
A Practical CPSR Compliance Guide for Defense
Contractors
For contractors working with the Department of Defense, CPSR compliance is one of those
requirements that can feel both abstract and urgent at the same time. A CPSR, or Contractor
Purchasing System Review, is the government's way of verifying that your procurement
processes meet the standards set by the Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation Supplement,
better known as DFARS. If your company holds a government contract that involves significant
purchasing, you will eventually face this review. The key is to be ready before it happens.

I have seen contractors approach CPSR preparation in very different ways. Some treat it as a
last-minute scramble, pulling together documents only when the review is already on the
calendar. Others build their purchasing systems from the ground up with CPSR requirements in
mind. The second group always has an easier time. This cpsr compliance guide is written from
that perspective, helping you think about compliance as an ongoing process rather than a one-
time event. cpsr compliance guide

Understanding What a CPSR Actually Covers
A CPSR is not a single test or a checkbox exercise. It is a thorough examination of your
purchasing system, including how you solicit bids, evaluate proposals, award contracts, and
manage subcontractors. The Defense Contract Management Agency (DCMA) typically
conducts these reviews, and they look for evidence that your system is consistent, fair, and
compliant with federal regulations.

The scope of the review can feel broad. They will examine your procedures for price analysis,
cost or price data, contractor business systems, and even how you handle small business
subcontracting plans. But the core question is simple: does your purchasing system give the
government reasonable assurance that you are spending taxpayer money responsibly?
Everything else flows from that.

Common Pitfalls in CPSR Preparation
One of the most common mistakes I see is contractors treating CPSR compliance as a
documentation exercise only. They write a procurement manual, file it away, and never update
it. When the review comes, the manual does not match how the purchasing team actually
operates. That mismatch is a red flag.

Another issue is failing to train staff on the requirements. A compliance system only works if
the people using it understand why the rules exist. I have been in reviews where a buyer could
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not explain why they selected a particular vendor or how they determined a price was fair. That
kind of gap can lead to a finding of non-compliance and a follow-up review down the road.

A third pitfall is ignoring the subcontracting piece. If your company uses subcontractors, the
CPSR will look at how you manage those relationships. Do you flow down required clauses? Do
you monitor subcontractor performance? Do you have a system for tracking small business
participation? These are all areas where contractors stumble.

Building a System That Works
A compliant purchasing system does not have to be complicated, but it does have to be
consistent. Start with your procurement manual. It should describe your actual processes, not
an idealised version of them. If your team uses email for bid solicitations because that is what
works, your manual should reflect that. If you have a formal bid board, describe how it
operates.

Next, make sure your file documentation supports what the manual says. Every purchase over
the simplified acquisition threshold should have a clear record: the solicitation, the bids or
quotes received, the evaluation, and the award decision. That file is your evidence that the
system works as described.

Training is another essential piece. Your buyers and procurement staff need to understand
DFARS requirements, but they also need to know how to apply them in real situations. A one-
hour training session once a year is not enough. Build it into your regular workflow. When
someone new joins the team, train them early. When regulations change, update your training
materials and communicate the changes.

How Software Can Help
This is where many contractors turn to software solutions. Good procurement software can
enforce compliance rules automatically, flagging purchases that need additional
documentation or approval. It can also maintain audit trails that make CPSR preparation much
less painful. When the DCMA asks for a sample of purchase files, you can pull them quickly
rather than hunting through spreadsheets and email chains.

But software is not a magic fix. If your underlying processes are broken, automating them just
makes the problems faster and more consistent. The best approach is to fix your process first,
then use software to support it. That combination makes the review go smoothly and reduces
the stress on your team.

I have seen contractors use everything from simple document management tools to full ERP
systems for CPSR compliance. The right tool depends on your company size, contract volume,



and complexity. A small contractor with a handful of purchases per month probably does not
need an enterprise system. A larger contractor with hundreds of transactions might benefit
from something more robust.

Preparing for the Review Itself
When the review date is set, do not panic. The DCMA will provide a list of documents they want
to see. Start gathering those early. Run through your own checklist. Are your purchase files
complete? Are your procedures current? Have you trained your team recently?

One practical tip: do a mock review. Have someone who is not involved in daily purchasing look
at your files and procedures with fresh eyes. They will often spot gaps that you have become
blind to. It is better to find those gaps yourself than to have the reviewer find them.

During the review, be transparent. If you know there is a weakness in your system,
acknowledge it and explain what you are doing to fix it. The DCMA reviewers are not looking for
perfection; they are looking for a good faith effort to comply. Honesty goes a long way.

After the review, you will receive a report with any findings. Some findings may require
corrective action. Treat those as opportunities to improve your system, not as failures. Every
contractor I have worked with has come out of a CPSR with at least one area they could
strengthen. That is normal.

Making Compliance Part of Your Culture
The ultimate goal is to reach a point where CPSR compliance is not a separate project but part
of how your company does business. That takes time and effort, but it is achievable. When
your purchasing team thinks about compliance automatically, the review becomes a routine
check rather than a major event.

I have seen companies that treat CPSR compliance as a burden and companies that treat it as
a competitive advantage. The ones in the second group tend to win more contracts because
their systems inspire confidence. They also spend less time and money on corrective actions
and follow-up reviews.

This cpsr compliance guide is meant to be a starting point, not a replacement for the full
regulations. DFARS is detailed and changes over time. Make sure you stay current by
subscribing to updates from the DCMA or working with a consultant who specialises in this
area. The investment in getting it right pays off in smoother reviews and stronger relationships
with your government customers.



Building a compliant purchasing system is not glamorous work, but it is essential if you want to
keep doing business with the Department of Defense. Start now, even if your review is months
or years away. Every step you take today makes the next one easier. And when the reviewer sits
down at your table, you will be glad you did.


