
How a CPSR Audit Checklist Keeps Your
Purchasing System Compliant

What a CPSR Audit Really Checks
If you work in government contracting, you know the CPSR audit well. The Contractor
Purchasing System Review is one of those events that can make or break your year. A passing
CPSR means your purchasing system meets federal standards. A failing one can lead to
withheld payments, suspended contracts, and a lot of uncomfortable questions from
leadership.

Over time I have sat through several CPSRs, both as a team member and as a reviewer. The
single biggest mistake I see is waiting until the audit is announced to start preparing. By then
you are already behind. The smartest teams keep a working cpsr audit checklist close at hand
all year long. Not as a dusty document pulled out once a quarter, but as a living tool that guides
daily decisions in the purchasing department.

The Core of a Strong Purchasing System
A CPSR evaluates whether your purchasing system is reliable, ethical, and compliant with the
Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) and the Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation
Supplement (DFARS). The review covers multiple areas, from how you select vendors to how
you document price reasonableness. Each area has its own set of criteria, and missing one can
cause a ripple effect of findings.

I remember a mid-sized contractor I worked with a few years ago. They had excellent internal
controls for pricing but neglected their subcontracting plans. The CPSR team flagged it hard,
and the company spent months fixing the gap. A simple cpsr audit checklist would have
caught that oversight early, before it became a corrective action item.

What Belongs on a CPSR Audit Checklist

Based on my experience, here are the five areas that every checklist should cover. These are
not the only ones, but they are the ones that trip up most contractors.

Purchasing procedures and delegations of authority. Are your policies written, current,
and followed? Do buyers know their dollar limits?

Vendor selection and price analysis. How do you determine that a price is fair and
reasonable? Do you have documentation for every competitive bid?

Subcontracting plans and small business utilization. Are you meeting your
percentages? Is your subcontracting plan approved before you award the prime
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contract?

File documentation and record keeping. Can you produce a complete contract file
within a few hours? Are all approvals signed and dated?

Ethics and conflict of interest controls. Do you have a code of conduct? Are buyers
trained annually on conflicts of interest?

Each of these areas has subcomponents, and the checklist should drill into them. But the
checklist itself is only as good as the habit of using it. The teams that pass CPSRs with few or
no findings tend to run through their checklist after every major purchase, not just when an
audit is coming.

Why a Checklist Beats Storing Up Knowledge
Some procurement professionals rely on memory and experience to stay compliant. That
works until someone retires or a new regulation drops. A checklist institutionalizes the
knowledge. It makes the system less dependent on any one person. I have seen a senior buyer
leave a company and take years of unwritten compliance habits with them. The next CPSR was
a disaster because no one had kept a formal record of the processes.

A checklist also helps new hires get up to speed faster. Instead of learning by trial and error,
they can follow a structured path. It saves time and reduces risk. The best checklists I have
seen include reminders about recent regulatory updates, like changes to the FAR or new DFARS
clauses. They are updated within a week of a rule change, not six months later.

How to Build a CPSR Audit Checklist That Works
Start with the official CPSR criteria from the Defense Contract Management Agency (DCMA) or
your cognizant contracting officer. Those criteria are the baseline. Then add your own
company-specific items: internal approval thresholds, special contract types you use
frequently, and any past findings you have had. Past findings are gold. They tell you exactly
where your system was weak before.

I recommend organizing the checklist by the audit phases the reviewers will follow. For
example:

1. Pre-award: Are you checking vendor responsibility before awarding the purchase
order?

2. Award: Is the documentation complete and signed?

3. Post-award: Are you monitoring subcontractor performance and billing?

4. Closeout: Are files archived properly and audit ready?



That structure makes it easy to map the checklist to the auditor's line of questioning. When the
reviewer asks for evidence of price reasonableness, you can point to the checklist item that
guided your analysis. It shows the system is not just documented but actively used.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

One pitfall is making the checklist too long. I have seen checklists with thirty pages of detailed
steps. Nobody uses them. The checklist should be comprehensive enough to cover the major
risk areas but concise enough to be usable. Aim for two to three pages, or a digital tool that
lets you drill down into details only when needed.

Another pitfall is treating the checklist as a pass-fail test. A checklist is a guide, not a
guarantee. It helps you identify gaps, but it cannot fix a broken purchasing culture. If your team
routinely bypasses competitive bidding because it is faster, the checklist will only highlight that
gap. You still have to fix the behavior.

Finally, do not leave the checklist to one person. Share it across the purchasing team and make
it part of regular training. When everyone knows the criteria, the whole system improves.

Using a Digital Tool to Stay on Track
Paper checklists work, but they are hard to keep current and even harder to search. A digital
tool designed for compliance can make a big difference. It can send reminders, track
completion of each item, and store evidence directly linked to the checklist. Some tools even
integrate with your purchasing system to pull data automatically. That way you are not
duplicating work.

One thing I appreciate about a good digital tool is the ability to run a self-audit on demand.
Instead of waiting for the official CPSR, you can run through your entire checklist at the end of
each quarter. That gives you a chance to fix issues before the auditor sees them. It also builds
a history of continuous improvement, which auditors love to see.

Preparing for an Actual CPSR
When the audit date is set, your checklist becomes your battle plan. Pull it out, run through
every item, and gather the supporting documents. If you have been using the checklist all year,
this step takes a day or two. If you have not, it can take weeks. I have seen teams scramble to
reconstruct files from two years ago because they never checked their record retention
practices.

During the audit itself, the checklist can serve as a reference. When the reviewer asks a
question, you can point to the relevant part of your checklist and show how your system



addresses it. That level of readiness earns respect from the audit team. It also speeds up the
review, because the auditor can see that your system is organized.

Keeping the Checklist Alive
A checklist that sits in a file drawer is worthless. The best practice is to review and update the
checklist every six months, or whenever a new regulation or contract type comes in. Assign
one person on the team to own the checklist and another to verify it against actual practice.
That second set of eyes catches things like outdated dollar thresholds or missing approval
signatures.

I also recommend sharing the checklist with your subcontractors if they play a big role in your
purchasing system. Some CPSR findings come from subcontractor noncompliance that the
prime contractor did not catch. A shared checklist can align everyone on the same standards.

Final Thought
The difference between a stressful CPSR and a smooth one often comes down to preparation.
Not last-minute preparation, but the steady, disciplined use of a good cpsr audit checklist
throughout the year. It is not the only tool you need, but it is the one that ties everything
together. If you do not have one yet, start building it today. Your future self, and your
contracting officer, will thank you.


