
How a CPSR Audit Checklist Can Keep Your
Purchasing System Compliant

Understanding the Role of a CPSR Audit Checklist in Government
Contracting
If you have spent any time working with federal contracts, you already know that compliance is
not optional. The government expects contractors to maintain purchasing systems that meet
specific standards. When a company fails to meet those standards, the consequences can be
severe. Loss of contract awards, delayed payments, and even suspension from bidding are real
risks. That is where a cpsr audit checklist becomes a practical tool. It is not just a list of boxes
to tick. It is a structured way to evaluate your purchasing system against the Defense Federal
Acquisition Regulation Supplement, or DFARS, requirements and the Federal Acquisition
Regulation, known as FAR.

I have worked with multiple contractors who thought their purchasing system was fine until the
auditor showed up. The gap between “we think we are okay” and “we are actually compliant”
can be wide. An audit checklist helps bridge that gap by forcing a detailed review of how your
system operates in practice, not just how it was designed on paper. It is the difference between
having a policy document that sits in a drawer and having a process that your team follows
every day.

What a CPSR Audit Actually Covers
A Contractor Purchasing System Review, or CPSR, examines the entire procurement operation
of a company that receives federal contract funds. The government wants to see that your
purchasing practices are fair, consistent, and cost-effective. They look at how you solicit bids,
how you select suppliers, how you document decisions, and how you ensure that prices are
reasonable. The review also covers your policies for subcontracting, conflict of interest
prevention, and small business utilization.

One of the most common mistakes I see is companies treating the CPSR as an event that
happens once every few years. They scramble to gather documentation and fix problems only
when they know an audit is coming. That approach is risky. The government auditor is trained
to spot gaps that appear when a system is not used consistently. If your purchasing files show
a pattern of missing justifications or skipped competitive bids, the auditor will flag those
issues regardless of how well you prepared for the visit. A solid cpsr audit checklist helps you
maintain compliance throughout the year, not just when the audit is scheduled.

Key Areas a Checklist Should Cover
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A thorough checklist will address several core areas of your purchasing system. Here is a look
at the main categories that auditors examine closely.

Policies and procedures. Do you have written procurement policies that align with
FAR Part 44 and DFARS Part 244? Are they approved by management and
communicated to all buyers? The checklist should verify that your policies are current
and that they cover every required element, from competition requirements to
documentation standards.

Purchase file documentation. Each purchase over the micro-purchase threshold
needs a file that shows the requirement, the solicitation method, the bids or quotes
received, the basis for supplier selection, and a price reasonableness determination.
The checklist should help you verify that every file includes these components.

Competition and sourcing. Did you solicit enough sources to ensure competition? Did
you document why you chose one supplier over another? The checklist should include
questions about your approach to obtaining competitive bids and how you handle
sole-source justifications.

Small business compliance. Federal contractors must make a good faith effort to
subcontract with small businesses, including those owned by veterans, women, and
socially and economically disadvantaged individuals. Your checklist should confirm
that your system tracks small business utilization and that you report it properly.

Conflict of interest and ethics. Auditors look for safeguards that prevent buyers from
favoring personal connections or accepting gifts. Your checklist should cover how
you train staff on ethics and how you document any potential conflicts.

Why a Routine Checklist Beats a Last-Minute Scramble
I once worked with a mid-sized defense contractor that had grown quickly through
acquisitions. Each acquired company brought its own purchasing habits. Some used purchase
orders, others used procurement cards with little documentation. When the CPSR notice
arrived, the compliance manager had two weeks to pull together files from five different
locations. The stress was palpable. People worked late, emails flew back and forth, and some
files could not be located at all. The audit found multiple deficiencies, and the company ended
up with a conditional rating that hurt their ability to win new contracts.

That experience could have been avoided with a consistent review process. If the company
had used a cpsr audit checklist quarterly, they would have caught the documentation gaps
early. They would have trained staff across locations on the same standards. They would have
entered the audit with confidence instead of panic. A checklist is not expensive to create or
maintain. It is simply a matter of discipline and leadership commitment.



Building a Checklist That Works for Your Team

A generic checklist pulled from the internet might cover the basics, but it will not capture the
nuances of your specific operation. To build a useful checklist, start with the FAR and DFARS
requirements. Then tailor the questions to match your purchasing volume, your contract types,
and your internal structure. For example, if you do a lot of cost-reimbursement contracts, your
checklist should emphasize cost accounting and allowability of costs. If you work mainly with
fixed-price contracts, your focus might be more on price reasonableness and competition.

Include practical checks like: Are all purchase files stored in a central location? Is there a
consistent naming convention for documents? Do buyers know how to document a waiver
when competition is not feasible? These details matter because auditors look at the actual
evidence, not just the policy statements. A checklist that asks specific questions about file
completeness and documentation quality will yield better results than one that only asks if a
policy exists.

Integrating the Checklist with Your Daily Workflow

The best checklist is the one that people actually use. If your purchasing team views the audit
checklist as an extra chore that gets done only when an audit is near, it will not help you stay
compliant. Instead, integrate the checklist into your regular procurement process. For example,
you can use it as a pre-award review for high-value purchases. Before a buyer issues a
purchase order over a certain threshold, they run through a short version of the checklist to
confirm that all required steps have been taken.

Another approach is to use the checklist during monthly or quarterly file reviews. Assign a
compliance officer or a senior buyer to randomly sample a few purchase files each month.
They can check each file against the checklist and note any missing items. Over time, this
builds a culture of accountability. People know that their work will be reviewed, so they take
care to follow procedures from the start.

Common Deficiencies Found During CPSR Audits
Understanding what auditors typically flag can help you prioritize your checklist. Here are some
of the most frequent findings.

1. Inadequate price reasonableness determinations. Buyers sometimes accept a
supplier's quote without checking whether the price is fair. The checklist should
require documentation of how you determined that a price is reasonable, whether
through competitive bids, historical data, or market analysis.

2. Missing or incomplete purchase files. Files that lack a clear description of the
requirement, the solicitation method, or the selection rationale are a common



problem. The checklist should verify that every required element is present.

3. Poor small business documentation. Many contractors fail to document their good
faith efforts to include small businesses. The checklist should include a step for
recording outreach efforts and results.

Moving Beyond Compliance to Performance
While the primary goal of a CPSR audit checklist is to help you pass the review, its real value
lies in improving how your purchasing system operates. A well-run purchasing system saves
money. It reduces risk. It builds trust with the government and with your suppliers. When your
team follows consistent procedures, you are less likely to miss discounts, overpay for supplies,
or face disputes over pricing.

Think of the checklist as a tool for continuous improvement, not just a compliance document.
After each audit, review the findings and update your checklist to address any new
weaknesses. Share the results with your team and train them on the changes. Over time, your
purchasing system will become more efficient and more resilient. That is the kind of outcome
that benefits everyone, from the procurement staff to the CFO to the end customer.

If you are preparing for a CPSR or just want to make sure your purchasing system is in good
shape, start by reviewing your current practices against a thorough checklist. The effort you
put in now will pay off when the auditor arrives. And even if an audit is not imminent, the
discipline of regular self-review will strengthen your organization and make you a more reliable
partner in the federal marketplace.


