Why a CPSR Evaluation Matters for Government
Contractors

If you work with federal contracts, you have probably heard the term CPSR. It stands for
Contractor Purchasing System Review, and it is one of those compliance milestones that can
feel both intimidating and bureaucratic. | remember sitting through my first prep meeting years
ago, watching the project manager list documents we had to pull together. It was a long list.
But once you understand what a CPSR evaluation actually looks for, the process becomes a lot
more manageable. More importantly, it becomes a tool for improving how your company
spends public money.

Let me walk through what a CPSR evaluation covers, why it matters beyond just passing a
check, and how you can approach it without losing sleep.

What a CPSR Evaluation Really Examines

A CPSR evaluation is not just a paperwork review. The government wants to see that your
purchasing system is reliable, consistent, and compliant with the Federal Acquisition
Regulation (FAR) and the Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation Supplement (DFARS). The
evaluators look at how you solicit bids, how you award contracts to subcontractors, how you
handle small business goals, and how you document every step. They also check that your
system prevents conflicts of interest and that your buyers have the right training.

One thing that surprised me early on is how much the evaluation focuses on the human side. It
is not enough to have a policy manual sitting on a shelf. The evaluators interview your
procurement staff. They ask them to walk through actual purchase files. They want to see that
the people using the system understand it and follow it daily. That is where many contractors
trip up. They have the right forms but their people skip steps or take shortcuts. A CPSR
evaluation catches those gaps.

How to Prepare Without Panic

Preparation for a CPSR evaluation should start long before the notice arrives. The best
approach is to run internal audits on a regular schedule. Look at a sample of your purchase
files every quarter. Check that each file has a clear statement of work, a proper price analysis,
and evidence that you checked the System for Award Management (SAM) for debarment
status. If you find issues, fix them immediately. Do not wait until the evaluation is six weeks
away.
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| have seen companies scramble to recreate missing documents right before a CPSR
evaluation. That never ends well. Evaluators can tell when a file has been doctored after the
fact. The dates do not line up. The signatures look rushed. Being honest about gaps and
showing that you have a corrective action plan is much better than trying to cover them up.

Another practical step is to train your buyers on the FAR clauses that apply to your contracts.
Many contracting officers assume that if you have a certified purchasing system, your staff
already knows this material. But turnover happens. New buyers might not have the same depth
of experience. A quick annual refresher on how to document price reasonableness or how to
justify a sole-source award can save you from a finding.

Common Findings and How to Avoid Them

Over the years, | have noticed a few recurring issues in CPSR evaluations. The first is
inadequate price analysis. Some contractors accept a subcontractor's quote without checking
whether the price is fair. That is a red flag. You need to show that you compared prices, asked
for competitive bids when possible, or documented why competition was not feasible.

The second common finding is weak small business subcontracting plans. If your contract
includes a small business participation requirement, you must show that you made a good
faith effort to meet your goals. That means outreach to small businesses, documenting why
you could not use them if you did not, and reporting your actual spending. A CPSR evaluation
will look at your subcontracting reports and compare them to your commitments.

A third issue is around conflict of interest. If your procurement staff have personal
relationships with vendors, you need a policy that addresses that. | have seen cases where a
buyer awarded a contract to a relative's company without disclosing the relationship. That can
lead to serious penalties. The evaluators will ask about your organizational conflict of interest
procedures, so have them ready and make sure they are actually followed.

The Real Value of a Strong CPSR Evaluation

Passing a CPSR evaluation is obviously the immediate goal. But there is a deeper benefit. A
well-run purchasing system saves you money. When you have competitive bidding, solid price
analysis, and clear documentation, you avoid overpaying for goods and services. You also
reduce the risk of audit findings from the Defense Contract Audit Agency (DCAA). Those audits
can be painful and expensive, especially if they lead to cost disallowances.

There is also a reputational advantage. Government contracting officers talk to each other. If
your company has a history of clean CPSR evaluations, you become a safer choice for new
awards. Agencies prefer to work with contractors who already have an approved purchasing



system because it reduces their own oversight burden. That can translate into more contract
opportunities over time.

What Happens During the Evaluation

A typical CPSR evaluation starts with the government sending a notification and a data
request. They will ask for your purchasing procedures, organization charts, training records,
and a sample of purchase files. Usually the sample covers the last twelve to eighteen months.
The evaluators will then schedule an onsite visit, though some reviews are done remotely now.

During the visit, they will interview key personnel. They will walk through the files and look for
compliance with your own procedures as well as with the FAR. They may also test your system
by asking how you would handle a specific scenario. The whole process can take a few days to
a week, depending on the size of your company and the complexity of your contracts.

At the end, you get a report. If you pass without any significant deficiencies, your purchasing
system gets approved for three years. If they find issues, you will get a chance to submit a
corrective action plan. The key is to respond quickly and show that you take the findings
seriously. | have seen companies turn a conditional approval into a full approval by acting on
the corrective actions within a few months.

Practical Tips for a Smooth Experience

Here are a few things that have helped me and my colleagues prepare for a CPSR evaluation:

e Assign a single point of contact to manage the data request. That person should track
every document and follow up with department leads.

* Do a mock review with an internal team or an outside consultant. A fresh set of eyes
will catch things you miss.

e Keep a log of all your purchase files. Note the date, the vendor, the value, and whether
the file is complete. That log makes it easy to pull the sample the government asks
for.

e Review your small business subcontracting plan before the evaluation. Make sure
your actual spending matches your plan and that you have documentation for any
shortfalls.

e Make sure your buyers understand the importance of documenting every
conversation with a vendor. A phone call about pricing should be followed up with a
short email confirming the discussion.

Final Thoughts on the Process



A CPSR evaluation does not have to be a source of dread. It is a chance to take a hard look at
your purchasing operations and make them better. The government is not trying to trip you up.
They want to see that you can be trusted with public funds. If you build your system around
that idea and keep it running day to day, the evaluation becomes a confirmation of good
practice rather than a test you might fail.

One last point. The phrase "CPSR evaluation" gets thrown around a lot, but it really means a
partnership between your company and the government. Both sides want the same thing: fair,
transparent, and efficient spending. When you approach it that way, the process stops feeling
like an audit and starts feeling like a quality check. And that is a shift worth making.



