
Contract management for 
small businesses



At Gatekeeper, we view a business’s contracts as where the 
future success of that business is written. 

Whether it’s the agreements you have with your suppliers or those with staff and customers, 
in all of them is a combined view of how your business should look at different points in the 
future. 

For this reason, we believe that businesses of all sizes can benefit from an active approach to 
contract management. 

For larger businesses with a significant volume of contracts and vendors, this might mean 
committing internal resources and technology to ensure the value captured in those contracts 
is delivered in the appropriate timeframes and in a fully compliant manner. 

For smaller businesses, where the budget and resources aren’t necessarily available, we’ve put 
together this guide to outline the key activities that we recommend be carried out. 

Here we summarise what those activities are, break them down into a bit more detail and 
provide you with access to free templates to assist with their ongoing management. 

Those templates can all be downloaded from the Gatekeeper website at:

www.gatekeeperhq.com/free-contract-management-templates
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These activities require some commitment, but not too much, and for the 
minimum of effort they also help you control your costs, maximise the 
benefits realised from your contracts and ensure compliance.

http://www.gatekeeperhq.com/free-contract-management-templates


Contract management for small businesses 3

The contract lifecycle
A contract typically goes through a number of stages in its lifecycle: initiation, negotiation, approval and signing, 
start-up, operation, then renewal or close-out. 

For businesses with more resources, we’ve created a Complete Guide to Contract Lifecycle Management 
(CLM) which describes all the practices and activities that can be completed at each stage. 

That guide provides detail and guidance for every stage of the contract lifecycle, which look like this:
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The small business solution
There are six elements in the solution, split across set-up 
and ongoing management:

One-time set-up

A.     Create a contracts inventory list

B.     Create a contract events calendar

C.     Create a secure contract documents library

Ongoing contract management

A.     Follow the contract events calendar

B.     Renew or close-out contracts

C.     Handle new contracts and amendments

This lightweight approach can be performed with 
commonly used and sometimes free software and services.

In this Small Business Guide we focus on just 
the operation, renewal and close-out stages 
of the contract lifecycle, and on activities that 
can provide a level of risk minimisation that 
otherwise wouldn’t be achieved.
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Getting set up
Create a contracts inventory list

It's highly unlikely that anybody deeply involved in running a small business 
will be able to recall the key details of all their contracts, regardless of how 
few they may have. 

Maintaining a simple list of these details is the obvious solution.

 

This process  will also help you re-acquaint yourself with the agreements 
and might prompt immediate action if you discover that supplier KPIs aren’t 
being hit or that a key date is approaching. 

While contracts have a reputation for being hard to understand for people 
unused to the terminology, the key details like supplier name, start and end 
dates, the contract purpose and any pricing should all be relatively easy to 
find.

You’ll find a suggested contract inventory spreadsheet at the templates link 
highlighted on page 2. This can act as a good starting point to be adjusted 
as required. 

Some contract details may need to derived from information that is 
contained in the contract. For instance, the Renewal Notice Date needs 
to be calculated by subtracting the contract renewal notice period (say 30 
days) from the contract end date. In this case, the key piece of information 
to be located in the contract is the contract renewal notice period.

Some of the spreadsheet information, like “Services Category”, will need to 
be defined by you for your business and then applied to each contract to 
allow grouping of contracts when needed.

Creating the initial contracts inventory list spreadsheet may take a little 
time depending on the number of existing contracts, but each new 
contract should be fairly quick to add.

The easiest way to find the key details about 
a contract is to simply read it and extract the 
key information (known as meta data)
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Create a contract events calendar

A contract may specify any number of dates when 
some sort of event will occur, such as a price review 
by the supplier, or when something has to be done, 
such as to indicate to the supplier whether or not the 
contract will be renewed.

These dates can be written explicitly in the contract, 
derived from information within the contract or 
inferred as being necessary once the contract has 
been examined. 

To demonstrate these different types of dates, here 
are some related examples:

Since the derived and inferred events are effectively 
invisible inside the contract, it may take some 
practice to be able to recognise when a derived date 
can be calculated, or to work out how much time to 
allow for an inferred event so its start date can be 
set.

Ideally, they all need to be calculated and loaded into 
a separate, easily handled calendar showing events 
in ascending date order. If this calendar can deliver 
automated reminders then that will help stay on 
track.

The calendar can also contain details of other events 
related to, but not specifically covered in a contract, 
such as a review the business wants to conduct with 
the supplier on a particular date.

The 'Events Calendar' tab in the Gatekeeper 
Complete Contract Management Template 
spreadsheet provides a simple way of capturing 
event dates and details. 

Once complete, the contract events calendar can 
be used as a management plan for each individual 
contract, helping to ensure that no events get 
missed. 

An example of an explicit date in a contract 
could be the date the contract will terminate if 
not renewed.

As previously, a derived event might then be 
the cut-off date for advising the supplier of the 
renewal or termination decision and is worked 
out by subtracting the notice period from the 
termination/renewal date.

An inferred date may then be the date of the 
internal meeting that needs to be scheduled in 
advance of the cut-off date, in order to decide 
whether the contract needs to be renewed or 
terminated.

Given that this can be a labour-intensive process, it makes sense to deal first with the 
contracts most important to the business and those approaching their end date.

1.

2.

3.

http://www.gatekeeperhq.com/free-contract-management-templates
http://www.gatekeeperhq.com/free-contract-management-templates
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Create a secure contract
documents library

All contract-related documents, whether paper or electronic, need to be gathered 
together. This is probably the most important step of all. 

When contract documents are spread amongst different systems, in different formats 
and in different locations, they become impossible to manage effectively. Typical places 
you can expect to find contracts are:

• In email attachments stored in individual’s email accounts
• Hard copies, which have been signed and then put into a drawer or filing cabinet
• Stored in company shared drives, in different places and with different naming   
 conventions

Obviously, your contracts are your key resource, as they describe who has to provide 
what to whom, how often, for how long, at what price etc. 

They also outline the obligations that each side has to comply with, such as the supplier 
having to provide an invoice in order to receive payment, or the customer having to pay 
an invoice within a set number of days from the invoice date.

Like all valuable resources, contract documents need to be safely secured. Paper 
documents can be copied, with the originals and copies stored in separate locations. 

They can also be scanned and saved as electronic documents with meaningful names. 

This means the loss of any one set is unlikely to be catastrophic. 

The small price to be paid for this measure of comfort is the need for discipline in 
keeping all sets updated whenever new contract documents are created.

Once you have a complete, central record of all your contracts, you can 
then look to back them up. All electronic contract documents should be 
saved to multiple places such as the hard disk on a PC and Cloud storage 
like Google Drive or Microsoft OneDrive.
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Manage the contracts
Follow the contract events calendar

The whole point of the contract events calendar is to 
limit the number of surprises to as few as possible, 
preferably none, for each contract. 

For the small business, the calendar reveals some of 
the often-overlooked back office jobs that must be 
done to help the business keep going and minimise 
risk.

Checking the contract events calendar spreadsheet 
every day, or actioning calendar reminders, needs to 
become an ingrained habit. Progress towards event 
completion by the due date can be checked, and 
work prioritised if necessary. 

The status of events will need to be changed from 
time to time, depending on progress or lack of it.
Use of a calendar system with automated reminders 
when an event date is approaching is a great help, 
but there is significant value in seeing an overall 
picture of what events are under way and what's 
coming up as it allows for accurate workload 
planning.

Renew or close-out contracts 

The decision to renew an expiring contract with 
the same supplier is typically based on an ongoing 
need for the products or services obtained under 
that contract and acceptable performance by the 
supplier. 

However, because there may be changes needed 
to the specifications or volumes of the products or 
services, any areas of concern with the supplier that 
need to be addressed, or issues with the relevance 
or suitability of the expiring contract's terms, the 
renewal needs to be handled as a new contract.

A contract usually specifies what will happen if it 
is not renewed, is allowed to expire or is actively 
terminated. None of the activities and events needed 
to close-out the contract should have been placed in 
the contract events calendar spreadsheet earlier due 
to uncertainty about the ultimate fate of the contract, 
and therefore the uncertainty about the key dates for 
those activities and events to be concluded.

Once a decision has been made discontinue a 
contract, all the necessary close-out events should 
be extracted from the contract, derived and inferred 
as applicable then loaded into the contract events 
calendar spreadsheet to help control management of 
the disengagement activities.

The payback from the effort to create 
the calendar is a clear understanding of 
what needs to be done by whom and by 
when, throughout the life of a contract, 
and a roadmap for checking that it gets 
done by its due date.
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Handle new contracts and amendments

The relevant details of every new contract need to be added to the contract 
inventory list spreadsheet and the contract events calendar spreadsheet, and the 
contract documents saved in the various secure contract documents libraries.

This should be done promptly after the new contract gets signed, while the 
details are still fresh.

The contracts inventory list spreadsheet may need updating if the amendment 
alters any of the relevant contract's key details. 

The contract events calendar spreadsheet may also need new events added and 
existing events modified or deleted. Again, this should be done promptly after 
the amendment gets signed.

Contract amendments should always be written, 
signed by both parties and the documents added 
to the secure contract documents libraries.
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Following this contract management approach 
will provide a good foundation for implementing a 
Contract Management Solution when the time is 
right.

Until then, if the approach works well for the 
business, it can be extended to cover some of the 
untreated risks in two important areas.

Firstly, the individual and joint contractual 
obligations of the business and the supplier can be 
documented. Obligations are commonly expressed 
as something that somebody must or must not do, 
sometimes followed by a condition such as 'unless' 
or 'except when'.  

A straightforward example is the business's 
obligation to pay on time for services received 
from the supplier, except when the payment 
amount is disputed by the business.

Once all the obligations are understood, an 
approach can be developed for testing if the 
relevant party is compliant with each one. There 
may be serious implications for non-compliance, 
certainly for the guilty party but too often also for 
the innocent.

Secondly, where the contract specifies any service 
levels that the supplier must comply with, and any 
penalties for failure to do so, performance against 
those service levels should be regularly checked. 

A simple order-delivery service level might say that 
orders will be delivered within 10 days of the order 
date, 95% of the time. Any failure by the supplier 
to meet those service levels could have a serious 
impact on the business.  

Any penalty applied to the supplier is designed 
to encourage the right behaviour, and by 
custom is unlikely to be anywhere near enough 
compensation for the impact on the business.

In both cases, new events can be added to the 
contract events calendar spreadsheet for action 
at suitable future dates to test compliance with 
various obligations or service levels. Quickly 
addressing any discovered shortcomings will help 
to minimise risk.

Moving forward

This point may come at a time when 
your business grows past a certain 
milestone in revenue or employee 
numbers, or perhaps around a 
specific event like an acquisition.



Contract management for small businesses 11

Further useful tips for 
managing your contracts

01

05

02

03

04

Ensure the contracts inventory list and contract events calendar 
spreadsheets have meaningful file names and are regularly backed-up

Regularly check that the collected paper contract documents are still 
safely stored where they are expected to be

Periodically check that the spreadsheets and other files can be 
restored from a backup, and that electronic contract documents can be 
successfully retrieved from all other forms of storage media used

When entering the description of an event into the contract events 
calendar spreadsheet, include a must-finish-by date at the end of the 
description if the event has to be completed before the date of a later 
event

Use a colour-coded highlighting scheme in the contract events calendar 
spreadsheet to indicate events that are actively in progress, completed, 
past their event date but not yet started, or past their event date and not 
completed. Change the highlighting whenever the event status changes. 
Describe what each event colour means in a spreadsheet tab labelled 
something like 'Event Status Colours' legend



Gatekeeper works with companies of all sizes, from start-ups 
needing to manage 30-50 contracts, right through to enterprise 

level organisations in industries like Finance and Healthcare.

If you believe your business can benefit from a Contract 
Management Solution then find out more at

www.gatekeeperhq.com

This guide has been put together by

http://www.gatekeeperhq.com
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