
Why CPSR Procurement Safety Matters for Your
Supply Chain Compliance

The Real Stakes of CPSR Compliance
If you have ever managed a contract that falls under the Defense Federal Acquisition
Regulation Supplement, you already know the compliance burden can feel like a second job.
One of the heavier pieces is the Contractor Purchasing System Review, or CPSR. For years, I
watched companies treat the CPSR as a checkbox exercise - a necessary evil that eats up
weeks of preparation and then fades from memory until the next review cycle. That approach
is a mistake. A well-run CPSR process is not just about passing an audit. It is about building a
procurement operation that actually works.

When I first started working with government contractors, I thought the CPSR was basically a
paperwork drill. But after sitting through several reviews - on both sides of the table - I changed
my mind. The reviewers are looking for evidence that your purchasing system can be trusted to
spend taxpayer money wisely. That is a serious responsibility. And the framework that
surrounds it, which I now think of as CPSR procurement safety, is the set of practices that
keeps that trust intact.

What CPSR Procurement Safety Actually Means
The phrase CPSR procurement safety might sound like bureaucratic jargon, but it boils down to
something simple: making sure every purchase order your company issues is legal, reasonable,
and properly documented. The CPSR evaluates your buying system against a set of criteria -
things like price reasonableness determinations, conflict of interest checks, and flow-down of
required clauses. If your system has gaps, the government can find your purchasing system
inadequate, which puts your contracts at risk.

I have seen companies lose major contracts not because they were dishonest, but because
their procurement files were messy. A missing certification, an outdated price analysis, a sole-
source justification that was written after the fact instead of before the purchase. Those
details matter. And the discipline required to get them right is exactly what CPSR procurement
safety is about. It is the difference between a system that just passes a review and a system
that protects your business every day.

The Practical Work of Keeping Files Clean

One of the biggest surprises in my own CPSR preparation was how much time I spent on the
little things. For example, we had a policy that required three quotes for any purchase over the
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micro-purchase threshold. But when the reviewer asked to see the documentation for a
specific buy, the buyer had only saved one quote. The buyer was new and thought the verbal
conversation counted as a quote. It did not. That small gap took three hours to fix - tracking
down the vendors, getting written confirmations, and updating the file. Multiply that by a dozen
similar issues, and you can see how a weak system eats up time and creates risk.

That experience taught me that CPSR procurement safety is not about having a thick binder of
policies. It is about whether the people doing the buying actually follow those policies. A policy
that sits in a drawer is worse than no policy at all, because it creates a false sense of security.

How a CPSR Review Unfolds
I want to walk through a typical CPSR review so you can see where the real pressure points are.
The government sends a team of reviewers, usually from the Defense Contract Management
Agency or a designated contract administration office. They ask for a sample of purchase files
- maybe thirty or forty transactions from the past year. They also want to see your written
purchasing procedures, your approved purchasing system documentation, and evidence of
training for buyers.

Here is the thing: the reviewers are not trying to fail you. They are looking for patterns. If they
see one missing document, they note it. If they see the same kind of missing document across
multiple files, that becomes a finding. A finding can range from minor to significant, and
enough significant findings can lead to a determination that your purchasing system is
inadequate. That determination has real consequences - it can limit your ability to receive new
contracts or require you to get pre-approval for purchases.

I once worked with a company that had a great purchasing manual but terrible file
organization. The reviewers could not find the documentation they needed even though it
existed somewhere in the system. The company ended up with a finding for inadequate
documentation, even though the actual work was done properly. That is a painful lesson in why
procedures and records must match.

Common Gaps I Have Seen

Over the years, I have noticed a few patterns that cause trouble in CPSR reviews. Here are the
most frequent ones:

Price reasonableness determinations that lack any real analysis. A statement like
"price is fair" without supporting data is not enough.

Sole-source justifications that are signed after the purchase order is issued. The
justification must precede the obligation of funds.



Missing flow-down clauses. Many contracts require specific FAR clauses to be
included in subcontracts and purchase orders, and reviewers check for them.

Inconsistent application of the bid protest period. Buyers sometimes forget to hold
the award for the required time after notice to offerors.

Poor documentation of the basis for award. If you select a vendor who is not the
lowest bidder, you need a written rationale.

Each of these gaps is fixable, but they require consistent training and a system that makes it
easy to do the right thing.

The Link Between CPSR and Procurement Safety
Now, let me tie this back to the larger idea of procurement safety. The CPSR is not just a
compliance exercise. It is a tool that protects the company from legal exposure, financial loss,
and reputational damage. When your purchasing system is sound, you are less likely to
overpay for goods, less likely to violate the False Claims Act, and less likely to lose a contract
due to an adverse finding.

I have seen companies treat CPSR procurement safety as a cost of doing business with the
government. But I think that undersells it. A well-run procurement system actually saves
money. It prevents maverick buying, it enforces competition, and it gives management visibility
into spending patterns. One contractor I worked with reduced their average purchase price by
nearly 8 percent after cleaning up their procurement processes for a CPSR. The review itself
was a catalyst for better buying habits.

What Happens After a Successful Review

A successful CPSR results in a determination that your purchasing system is adequate. That
determination is valid for a period, typically three years, unless something changes. But the real
win is the confidence it gives your team. You know your files will hold up under scrutiny. You
know you can bid on new contracts without worrying about a system deficiency. And you have
a repeatable process that works even when key people are out of the office.

One thing I recommend to every contractor is to run a mock CPSR internally once a year. Pick a
random sample of purchase files, review them against the CPSR criteria, and document what
you find. This is not about punishing buyers. It is about catching small problems before they
become patterns. The mock review also serves as training for your procurement staff, because
they learn what the reviewer will be looking for.

Common Myths About CPSR Requirements



Let me clear up a few misconceptions I have run into. First, some people think that if they are a
small business, they do not need to worry about CPSR. That is not true. The CPSR applies to
any contractor that has a purchasing system, regardless of size, if the contract value or the
volume of purchases triggers a review. Second, some believe that using a commercial
purchasing system like an ERP automatically means compliance. It does not. The system is
only as good as the data you put into it and the procedures you follow. Third, some think that
passing a CPSR once means you are set forever. That is false too. Each review is independent,
and the standards can evolve.

Building a Culture of Compliance

At the end of the day, CPSR procurement safety is not something you can delegate entirely to a
compliance officer. It has to be embedded in how your buyers think about their work. That
means regular training, clear procedures, and a willingness to audit yourself before the
government does. It also means leadership support. If senior management treats the CPSR as
an annoyance, that attitude trickles down and the system will have gaps.

I have seen the difference between a company that views CPSR as a burden and one that
views it as a competitive advantage. The latter always has better procurement outcomes. They
pay less, they have fewer disputes with vendors, and they win more contracts because their
compliance record is clean.

Moving Forward
If you are preparing for a CPSR, or if you are just trying to strengthen your procurement
operations, start with the basics. Review your purchasing procedures. Make sure every buyer
understands the documentation requirements. And build a simple system for tracking and
retrieving files. The goal is not perfection - it is consistency. A consistent process, applied to
every purchase, is what will carry you through a review and keep your contracts safe.

The phrase CPSR procurement safety captures the core idea: that a properly reviewed
purchasing system is the foundation for safe, compliant, and efficient procurement. It is not a
one-time event. It is an ongoing practice. And it is one of the smartest investments a
government contractor can make.


