, or 
management decision. It is controlled through 
hundreds of operational decisions made consistently 
throughout the life of a project. The contractors that 
will continue to separate themselves from the market 
will not simply be those with the best people, but 
those with the strongest operational disciplines 
supporting those people every day. 

mailto:dbowcott%40platforminsurance.com%20?subject=
mailto:tkewell%40platforminsurance.com%0D?subject=


About Platform
Platform is a national employee‑owned risk advisor helping 
Canada’s physical economy turn risk into resilience. 
Our differentiated value comes from our deep industry 
expertise, risk intelligence and disciplined execution.

We are a business built on our people and culture. It's at 
the heart of everything we do.
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