
Navigating Sole Source Justification in Federal
Procurement
When I first started working with federal procurement, the term "sole source justification" felt
like a formality. A checkbox to tick, a template to fill. But after a few years of watching
contracts get protested, audits turn into formal investigations, and compliance officers lose
sleep over missing documentation, I realized how wrong that impression was. Sole source
justification is one of the most scrutinized pieces of the federal acquisition process. It is also
one of the most misunderstood.

Federal procurement rules, especially the FAR (Federal Acquisition Regulation), require
competition whenever possible. The default path is full and open competition. But there are
legitimate situations where only one source can meet the government's need. That is where
sole source justification enters the picture. It is the written rationale that explains why you
bypassed competition. And the government takes it seriously. Very seriously.

What Sole Source Justification Actually Means
Sole source justification is a formal document that provides the legal and factual basis for
contracting with a single source without competing the requirement. It is not a preference for a
vendor you like. It is not a shortcut because you are behind schedule. It must demonstrate that
only one source can deliver the required goods or services within the needed timeframe, at a
fair and reasonable price, and that the need cannot be met through competition.

The justification must be prepared before award, approved at the appropriate level, and made
available publicly in accordance with FAR 6.3 and 6.4. For certain types of orders under
indefinite-delivery contracts, the rules differ slightly, but the principle holds: you need a
defensible reason why competition was not used.

Common Grounds for Sole Sourcing
Over the years, I have seen sole source justifications succeed for several legitimate reasons.
Here are the most common ones I encounter:

Only one vendor can provide the item due to proprietary rights or exclusive licensing.

The requirement is urgent and there is no time to go through a competitive process.

The item is already in the government's inventory and only that vendor can support it.

The vendor has unique capabilities or facilities that no other source can replicate.
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The product or service is so specialized that market research shows no other offerors
exist.

Each of these grounds demands supporting evidence. You cannot just assert uniqueness. You
need market research reports, technical evaluations, and sometimes legal opinions. I have
seen justifications fail because the contracting officer wrote a single sentence claiming "only
one source available" without attaching any market research. That is a protest waiting to
happen.

The Real Pain Points
Let me share a story. A colleague of mine was working on a contract for a specialized medical
device used only by military hospitals. The device had been developed in partnership with a
single small business. Everyone knew that company was the only one that could supply it. But
the contracting officer still had to prepare a full sole source justification. The problem? The
justification was written after the award, the approval was at the wrong level, and the file
lacked market research. The Government Accountability Office (GAO) sustained a protest. The
contract was terminated, and the agency had to recompete the requirement, delaying patient
care by months.

The lesson is clear: sole source justification is not just paperwork. It is the shield that protects
the integrity of the procurement. If it is weak, the entire contract is vulnerable.

Another common issue is timing. Many contracting officers prepare the justification as an
afterthought, rushing through it because the award deadline is near. That is a recipe for
mistakes. The justification should be drafted early, reviewed by legal counsel, and approved
before the solicitation is issued. Waiting until the last minute invites errors in the rationale, the
pricing analysis, or the approval chain.

Compliance with CFR Guidelines
The Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) has specific requirements for sole source justifications,
especially under Part 6 of the FAR. These regulations are not abstract. They require a detailed
description of the need, a statement that only one source can meet that need, a discussion of
the market research conducted, and a determination that the price is fair and reasonable. The
justification must also be signed by the contracting officer and approved by someone with the
proper authority, which varies by dollar value.

I have found that many procurement professionals underestimate the level of detail required. A
vague statement like "market research shows only one vendor" is not enough. You need to
show what research you did, who you contacted, and why the other vendors could not meet the



requirement. If you used a sources sought notice, include the responses. If you searched GSA
Advantage or other databases, document the search terms and results.

How Software Can Help (Without Replacing Judgment)
This is where tools like SpendLogic's software come into play. The software helps streamline
sole source justification and ensures compliance with CFR guidelines in procurement
processes. It does not replace the contracting officer's judgment, but it does reduce the
administrative burden. It can prompt you for the required elements, store market research
results, and track approval chains. Most importantly, it can flag inconsistencies before the
justification is submitted.

I have worked with agencies that used manual processes for sole source justification. They
relied on Word documents, email approvals, and personal memory. The result was inconsistent
justifications, lost files, and audit findings. A structured approach does not just save time. It
reduces risk. The software enforces a consistent format, ensures that all required fields are
filled, and provides a complete audit trail.

But no software can write the rationale for you. It cannot know why only one source can meet
the need. That still requires human judgment, market knowledge, and honest assessment.

Pitfalls to Avoid
Over the years, I have seen several recurring mistakes in sole source justifications. Here are the
top ones to watch for:

Failing to conduct adequate market research before drafting the justification.

Using the justification as a post-hoc rationalization for a decision already made.

Not getting the approval at the correct level based on the contract value.

Leaving out a fair price determination or making it without supporting data.

Writing the justification in vague, boilerplate language that does not address the
specific circumstances.

Each of these mistakes can lead to a protest, an audit finding, or worse, a suspension or
debarment. I have seen contracting officers personally held responsible for approving
unsupported justifications. The stakes are real.

Final Thoughts on the Process
Sole source justification is not a loophole. It is a legitimate tool that, when used properly,
allows the government to acquire what it needs efficiently while still protecting the public



interest. The key is to treat it with the seriousness it deserves. Invest time in market research,
write a detailed rationale, get the right approvals, and document everything.

If you are new to this, find a mentor who has been through audits. Ask them to review your
justifications. Learn from their mistakes. And if you are using software to help, make sure it
guides you toward compliance, not away from it.

At the end of the day, the goal is not just to get the contract awarded. It is to ensure that the
award can withstand scrutiny from anyone who looks at it, whether that is a competitor, an
auditor, or a congressional committee. That is what good procurement looks like.


