What Is a CPSR and Why It Matters for Product
Safety Compliance

If you work in procurement or supply chain management, you have likely heard the term CPSR
tossed around in meetings or compliance training. But what is a CPSR exactly, and why does it
carry so much weight in government contracting and product safety? The short answer is that
a Contractor Purchasing System Review (CPSR) is a formal evaluation of a contractor's
purchasing system, conducted by the Defense Contract Management Agency (DCMA) or an
authorized delegate. But the real story is about how this review shapes the way companies buy
goods and services, especially when safety and regulatory compliance are on the line.

| have spent over a decade working with defense contractors and commercial suppliers, and |
have seen firsthand how a CPSR can either streamline operations or expose deep problems in
a company's procurement practices. A clean CPSR is not just a badge of honor. It is a signal
that your purchasing system meets federal standards for fairness, transparency, and
accountability. For companies that sell to the U.S. Department of Defense, passing a CPSR is
often a requirement for winning and keeping contracts. But even for those outside the defense
sector, the principles behind a CPSR are worth understanding because they touch on core
issues of product safety, supplier management, and risk mitigation.

The Basics: What Is a CPSR?

At its core, what is a CPSR? It is a detailed review of a contractor's purchasing system to

ensure compliance with the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) and the Defense Federal
Acquisition Regulation Supplement (DFARS). The review looks at how a company selects
suppliers, negotiates prices, places orders, and manages subcontracts. It also checks that the
company has proper documentation for every purchase and that it follows ethical and legal
standards. The goal is to make sure taxpayer money is spent wisely and that the products and
services bought meet strict quality and safety requirements.

But there is more to it than just checking boxes. A CPSR is also about evaluating whether a
company's purchasing system is effective and reliable. The reviewers look at things like
whether the company has a clear purchasing policy, whether it uses competitive bidding when
required, and whether it monitors supplier performance. They also examine how the company
handles conflicts of interest and whether it complies with the Truth in Negotiations Act. In my
experience, companies that take the CPSR process seriously end up with stronger, more
resilient supply chains.

Why Product Safety Compliance Depends on a Solid CPSR
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One of the most important but often overlooked aspects of a CPSR is its connection to product
safety. When a company fails a CPSR, it is usually because of problems in its purchasing
system that directly affect the safety and quality of the products it buys. For example, if a
contractor does not properly vet its suppliers for quality certifications, it might end up with
substandard materials that could lead to product failures or safety hazards. A CPSR forces
companies to establish rigorous supplier qualification processes, which in turn helps ensure
that every component meets the required safety standards.

| recall a case where a mid-sized electronics manufacturer was preparing for its first CPSR. The
company had been buying circuit boards from a low-cost supplier without checking the
supplier's 1ISO 9001 certification. When the CPSR team reviewed the purchasing files, they
found that the supplier had a history of quality issues. The company had to scramble to find a
new supplier and re-qualify all its components, which delayed production by months. Had the
company been following CPSR best practices from the start, it would have avoided that costly
disruption. This is a classic example of how understanding what is a CPSR can help a
company build a safer, more reliable supply chain.

How a CPSR Works in Practice

The CPSR process typically begins when a contractor receives a contract that includes a
requirement for a compliant purchasing system. The DCMA then schedules a review, which can
last anywhere from a few days to several weeks, depending on the size and complexity of the
contractor's purchasing operations. The review team examines a sample of purchase orders,
subcontracts, and supporting documents. They also interview key personnel, such as the
purchasing manager and the compliance officer.

During the review, the team looks for evidence that the contractor follows a systematic
approach to purchasing. They check that purchase orders are properly authorized, that prices
are fair and reasonable, and that the contractor has documented its basis for selecting
suppliers. They also verify that the contractor has a system for tracking and resolving supplier
performance issues. If the review team finds significant deficiencies, the contractor may
receive a failing grade, which can lead to contract termination or loss of future business.

But a CPSR is not just a pass-or-fail exam. It is also an opportunity for improvement. In my
work, | have helped several companies prepare for CPSRs by conducting internal audits and
gap analyses. The process often reveals inefficiencies in purchasing workflows, such as
duplicate orders, outdated supplier lists, or inconsistent documentation. Fixing these issues
not only helps pass the CPSR but also reduces costs and improves overall procurement
performance.



Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

One of the most common mistakes | see is companies treating the CPSR as a one-time event
rather than an ongoing process. They scramble to organize their files and train their staff a few
weeks before the review, but they do not maintain those standards in between. This approach
almost always leads to problems because the review team can spot gaps that were hastily
patched. The better strategy is to embed CPSR compliance into your daily procurement
operations. That means using a purchasing system that automatically enforces FAR
requirements, training your staff regularly, and conducting periodic self-assessments.

Another pitfall is failing to document the rationale behind purchasing decisions. Reviewers
want to see that you considered multiple options and made informed choices. If you simply
pick a supplier because you have always used them, without documenting why they are the
best value, that can count against you. A good rule of thumb is to keep a file for each major
purchase that includes the solicitation, the bids received, the evaluation criteria, and the final
award justification. This level of detail shows that your purchasing system is transparent and
defensible.

Beyond Defense: Why CPSR Principles Apply Everywhere

Even if your company does not do business with the Department of Defense, the principles
behind a CPSR are valuable for any organization that wants to ensure product safety and
procurement integrity. The focus on supplier vetting, competitive pricing, and thorough
documentation is universal. In fact, many commercial companies have adopted CPSR-like
practices voluntarily because they lead to better outcomes. For example, a medical device
manufacturer might use a similar review process to ensure that its suppliers of sterile
components meet FDA standards. The same goes for automotive companies that need to
verify the quality of parts from overseas suppliers.

In my consulting practice, | often tell clients that the most important thing they can learn from
the CPSR process is the habit of asking questions. Who is supplying this component? Are they
certified? How do we know they are reliable? What happens if they fail to deliver? By building
these questions into your purchasing routine, you create a culture of accountability that
protects your company from risk.

Final Thoughts on What a CPSR Means for Your Business

So, to wrap up, what is a CPSR? It is a comprehensive evaluation of your purchasing system
that goes beyond simple compliance. It is a tool for ensuring that every dollar you spend on
procurement is justified, that your suppliers are trustworthy, and that the products you buy are
safe and fit for purpose. Whether you are a defense contractor or a commercial buyer, taking



the time to understand and implement CPSR best practices will pay dividends in the long run.
The process might feel daunting at first, but with the right preparation and a commitment to
continuous improvement, it becomes a natural part of how you do business.

Remember, the goal is not just to pass the review but to build a purchasing system that serves
your company well for years to come. And that starts with asking the fundamental question:
what is a CPSR and how can it help me buy better, safer products?



