Achieving CPSR Compliance: A Procurement
Professional's Guide

Understanding the Weight of CPSR Compliance

For anyone who has managed government contracts for any length of time, the phrase "CPSR
compliance" carries real weight. It is not just a box to check off. It represents a thorough, often
demanding review of your entire purchasing system. The Contractor Purchasing System
Review, or CPSR, is the government's way of making sure that contractors who receive federal
funds are spending those dollars responsibly, ethically, and efficiently. If your company holds
contracts that require a CPSR, or if you are working toward one, you already know the stakes
are high.

| have sat through several of these reviews on both sides of the table. The process can feel
invasive at first. Auditors want to see your files, your procedures, and your decision-making in
real time. But over time, | have come to see that a well-prepared CPSR is not just a compliance
exercise. It is a mark of a mature, well-run procurement operation. The key is to approach it
with the same rigor you would apply to any major project. You need a clear plan, the right tools,
and a solid understanding of what the reviewers are actually looking for.

What the Government Really Wants

The Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation Supplement, or DFARS, spells out the criteria for a
satisfactory purchasing system. But the core of CPSR compliance is simpler than the

regulation language suggests. The government wants to see that your procurement team
follows its own written policies consistently. They want evidence that you are getting fair and
reasonable prices. They want to know you are managing subcontracts with the same care you
apply to your prime contracts. And they want to see that you have a functioning system for
preventing conflicts of interest and for documenting every step of the way.

One common mistake | see is treating the CPSR as a one-time event. Companies pull together
a massive binder of files right before the review, then let their system drift afterward. That
approach almost always leads to headaches. A better way is to embed CPSR compliance into
your daily workflow. When every purchase, every contract award, and every file is created with
the review criteria in mind, the actual audit becomes a straightforward verification of what you
already do every day.

Building a Procurement File Checklist That Works


https://www.unitedbookmarkings.win/procurement-file-checklist

The backbone of any successful CPSR is a solid procurement file checklist. This is not a
theoretical document. It is a practical tool that your buyers and contract specialists use on
every transaction. A good checklist covers the essential elements: the purchase request, the
market research, the solicitation, the evaluation, the award decision, and the documentation of
any negotiations. But a great checklist also anticipates the questions a reviewer will ask.

For example, when | review a file, | look for evidence that the buyer considered small business
subcontracting opportunities. | look for a clear rationale if the award went to a higher-priced
offeror. | look for signed documents and dates that align with the timeline. A checklist that
prompts for these details helps prevent gaps that can lead to findings. Over the years, | have
refined my own checklist to include specific reminders about documenting price
reasonableness, checking the System for Award Management (SAM) for exclusions, and
verifying that the subcontract file contains the required flow-down clauses.

Elements of a Strong Procurement File

Here is a short list of what every file should contain, in my experience:

e A clear statement of need or purchase request that ties back to the contract or
program requirement.

e Market research documentation showing that the buyer looked at multiple sources or
used a reasonable method to determine price reasonableness.

e A solicitation document, even if it is an informal quote request, along with the
responses received.

e A written basis for award that explains why the selected offeror was chosen, including
price, past performance, or technical factors.

* Documentation of any negotiations, including what was discussed and how the final
price was agreed upon.

These five items alone cover the majority of what a CPSR reviewer will examine. If every file in
your system includes these elements, you are already well on your way to a clean review.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Even experienced teams can stumble on a few recurring issues. One frequent finding is
missing or incomplete price reasonableness determinations. Buyers sometimes assume that if
they get three quotes, the lowest one is automatically reasonable. But the regulation requires a
documented analysis, not just a price comparison. You need to show why the price is fair, given
the market conditions, the complexity of the work, and the terms of the purchase.



Another common issue is inadequate subcontractor oversight. When your company awards a
subcontract, you are still responsible for that subcontractor's performance and compliance.
The CPSR reviewer will want to see that you have a plan for monitoring their work, that you
check their representations and certifications, and that you address any issues that arise. |
have seen many firms get dinged because they treated subcontracts as "set it and forget it"
arrangements. That is a risky posture.

A third pitfall is inconsistency between the written procedures and actual practice. Your
purchasing manual may look perfect on paper, but if your buyers routinely skip steps or take
shortcuts, the reviewer will catch it. The only way to avoid this is to ensure your procedures are
realistic and that your team is trained to follow them. Periodic internal audits can help you spot
drift before the official review arrives.

Streamlining the Process with Better Systems

One of the best investments a contractor can make is in a system that supports CPSR
compliance rather than fighting against it. | have worked with companies that rely on
spreadsheets and email chains to manage their procurement files. It can be done, but it
requires enormous discipline. Every file has to be built by hand, and finding a missing
document can take hours. That is where a purpose-built tool can make a real difference.

Systems like SpendLogic are designed to streamline the purchasing and contractor review
process. They help you capture the required data at the point of entry, enforce your checklist
requirements, and produce reports that mirror what the CPSR reviewer will ask for. Instead of
hunting through shared drives and inboxes, you can pull up a complete file with a few clicks.
The best part is that the system enforces consistency. If a buyer forgets to attach the market
research, the system can flag it before the file is closed.

Of course, no system replaces good judgment. But a well-designed system reduces the
administrative burden and lets your team focus on the substantive work of making smart
purchasing decisions. For companies that are growing their government contract portfolio, that
kind of efficiency is invaluable.

Preparing for the Review ltself

When the CPSR team arrives, your preparation will show. They will ask for a list of your active
contracts and a sampling of files. They will interview your buyers and your management. They
will look at how you handle small business credit, how you manage subcontracts, and how you
ensure that your system is compliant with the latest regulations.

My advice is to treat the review as a partnership rather than an adversarial process. The
reviewers are not looking to fail you. They want to see that you have a functioning system. If



they find issues, they will give you a chance to correct them. But the best outcome is a clean
report with no significant deficiencies. That takes preparation, consistency, and a commitment
to CPSR compliance that goes beyond the audit window.

One practical step | recommend is to conduct a mock review about six months before the
actual one. Pull a sample of files from every buyer. Have someone who is not part of the daily
procurement work review them against the checklist. Look for patterns. If you find that three
out of ten files are missing a price reasonableness determination, you have a training issue to
address. If you find that files from one department are consistently better than others, you have
a model to share.

Key Focus Areas for Your Internal Review

When | run an internal assessment, | concentrate on these areas:

* Consistency of documentation across different buyers and contract types.
e Completeness of price reasonableness analyses, especially for sole-source awards.

e Proper use of flow-down clauses in subcontracts, including those related to equal
opportunity and small business.

e Timeliness of file creation and approval dates.

¢ Evidence of ongoing subcontractor monitoring.

These five areas tend to be where most findings occur. If you can show that your system
addresses them consistently, you are in a strong position.

Looking Ahead

The landscape of government procurement continues to evolve. New regulations, updated
clauses, and changes in audit focus mean that CPSR compliance is not a static target. What
worked five years ago may not satisfy current standards. The contractors that stay ahead are
the ones that treat compliance as a living system. They update their procedures, train their
people, and use technology to keep their files in order.

For procurement professionals, the CPSR can feel like a heavy lift. But it also offers an
opportunity to build a better, more disciplined purchasing operation. The files you create for the
review are the same files that help you manage your business day to day. The discipline of
documenting your decisions makes you a better buyer. And the systems you put in place to
support the review will pay dividends long after the auditors have gone home.



