
Navigating CPSR Compliance: A Practical
SpendLogic CPSR Guide for Contractors

Understanding the CPSR and Why It Matters
If you are a government contractor, the words "Contractor Purchasing System Review" probably
carry a specific weight. The CPSR is not just a bureaucratic checkbox; it is a deep examination
of how your company buys goods and services on behalf of the federal government. A passing
review means your purchasing system meets the standards in the Federal Acquisition
Regulation, specifically FAR 44.3 and related parts. A failing review can lead to withheld
payments, loss of contracts, or even debarment.

The process can feel daunting, especially for small and mid-sized businesses that do not have
a dedicated compliance team. I have seen companies spend months scrambling to organize
policies, only to miss a key requirement because they did not understand what the government
really looks for. That is where a structured reference becomes essential. The SpendLogic
CPSR guide helps break down the core elements of a purchasing system review. It explains the
criteria evaluators use and offers a clear path for building a system that passes audit scrutiny.

What the Government Evaluates in a CPSR
Every CPSR follows a standard set of evaluation criteria. The Defense Contract Management
Agency (DCMA) or another designated agency sends a team to review your purchasing
system. They look at how you award purchase orders, how you manage subcontracts, and how
you ensure that prices are fair and reasonable. The team also checks your procedures for
small business subcontracting and your ability to maintain adequate records.

One common mistake contractors make is treating the CPSR as a one-time event. In reality, it is
a continuous process. Your purchasing system must be designed to sustain compliance over
the life of your contracts. That means having written procedures, training staff on those
procedures, and conducting internal audits to catch problems before the government does.
Many contractors find that working through a detailed SpendLogic CPSR guide helps them
identify gaps they did not know existed.

Key Components of a Compliant Purchasing System
To pass a CPSR, your purchasing system must demonstrate several capabilities. Let us break
down the most critical ones.

Clear and Enforceable Policies



You cannot rely on tribal knowledge. Every person in your procurement department must have
access to written policies that cover how to solicit bids, evaluate offers, and award contracts.
These policies should align with FAR requirements and be updated whenever the regulations
change. I recommend reviewing your policy manual at least once a year. If you find sections
that are vague or contradictory, rewrite them immediately. The government will test your
policies by asking your buyers to explain how they handle specific scenarios.

Documented Buy Procedures

A purchasing system is only as good as its execution. For every purchase over the micro-
purchase threshold, you must document the basis for your price reasonableness
determination. That could involve obtaining three competitive quotes, using a catalog price
with a discount, or applying an independent government cost estimate. The evaluators will look
for a consistent pattern. If they see that you sometimes skip competition without a written
justification, that is a red flag.

Subcontract Management

If you flow down contract requirements to subcontractors, your purchasing system must
include procedures for monitoring their performance and compliance. This is a frequent area
of deficiency. Many contractors assume that once they issue a subcontract, their responsibility
ends. In reality, you must ensure that your subcontractors comply with applicable FAR clauses,
including those related to small business subcontracting plans. The CPSR team will ask to see
your subcontract files and your process for reviewing subcontractor performance.

Small Business Subcontracting

Federal contracts often include small business subcontracting goals. Your purchasing system
must include a plan for meeting those goals and a method for reporting progress to the
government. Failure to make a good faith effort can result in penalties. I have worked with
contractors who thought they were exempt because they only bought from large suppliers. But
if your contract has a subcontracting plan clause, you must actively seek out small business
sources.

Internal Controls and Audits

The best purchasing systems build in checks and balances. Segregation of duties is important;
the person who requisitions a purchase should not be the same person who approves it. You
should also conduct periodic self-assessments. Use a checklist based on the CPSR criteria
and review a sample of your own purchase files. Document any issues you find and track your
corrective actions. This shows the government that you take compliance seriously.



How to Prepare for Your CPSR
Preparation should start at least six months before your expected review date. Begin by
reading a trusted reference like the SpendLogic CPSR guide to understand exactly what the
evaluators will examine. Then gather your policies, procedures, and a representative sample of
purchase files. Run through a mock review with your team. Identify areas where your
documentation is thin and strengthen them before the official visit.

One tip I always share: do not wait until the week before the review to train your staff. Hold
training sessions early, and make sure every buyer and procurement manager understands
their role in the review. The CPSR team will interview your people, and their answers must align
with your written policies. If a buyer says something that contradicts the manual, the evaluator
will note it as a deficiency.

Common Deficiencies and How to Avoid Them
Over the years, I have seen the same issues arise repeatedly during CPSRs. Here are the most
common ones and what you can do to avoid them.

Incomplete files. Missing documentation is the top reason for deficiencies. Make
sure every purchase file contains a clear description of the requirement, the
solicitation method, the basis for price reasonableness, and the approval signatures.
Use a checklist to verify each file before the review.

Inconsistent application of policies. If your policy says you need three quotes for
purchases over $10,000, but your files show only one quote for most buys, the
evaluator will flag it. Apply your policies uniformly, or update the policies to reflect
actual practice.

Poor subcontract administration. Many contractors fail to monitor subcontractor
compliance with FAR clauses. Set up a system for tracking subcontractor deliverables
and conduct periodic reviews of their performance.

Inadequate small business effort. If your contract has a small business
subcontracting plan, document every outreach effort you make. Keep records of
solicitations sent to small businesses and the responses you received.

Lack of internal audits. Without internal audits, you will not catch problems until the
government does. Schedule quarterly audits of your purchasing files and address any
issues immediately.

Building a Culture of Compliance



A purchasing system review is not just a test of your procedures; it is a test of your
organization's commitment to compliance. The contractors that pass consistently are the ones
that embed compliance into their daily operations. They do not treat the CPSR as a separate
project. Instead, they design their workflows so that compliance happens naturally with every
purchase.

This starts with leadership. If senior management treats the purchasing system as an
afterthought, the rest of the organization will follow. But when executives emphasize the
importance of following procedures and allocate resources for training and audits, the entire
team responds. I have seen this shift transform companies that initially struggled with reviews
into ones that pass with no deficiencies.

Another factor is continuous improvement. Regulations change, and your purchasing system
must adapt. After each CPSR, review the findings and update your procedures accordingly.
Even if you pass, there may be recommendations for improvement. Take them seriously. The
next review will be easier if you address issues early.

Final Thoughts on Using a Structured Guide
Going through a CPSR without a clear roadmap is like navigating a maze blindfolded. The
regulations are dense, and the evaluators have specific expectations. A well-structured
reference, such as the SpendLogic CPSR guide, gives you a framework for organizing your
preparation. It does not replace the need for careful work, but it saves you from reinventing the
wheel. Many contractors tell me that using a guide helped them discover requirements they
had overlooked and gave them confidence during the review.

Remember that passing a CPSR is not the end of the journey. It is a milestone in a larger
commitment to responsible contracting. Keep your system current, train your people, and stay
alert to changes in the FAR. With the right preparation and a solid reference, you can turn the
CPSR from a source of anxiety into an opportunity to demonstrate your professionalism.
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