
A Practical Audit Preparation Guide for DFARS and
DCMA Compliance
If you work in defense contracting, you already know that the words "audit" and "preparation"
rarely sit together comfortably. The process of getting ready for an audit, especially one that
involves DFARS or DCMA requirements, can feel like a frantic scramble if you haven't built a
repeatable system. I have been through this cycle more times than I can count, and I can tell
you that the secret is not to cram the week before. The secret is to treat audit readiness as a
continuous practice, not a last-minute project.

Over the years, I have learned that the difference between a smooth audit and a painful one
comes down to one thing: how well you understand what the auditors actually look for. They do
not want to see a perfect system that only exists on paper. They want to see evidence that your
processes work in real, everyday operations. That means your documentation, your access
controls, your incident response plans, and your supply chain procedures all need to reflect
what your team actually does. If your written policy says one thing and your staff does another,
the audit will expose that gap.

This is where a solid audit preparation guide becomes essential. It is not a checklist you fill out
once and file away. It is a living framework that helps you align your operations with the
specific controls that DFARS and DCMA demand. I have watched teams burn out trying to
create perfect documentation from scratch right before an audit. The smarter approach is to
build your preparation into your regular workflow so that when the auditor arrives, you are
simply showing them what you already do every day.

Understanding the Scope of DFARS and DCMA Audits
DFARS, the Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation Supplement, sets the rules for how
contractors handle controlled unclassified information. DCMA, the Defense Contract
Management Agency, enforces those rules through audits and assessments. The most
common audit that contractors face is the DFARS 252.204-7012 assessment, which focuses
on the security requirements for covered contractor information systems.

When I first started working with these standards, I made the mistake of treating them as a
simple yes-or-no checklist. Do you have encryption enabled? Yes. Do you have multi-factor
authentication? Yes. But the auditors asked deeper questions. They wanted to see how I
configured the encryption. They wanted evidence that my team actually used multi-factor
authentication, not just that it was installed. That experience taught me that compliance is
about proof of practice, not just installation.

http://www.memememo.com/link.php?url=https://spendlogicanalysis699811.wordcanopy.com/posts/cpsr-checklist-to-streamline-audit-preparation-and-ensure-compliance-with-dfars-and-dcma-guidelines


What Auditors Actually Review

Auditors from DCMA usually focus on a few key areas during their review. They look at your
system security plan to see if it accurately describes your environment. They check your plan
of action and milestones to see how you track and fix vulnerabilities. They examine your
incident response procedures to confirm you have a clear process for detecting and reporting
security events. And they verify that you have a method for controlling access to sensitive data,
both for your employees and for any subcontractors you work with.

One area that often trips up contractors is the requirement for annual training. You have to
show that every employee who handles controlled unclassified information has completed
security awareness training within the past twelve months. I have seen audits stall over
missing training records more than any other single issue. It is easy to overlook when you are
busy, but it is also easy to fix if you set up a recurring reminder in your calendar system.

Building Your Audit Preparation Guide
A good audit preparation guide does not just list requirements. It helps you build a routine. I
structure my preparation around three phases: baseline, maintain, and verify. The baseline
phase is where you document your current environment and compare it against the DFARS
requirements. This is the hardest part the first time you do it, because you are starting from
scratch. But once you have a solid baseline, the maintain phase becomes much simpler.

During the maintain phase, you update your documentation as you make changes. If you add a
new server, update your system security plan. If you change your firewall rules, note it in your
configuration logs. This sounds obvious, but in practice, people forget to update their
documentation until the audit is imminent. I keep a shared folder where my team logs every
configuration change with a date and a brief description. That single habit has saved me hours
of reconstruction work before audits.

The verify phase is where you test your own controls before the auditor arrives. I run a self-
assessment every quarter using the same criteria that DCMA uses. This gives me a clear
picture of where I stand and what I need to improve. It also reduces the anxiety that builds up
when you are not sure if your controls actually work. When you verify early, you have time to fix
problems on your own schedule instead of scrambling under pressure.

Common Pitfalls in Audit Preparation
Even experienced contractors fall into the same traps. The first pitfall is treating your audit
preparation guide as a static document. Compliance requirements change over time. DFARS
updates its guidelines, and your systems evolve. Your guide needs to be a living document that



you revise at least annually. I update mine every time I complete a self-assessment, which
means it never gets too far out of date.

The second pitfall is relying too heavily on templates. Templates are useful starting points, but
they cannot capture the specific details of your environment. I have seen contractors copy a
system security plan from a previous contract and forget to change the network diagram. The
auditor noticed immediately. Your documentation must match your actual infrastructure. If you
use templates, treat them as outlines, not final products.

The third pitfall is ignoring your supply chain. DFARS requires you to flow down certain
requirements to your subcontractors. If you use a third-party service provider to host data or
manage your network, you need to verify that they comply with the same standards. I once had
an audit delayed because a subcontractor could not produce their training records. Now I
include subcontractor compliance as a line item in my own preparation checklist.

Practical Steps You Can Take Today
If you are reading this and wondering where to start, I recommend focusing on three actions.
First, locate your current system security plan and read it carefully. Does it accurately describe
your network, your data flows, and your security controls? If not, that is your first project.
Second, set up a recurring calendar reminder to update your plan of action and milestones
every month. Even if you only add one item, the habit keeps you aware of your vulnerabilities.
Third, schedule a self-assessment for the next quarter and block out the time on your calendar.
Treat it like a real audit, because in a way, it is.

One thing I have learned over the years is that auditors are not your enemy. They are
professionals doing a job, and most of them are reasonable if you show good faith effort. What
they cannot tolerate is negligence or dishonesty. If you have a control that is not fully
implemented, it is better to document it in your plan of action and milestones than to pretend it
exists. Auditors respect transparency. They will work with you if you show that you understand
the gap and have a plan to close it.

This whole process, from baseline to verification, is what a thorough audit preparation guide
should cover. It is not about passing a test. It is about building a security posture that actually
protects the information you handle. When you approach it that way, the audit becomes a
validation of your work rather than a threat to your business.

Final Thoughts on Staying Audit Ready
The teams that handle audits best are the ones that treat preparation as a normal part of their
operations, not a special event. They have a rhythm. They know their documentation is current



because they update it as they go. They know their training records are complete because they
track them in a central system. They know their controls work because they test them regularly.

If your organization does not have that rhythm yet, do not try to build it overnight. Pick one
area, such as your system security plan, and get it right. Then move to the next area. Over time,
the pieces come together, and you will find that the audit preparation guide you follow
becomes a natural part of how you work. That is the goal. Not to be ready for an audit, but to
be ready all the time.


