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Introduction: Busy Doesn’t Equal Profitable 

In project-led businesses, revenue can look impressive. 

Large contracts. 
Full pipelines. 
Strong top-line growth. 

Yet profits disappoint. 

Why? 

Because margin is won — or lost — at three points: 

• When you price the job 
• While you deliver the job 
• When you control the scope 

Get any of these wrong, and a “good” project becomes a loss. 

This report shows you how to price, track and protect margin on larger jobs — and how to 
fix the most common profit leaks quickly after acquisition. 

 

1. The Illusion of Profit 

Turnover hides weakness. 

A £100k project with a 5% margin is worth less than a £30k project at 25%. 

Common traps: 

• Celebrating revenue, ignoring contribution 
• Blending profitable and unprofitable jobs 
• Relying on year-end accounts instead of job-level data 

  



What to do: 

• Track gross margin per job 
• Separate project revenue from maintenance/recurring 
• Review the last 10 jobs individually 

If you don’t measure margin per job, you don’t control it. 

 

2. Estimating vs Guessing 

Many SMEs don’t estimate — they approximate. 

Quotes are based on: 

• Experience (“it usually costs about…”) 
• Optimism (“we’ll get it done quicker”) 
• Incomplete scope (“we’ll figure it out on site”) 

Small errors compound. 

Build a simple estimating framework: 

• Labour hours (by role) 
• Materials (with current pricing) 
• Plant/equipment 
• Subcontractors 
• Overheads allocation 
• Contingency (5–15%) 

Then add your target margin. 

No line item = no control. 

 

3. The Big Margin Killers 

Scope Creep 

Work expands without a price increase. 

Fix: Written scope. Variations priced and approved. 

 



Underpriced Labour 

Hours exceed estimate. 

Fix: Track actual hours vs estimate weekly. 

 

Material Volatility 

Prices move between quote and purchase. 

Fix: Time-limit quotes. Include fluctuation clauses. 

 

Delays & Rework 

Weather, access, sequencing, errors. 

Fix: Build contingency and realistic timelines. 

 

Poor Handover 

Sales promises don’t match delivery reality. 

Fix: Structured internal handover from sales to ops. 

 

4. Pricing for Risk (Not Just Cost) 

Every project carries uncertainty. 

• Unknown site conditions 
• Access constraints 
• Client changes 
• Supply chain issues 

If you price only for known costs, you absorb the risk. 

Add risk pricing: 

• Contingency line (visible or embedded) 
• Tiered pricing for complexity 



• Premiums for urgency or restricted access 

Customers pay for certainty. 

 

5. Job Costing: Know Early, Not Late 

Most businesses discover a loss at the end. 

That’s too late. 

Implement simple job costing: 

• Budget vs actual (labour, materials) 
• Weekly review on live jobs 
• Traffic light system: 

o Green: on track 
o Amber: watch 
o Red: intervene now 

Intervene early: 

• Adjust crew size 
• Re-sequence tasks 
• Raise variations 
• Escalate issues with client 

Margin is protected during the job, not after it. 

 

6. Variations: Protect the Upside 

Changes will happen. 

The question is whether you get paid for them. 

Rules for variations: 

• Nothing starts without written approval 
• Price before work begins 
• Keep records (photos, notes, emails) 

Train your team to spot and flag variations — not absorb them. 

 



7. Saying No to Bad Work 

Not all revenue is good. 

Red flags: 

• Vague scope 
• Unrealistic timelines 
• Price-only buyers 
• History of disputes 
• Late payer profile 

A simple filter: 

• Can we define the scope clearly? 
• Can we price the risk? 
• Will we be paid on time? 

If not — walk. 

 

8. Contracts & Payment Terms 

Cashflow matters as much as margin. 

Improve terms: 

• Deposits on larger jobs 
• Stage payments (milestones) 
• Retention limits and release dates 
• Clear variation clauses 

Avoid funding the client’s project. 

 

9. First 30-Day Action Plan 

Week 1–2 

• Review last 10 completed projects 
• Identify where margin leaked 

Week 2–3 



• Standardise estimating template 
• Introduce contingency rules 

Week 3–4 

• Implement weekly job costing review 
• Train team on variations and approvals 

Quick discipline creates quick gains. 

 

10. Scaling with Control 

As you grow: 

• Centralise estimating 
• Standardise pricing bands 
• Use preferred suppliers 
• Build a repeatable delivery model 

Consistency protects margin at scale. 

 

Final Thought: Margin Is a System 

Profitable projects are not accidental. 

They come from: 

• Structured estimating 
• Disciplined delivery 
• Controlled scope 
• Clear commercial boundaries 

Get the system right — and bigger jobs become more profitable, not more risky. 
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