
GettinG it riGht 
from the start
Managing paper files

records and inforMation ManageMent



Making the best start

For more than 25 years best practice 

in business has advocated reducing 

paper in the office. The advantages 

are many, ranging from improved 

productivity and accessibility to better 

compliance. Yet the reality is that 

for many, the dream of a paper-free 

office remains just that, a dream.

This guide is designed for those 

who find themselves in a working 

environment where paper is still 

present. Managing these paper-based 

records effectively becomes a matter 

of strategy and planning. It’s about 

thinking how you need to use the 

information around you, and devising 

systems to make the process as simple, 

streamlined and efficient as possible.

If you are going to work with paper files, 

they need to be logically organised and 

consistently labelled. If you’re working 

with a offsite records management 

supplier, this is particularly important. 

This guide describes the best way to set 

up and manage a paper filing system that 

will provide accurate, prompt retrieval for 

as long as the information is required. 

steps to take

1. CLASSIFICATION

2. NAMING

3. MAINTAINING PAPER FILES

4. FILE LISTS

5. TRACKING FILES

6. CLOSING FILES

1. CLASSIFICATION

Files need to be classified. That way, 

you can find them quickly when you 

need them, and know exactly what is 

inside a file at a glance. Every new file 

should be registered and maintained 

in a filing system, with a unique title so 

that it can always be identified. A good 

file classification system should support 

you, not the other way round. It should 

be easy to understand and maintain.

The best classification systems have 

a structured referencing system with 

usually two, and no more than three, 

elements. There are several options:

 > A Single Number System.   

This allocates a running number 

to a file, starting at 1, regardless 

of function. It has the virtue of 

simplicity, and is good for offices 

with large filing systems and limited 

space. However, an index is necessary, 

and as numbers grow, the possibility 

of misfiling increases. It should not 

be used for very long runs of files.

 > An Annual Single Number System. 

This adds a running number to the 

current year, for example 2016/1. 

It prevents numbers growing too 

large, and helps in the systematic 

closure of files. It is particularly 

useful in filing financial records.

why read this?
Paper is still important. If you’re a records or facilities manager, ensuring 
your paper is properly filed helps keep your information accessible and 
your business compliant. Plus, if you’re managing your paper effectively, 
the tranisition to offsite records management will be even easier.

40% of orGanisations 
report that more than 
half of their invoices 
are now delivered 
electronically - but 
35% aGree that most 
Get printed anyway†



 > A Self-Numbering System.  

This uses a sequential, meaningful 

number contained in the records, 

for example on invoices.

 > An Alphabetical System. This uses 

the name of the subject of the file, for 

example a customer, an employee or 

department within the organisation. 

2. NAMING

The following information should 

always be provided on file covers:

 > File reference – a unique reference 

for each new file. You may have 

different systems according to the 

type of information being managed.

 > File title – a meaningful and 

accurate title should be given 

to each file. Acronyms and 

abbreviations should be avoided.

 > Date opened

 > Date closed

 > Owner – this is the person responsible 

for the contents of the file

 > Department or team

 > System reference – if the file 

relates to a record or file held on 

a computer system, you should 

record the file name and path.

 > Disposal date/action – date for 

disposal and the action that should  

be followed. The details will be 

provided in the retention schedule. 

3. MAINTAINING PAPER FILES

Records contained in paper files should be 

managed according to business and legal 

requirements. The following principles will 

help maintain an orderly filing system:

 > File latest records on top.

 > File in order of the date on 

which the document was 

written, not date of receipt.

 > File attachments or enclosures 

immediately below the documents 

to which they relate. Place bulky 

items such as plans or drawings 

in a pouch or pocket with the 

contents described on the front.

 > Do not file duplicates.

 > Documents should not be placed 

loose into files or folders.

 > Circulated papers should be 

marked in such a way as to identify 

the original or master set and 

copies. File the original and, if 

necessary, insert a file note into 

other files to indicate its location.

4. FILE LISTS

Where files are stored by reference, 

code or index number, it is good 

practice to maintain a list of the 

files. Remember to update lists when 

files are destroyed. A file list should 

contain the following information:

 > File reference

 > File title

 > Date opened

 > Date closed

 > System reference

 > Keywords

 > Disposal details.

you are not alone.  
in a recent survey only 
17% of respondents said  
they worked in what 
could be described  
as a paper-free office†

31% of respondents to 
a recent survey admit 
their office is piled hiGh 
with paper documents 
and paper processes†



5. TRACKING FILES

Whenever a file leaves the office, 

it must be tracked using a tracking 

schedule. This should include where 

the file has gone, when it left, who 

has it, and most important of all, 

when it is returned.  

 

You may prefer to photocopy 

documents rather than release 

an original, but you still need 

to remember data protection 

requirements and keep a record 

of what you have done. If a file 

containing confidential or personal 

information is requested, you 

need to ensure no unauthorised 

copies are made while it is out 

and that only authorised people 

have access to the information.

6. CLOSING FILES

A file should be closed,  

and a new file created, if:

 > The file is no longer in use, 

e.g. a member of staff has 

left or a project has ended

 > No papers have been 

added for two years

 > The file is no longer in use, 

but needs to be retained 

for legal reasons.

When closing a file, you should 

remove material such as blank 

forms, brochures and newsletters. 

Electronic media, such as CDs 

or memory sticks, should not 

be attached to or stored with 

paper files. Once a file has been 

closed the following actions 

may take place depending 

upon your retention policy:

 > Immediate destruction –  

if records have reached their 

retention period, they may  

be destroyed. A secure system, 

such as secure shredding, should 

always be used. Don’t just put 

them into a paper recycling bin.

 > Retain for frequent use – these 

semi-active records may be 

stored offsite. Responsibility 

for managing the files 

remains with the department 

or team concerned. 

 > Retain for infrequent use – these 

should be transferred to an 

offsite storage facility until they 

reach their retention deadline.

 > Retain permanently – some 

records including deeds and 

incorporation papers should 

be retained indefinitely at a 

secure offsite storage facility. 

final thoUghts

The journey to digital transformation 

isn’t always easy. If you’re still in the 

early stages, it doesn’t follow that 

your information has to be chaotic 

and impossible to find. Following 

the six straightforward steps 

outlined in this guide will ensure 

that you know where everything 

is when you need it, and give you 

the confidence that you have built 

a foundation for compliance.

† All quotes cited from: Paper-Free 
Progress: measuring outcomes. AIMM 
Market Intelligence Report 2015
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need to find out more about storing and managing  
your paper files? download eight reasons to 
outsource Your document Management 

share this Guide:

20% of respondents 
to a recent survey 
report that their 
consumption of 
paper is increasinG†
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