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Comprehensive Filing System Guide
For administrative professionals, a well-structured filing system is essential for efficiency and 
compliance. This guide outlines how to organise digital and physical records, name files 
consistently, and maintain order through routine maintenance and best practices.

Digital Filing Structure

Create a clear hierarchy for all company documents. At the top level, start with a root folder 
called Company Files/, and then create numbered sub-folders for major functional areas:

Company Files/
├─ 01_ADMINISTRATION/
│  ├─ Policies/
│  ├─ Procedures/
│  ├─ Forms/
│  └─ Templates/
├─ 02_FINANCE/
│  ├─ Budgets/[Year]/
│  ├─ Invoices/
│  │  ├─ Received/[Year]/
│  │  └─ Sent/[Year]/
│  ├─ Expense Reports/
│  └─ Financial Statements/
├─ 03_HUMAN RESOURCES/
│  ├─ Employee Files/[Last, First]/
│  ├─ Recruitment/
│  ├─ Benefits/
│  └─ Training/
├─ 04_CONTRACTS/
│  ├─ Active/
│  ├─ Pending/
│  ├─ Expired/
│  └─ Templates/
├─ 05_PROJECTS/
│  └─ [Project Name]/
│     ├─ Documentation/
│     ├─ Communications/



│     └─ Deliverables/
├─ 06_MEETINGS/
│  └─ [Year]/[Month]/[YYYY-MM-DD_MeetingName]/
├─ 07_CORRESPONDENCE/
│  ├─ Internal/
│  └─ External/
├─ 08_MARKETING/
│  ├─ Campaigns/
│  ├─ Materials/
│  └─ Events/
├─ 09_LEGAL/
│  ├─ Corporate Documents/
│  ├─ Compliance/
│  └─ Litigation/
└─ 10_ARCHIVE/[Year]/

Use numbered prefixes (01_, 02_, etc.) to keep folders in a logical order. Adjust or add 
sub-folders as needed for your organisation.

File Naming Conventions

Adopt a consistent naming format to make files easy to search and sort:

Standard Format

YYYY-MM-DD_Category_Description_Version

Examples

• 2026-01-24_Contract_ABCVendor_v2.pdf
• 2026-01-24_Minutes_BoardMeeting_FINAL.docx
• 2026-01-24_Report_Quarterly_Sales_DRAFT.xlsx

Rules

• Use underscores instead of spaces.
• Avoid special characters (stick to letters, numbers, hyphens and underscores).
• Always include the date in ISO format (YYYY-MM-DD).
• Use standard abbreviations for categories (e.g., Contract, Report).
• Add version identifiers such as v1, v2, DRAFT, FINAL or ARCHIVED when appropriate.

Physical Filing System

Even in the digital age, physical records often need to be kept. Organise filing cabinets with 
clear drawers and use a colour-coded system:



• Drawer 1 – Active Files: current year documents, pending items, and frequently 
accessed materials.

• Drawer 2 – Reference: policies, procedures, contact lists, templates and forms.
• Drawer 3 – Financial: current year financial records, tax documents (retain for seven 

years), contracts and agreements.
• Drawer 4 – Archive: previous year files, completed projects and historical records.

Colour Coding

Colour Meaning

🔴 Red Urgent/Confidential

🟡 Yellow Financial

🟢 Green Active Projects

🔵 Blue Reference

⚫ Black Archive

Apply coloured labels or folders to help everyone identify file types at a glance.

Retention Schedule

Keep documents only as long as necessary. Follow this retention schedule for common 
document types:

Document Type Retention Period

Tax records 7 years

Contracts Life + 7 years

Employee records Termination + 7 yrs

Financial statements Permanent

Board minutes Permanent

General correspondence 3 years

Invoices/receipts 7 years

Insurance policies Life + 3 years

Legal documents Permanent

Daily Filing Routine

Stay on top of filing tasks with a regular routine:

Morning (≈15 min)

•  Sort incoming mail and documents.☐
•  File yesterday’s documents.☐
•  Check the “To☐  File” folder.

End of Day (≈10 min)



•  Clear your desk of papers.☐
•  File or move documents to the “To☐  File” folder.
•  Delete unnecessary emails.☐

Weekly (≈30 min)

•  Archive completed projects.☐
•  Purge outdated documents.☐
•  Organise digital downloads.☐
•  Clean email folders.☐

Monthly (≈1 hour)

•  Review the retention schedule.☐
•  Archive old emails.☐
•  Update the filing index.☐
•  Shred sensitive disposals.☐

Quick Reference Index

Maintain an index (digital or physical) listing file locations, responsible parties, retention 
periods and last updated dates. A simple table can help:

Location Category Description Retention

D: Drive Finance Budgets 7 years

Cabinet 1 Admin Policies Permanent

Cloud Projects Active Completion + 3 yr
s

Update the index whenever files are moved or added.

Best Practices
1. File documents daily to avoid backlogs.
2. Use the naming conventions consistently.
3. Do not file documents until any required action is complete.
4. Keep active files easily accessible.
5. Digitise paper documents whenever possible.
6. Maintain backup copies of critical files.
7. Review the system at least quarterly.
8. Train colleagues on filing procedures.
9. Document any changes to the system.
10. Secure confidential files with locks or limited access.

Troubleshooting Tips

Can’t find a file?



• Check the “To File” folder.
• Search by date range or keyword.
• Look in related categories or archived folders.
• Ask colleagues if they moved it.

Running out of space?

• Review the retention schedule and purge old files.
• Move older documents to the archive or digitise paper files.
• Use cloud storage for infrequently used items.

System not working?

• Simplify folder categories if they’re too granular.
• Update naming conventions for clarity.
• Gain team buy-in through training and demonstrations.
• Schedule regular maintenance and audits.
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