How Commercial Item Determination Software
Streamlines Government Contracting

Why Procurement Professionals Are Turning to Automation

Government contracting has always been a discipline where precision matters. One mistake in
a determination letter or a misapplied regulation can delay a procurement by months. For
years, the process of evaluating whether a product or service qualifies as a commercial item
under the Federal Acquisition Regulation has relied heavily on manual review. Contracting
officers and industry contractors alike spend countless hours combing through FAR Part 12,
comparing product descriptions, and drafting justifications that must hold up under audit.

What many people outside the field don't realize is how much of that work is repetitive. The
same regulatory exceptions get cited, the same market research steps get repeated, and the
same formatting requirements apply across thousands of contracts. That is where commercial
item determination software enters the conversation. It does not replace the judgment of a
seasoned contracting professional, but it removes the overhead that makes the job exhausting.

The Real Cost of Manual Determinations

Let's walk through a typical scenario. A contracting officer receives a requirement for a new IT
service. The service is similar to something the agency bought last year, but this time the
vendor has bundled it with a cloud storage component. The officer must decide if the whole
package qualifies as a commercial item. That means checking whether the service is offered
to the general public, whether it has been sold in substantial quantities, and whether the pricing
is consistent with commercial practice.

Without software, this means flipping through multiple PDFs, copying text from old
determinations, and hoping that the formatting doesn't break when you paste it into a new
document. It is tedious work that invites errors. One study | read estimated that contracting
officers spend nearly 40 percent of their time on documentation tasks that could be partially
automated. That is time taken away from strategic sourcing, vendor negotiations, and
compliance oversight.

Using commercial item determination software, an officer can pull up a library of past

determinations, check relevant clauses, and generate a draft letter in minutes instead of hours.
The software does not make the legal determination for you, but it organizes the information
so you can make a faster, better-informed decision.

What Good Software Should Do
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Not all tools in this space are created equal. The best ones share a few characteristics. First,
they integrate with the FAR and DFARS in a way that feels natural. You should not have to
memorize citation numbers. The software should surface the relevant regulation when you
search for a term like "commercial services" or "single source."

Second, they offer template libraries that are actually useful. A template that forces you to fill in
every blank is not helpful if it does not match the structure your agency uses. The software
should let you customize the output without breaking the formatting. Some tools even allow
you to save your own templates for the kinds of determinations you handle most often.

Third, they should handle the audit trail. When you make a determination, you need to show
your work. The software should log which sources you consulted, what price analysis you
performed, and why you excluded certain options. That way, if an inspector general or a GAO
auditor asks for your rationale, you have a clean record.

Fourth, look for collaboration features. Many determinations involve input from technical
experts, legal counsel, and program managers. A good system lets multiple people review and
comment on a draft without creating version control nightmares. You do not want to end up
with three different Word files named "Determination_FINAL_v3_USE_THIS_ONE.docx."

A Practical Example

Consider a mid-sized defense contractor that supplies specialized training services. The
company has been selling the same courseware to the military for years, but now the
contracting officer needs to revalidate the commercial item determination because the scope
of work has changed slightly. Without automation, the officer would have to start from scratch,
maybe using an old determination as a starting point but rewriting most of it.

With the right software, the officer can search for "training services" in the system, find three
previous determinations that match closely, and compare the language used in the market
research section. The software flags that one of those previous determinations used a
different pricing methodology because the services were sold to state and local governments
as well as federal agencies. That detail might be relevant to the new requirement. The officer
can then incorporate that reasoning into the new letter, cite the earlier determination as
precedent, and move on to the next file.

| have seen this play out in real contracting shops. The difference is not just speed, though
speed does matter. It is consistency. When every officer follows the same structured workflow,
the quality of determinations improves across the board. You get fewer arguments from
vendors about whether a determination was fair, and you spend less time defending your
decisions in post-award protests.



Where the Human Element Still Matters

It would be naive to suggest that software can handle every nuance. There are gray areas in
every regulation, and some determinations require judgment calls that no algorithm can make.
For example, when you are evaluating a service that is not sold to the general public in the
traditional sense, but is offered to a wide range of government customers, the line between
commercial and noncommercial can blur. That is where experience matters. A contracting
officer who has done this work for ten years knows how to interpret the spirit of the regulation,
not just the letter.

Good commercial item determination software acknowledges this. It does not try to automate
the judgment. It automates the process of gathering evidence, organizing it, and presenting it
in a defensible format. The officer still makes the call, but the call is better informed because
the software handled the busywork.

What to Look for When Choosing a Tool

If you are evaluating options for your agency or your contracting office, here are a few practical
considerations based on what | have seen work and what has not worked.

e Make sure the software integrates with your existing procurement system. A
standalone tool that requires manual data entry will just create another silo. Look for
APl access or at least a clean import/export function.

¢ Check whether the tool is updated when the FAR changes. Some vendors charge extra
for regulatory updates. That can be a hidden cost that erodes the value of the
software over time.

e Talk to the vendor about training. The best software in the world is useless if your
team does not use it. Ask for references from organizations similar to yours.

e Consider the reporting capability. You want to be able to run reports on how many
determinations were completed, how long they took, and what types of products or
services they covered. That data can help you identify training needs or process
bottlenecks.

Closing Thoughts

Government contracting will always involve complexity. That is the nature of spending public
money responsibly. But the complexity does not have to come from administrative overhead. If
you can reduce the time spent on documentation, you free up brainpower for the parts of the
job that actually require expertise. That is the real promise of these tools. They are not magic,



but they are practical. And for an industry where every hour of labor costs real money, practical
improvements add up quickly.

Whether you are a contracting officer, a program manager, or a contractor who prepares these
determinations regularly, it is worth taking a close look at how much time your team spends on
manual processes. The math often favors automation, and the quality of your determinations
will be better for it.



