Navigating Contractor Purchasing System
Compliance Without the Headache

When you work in government contracting or any heavily regulated industry, the phrase
"purchasing system compliance" tends to land with a thud. It sounds like a bureaucratic
nightmare, something for the auditors to worry about. But the truth is, a compliant purchasing
system is not just about passing reviews. It is about building a procurement operation that
actually works in your favor.

| have spent years on both sides of the table, as a contractor struggling to get systems
approved and later as someone who helps firms get ready for those same reviews. The
difference between a company that sails through a Contractor Purchasing System Review
(CPSR) and one that scrambles for months is rarely about resources. It is almost always about
how they treat the idea of compliance from the start.

So let us talk about what real purchasing system compliance looks like, why it matters beyond

the audit, and how you can build a system that satisfies both the rules and your day-to-day
team.

What Purchasing System Compliance Actually Means

In the context of government contracting, purchasing system compliance refers to meeting the
standards set out in the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) and the Defense Federal
Acquisition Regulation Supplement (DFARS). Specifically, the criteria in FAR 44.202-2 lay out
what a contractor's purchasing system must have in place to be considered adequate. This
includes written procedures, documented buying practices, proper subcontracting plans, and a
system that ensures prices are fair and reasonable.

But if you strip away the regulation language, what it really means is that your company can be
trusted to spend taxpayer money wisely. A CPSR evaluates whether your purchasing system is
capable of managing the full cycle of procurement, from identifying a need all the way through
to closing out the order. If the reviewer finds that your system is compliant, you get to keep
your purchasing authority and avoid having to get government approval for every single buy.

The stakes are high. Lose your purchasing system compliance, and your operations grind to a
halt. Every purchase above the micro-purchase threshold becomes a waiting game. That is why
it pays to treat compliance as a continuous practice, not a one-time event.

Common Mistakes That Trip Up Contractors
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After sitting through dozens of CPSR preparation meetings, | have noticed patterns. The firms
that struggle the most tend to make the same mistakes. Here are a few that stand out.

Treating Compliance as a Paperwork Exercise

Some companies write a policy manual that looks great on paper but bears no resemblance to
how their buyers actually work. When the reviewer asks for evidence, the manual says one
thing and the purchase orders show another. That is a fast way to fail. Your written procedures
must match reality. If your buyers use email to get quotes but your manual says you use a
formal solicitation system, you have a gap that needs fixing.

Ignoring Subcontracting Plans

A surprising number of contractors treat subcontracting plans as an afterthought. They focus
on their own purchasing and forget that the government expects them to have a plan for
including small businesses, veteran-owned firms, and other socioeconomic categories. A weak
subcontracting plan can tank an otherwise solid review. It is not just about listing goals. You
need to show how you actually reach out, evaluate, and award to those businesses.

Lack of Written Documentation

Verbal approvals, informal emails, and missing justifications are red flags. Reviewers want to
see a clear audit trail. Every purchase should have a file that shows the need, the sourcing
method, the price analysis, and the approval. If your team is in the habit of buying things and
filing the paperwork later, that habit will cost you during a review.

Building a System That Works for Everyone

| have seen the most success with companies that treat purchasing system compliance as a
team effort between procurement, finance, and legal. The procurement team knows the
suppliers and the market. Finance understands the budget and cost allocation. Legal knows
the regulations. When these groups talk to each other regularly, the system runs smoothly.

One practical step is to conduct a mock review every six months. Pick a handful of recent
purchases and go through them as if a CPSR team were sitting in the room. Check for missing
documents, unclear justifications, or deviations from your written procedures. This exercise
catches problems early and keeps everyone honest.

Another useful practice is to create a simple checklist for buyers. The checklist should cover
the essential steps for each purchase category. It does not need to be long, just enough to
ensure that nothing gets skipped. Over time, the checklist becomes second nature, and
compliance becomes part of the workflow rather than a separate burden.



The Human Side of Compliance

One thing that often gets overlooked is the human cost of a non-compliant system. When your
purchasing process is chaotic, your suppliers notice. You pay late, you lose discounts, and you
damage relationships. Your internal team gets frustrated because they cannot get the
materials they need on time. Compliance is not just about satisfying an auditor. It is about
creating a reliable environment where people can do their jobs well.

| once worked with a manufacturing company that had failed two consecutive CPSRs. The
team was demoralized. They had been told their system was broken, but nobody had shown
them how to fix it. We spent a week walking through their actual buying process, mapping
every decision point, and writing procedures that matched what they already did. The change
was dramatic. Not only did they pass the next review, but their lead times dropped because the
purchasing team stopped wasting time on workarounds.

Technology Is a Tool, Not a Solution

There is no shortage of software that promises to solve your compliance problems. And yes, a
good procurement system can help. But | have seen companies spend a fortune on software
and still fail a CPSR because they never changed their underlying processes. Technology can
enforce rules, but it cannot create them. It can store files, but it cannot decide what counts as a
fair and reasonable price.

Before you buy any tool, get your procedures right. Define what you want the system to do.
Then look for technology that supports those procedures, not the other way around.

Keeping Up With Changes

Regulations evolve. FAR updates come out, and interpretations shift. The companies that stay
ahead of the curve are the ones that make compliance a regular part of their operations.
Assign someone on your team to monitor regulatory changes. Join industry groups or attend
webinars focused on government contracting. When you absorb changes gradually, you avoid
the panic that comes with a surprise audit.

One area that has seen increasing focus is cybersecurity in the supply chain. If you are buying
IT products or services, the government expects you to have safeguards in place. That means
including security requirements in your purchase orders and verifying that your suppliers meet
those standards. It is another layer, but it fits naturally into a mature purchasing system.

Final Thoughts



Purchasing system compliance is not a trophy you win and display. It is a muscle you exercise
every day. The systems that pass CPSRs with flying colors are the ones where buyers,
managers, and finance people all understand what is expected and why it matters. They do not
see compliance as a burden. They see it as the framework that lets them buy with confidence.

If you are preparing for a review or just trying to tighten up your processes, start with your
people. Get them on board. Show them how a compliant system makes their work easier. The
paperwork will follow. And when the reviewer shows up, you will be ready.



