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The company keeps certain records relating to each individual’s employment in a personnel file. The personnel file serves 
as the historical record of information about the employee from the date of hire to separation and contains some pre-
employment and post-employment information.  The records maintained in the personnel file can serve to protect the 
employer in future legal proceedings, and also can help clear up misunderstandings that may occur over policy issues, 
pay and benefits issues, work duties and responsibilities, disciplinary or corrective actions, and grievances.

Various federal and state laws mandate that certain personnel records must be kept.  Therefore, when an employer is 
drafting or updating its policy or procedures regarding which records to maintain in personnel files and how long those 
records should be kept, it is necessary to review various applicable laws. 

Many states have laws that parallel the federal statutes.  Also, states have laws regulating employee access to their 
personnel files.  It is important that you are aware of these state laws.  The following records contain information that is 
very confidential and/or sensitive and should be handled very carefully. 

Confidentiality of Personnel Records
All files connected with an employee are considered strictly confidential and should be maintained in a secured location 
that is separate from other records.   Files containing confidential information are to be kept in locked cabinets or 
drawers with limited access.  If personnel files are stored electronically, access also must be secured and limited.  

Access to any personnel record should be limited only to those who have a job-related need to know the information and 
who have been authorized to see the file in question.  

Creating a Policy
Adopting a written policy will allow supervisors and the human resources department to be consistent with replies when 
employees request access to their files. Consider including the following items in your policy: 

•	 Ensure that your policy complies with applicable state and federal laws. 
•	 Define personnel file, both as the term is used within your organization and according to applicable law. 
•	 State where, when, how often, and under what circumstances workers can review or copy their files.  To 

maintain the integrity of records, access should be permitted under some type of supervision. 
•	 Provide an opportunity for employees to rebut or challenge information. 
•	 Specify who is authorized to inspect personnel files. 
•	 Review records.  Periodically, you should audit employment records and remove or correct irrelevant, outdated, 

misleading, or inaccurate information. 

Personnel Records Maintenance and Audits
It is important to remember that all employee files are subject to audits or legal proceedings; thus, it is critical to ensure 
that your personnel files are kept neat and organized andcontain only the required documents.  

A good practice is to audit the personnel files at least once a year.  During the audit, you should verify that all employee 
records are up-to-date and complete and that you are storing the same information for each employee.  Purge the files of 
any duplicate information.  You should also move the files of terminated employees to a separate secured storage location 
for the required retention period.  [Review various applicable laws for required retention period.]

Maintaining neat personnel files will make it easier to review your company’s employee information, either by you or an 
audit team. Make sure the file folders are sturdy and that documents will not easily fall out of place. Label the files with 
the employee’s name, and keep the files in alphabetical order.
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The following items should be kept in a basic personnel file: 
Records related:

I. Employment 
• Employment application and resume. 
• Any communications with applicant surrounding employment application.
• College transcripts. 
• Employment interview report.
• Job descriptions and employee’s acknowledgment of receipt.
• Hiring, promotion, demotion, transfer, layoff, rates of pay, other forms of compensation, and education 

records. 
• Correspondence regarding the terms and conditions of employment—an offer or  acknowledgment 

letter which may be given prior to the beginning of employment.
• Current employment contract or addendums.
• Other employment practices. 
• Letters of recognition. 
• Applicable certificates and licenses.
• Checklist from new employee orientation showing subjects covered.
• Copy of pre-employment and orientation notices given to the employee.
• Acknowledgment of receipt of employee handbook.
• Acknowledgment of receipt of sexual harassment policy, etc.
• Disciplinary notices or documents. 
• Test documents used by an employer to make an employment decision. 
• Termination records. 

II. Performance Appraisals and Disciplinary Actions
• Progress reports or notes by supervisors and managers.
• Performance appraisal forms.
• Performance improvement program records.
• Disciplinary (formal and informal) actions and supporting documentation.
• Report of coaching/counseling session.

• Follow-up
III. Training and Development 

• Training history records.
• Training program applications/requests.
• Safety training/meeting attendance/summary forms.
• Commendations.

IV. Employee Separations
• Exit interview form.
• Exit interviewer’s comment form.
• Record of documents given with final paycheck.
• Severance agreement, if applicable.
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The following items should be maintained in separate files: 
• Medical Records: The Americans with Disabilities Act requires employers to keep all medical records separate.  

Many states have privacy laws to protect employees.  All medical records, including physical examinations, 
medical leaves, worker’ compensation claims, and drug and alcohol testing should be kept separate. 

• Equal Employment Opportunity: To minimize claims of discrimination, it is important to keep source 
documents that identify an individual’s race and sex in a separate file.  Additionally, if internal/external charges 
are investigated, it is recommended that these files also be maintained separately. 

• Immigration (I-9) Forms: It is recommended that these forms be maintained chronologically by year.  Keeping 
this information in a separate file reduces the opportunity for an auditor to pursue and investigate unrelated 
information. 

• Invitation to Self-Identify Disability or Veterans Status: This information is required to be maintained by federal 
contractors. Laws prohibit employment decisions on the basis of certain protected classes; however, managers 
have the right to access an employee’s file for a number of operational issues.  Unless there is a need to know for 
accommodation purposes, these files should be maintained separately to reduce a potential source of bias. 

• Safety Training Records: OSHA may audit company’s training records. Keeping this information separate will 
protect the employer from an auditor pursuing and investigating other information in the personnel file. 

• Investigation records
• Garnishment forms/child support orders
• Background check information
• Insupportable opinions
• Correspondence with attorneys regarding current and former employees
• References
• Payroll

· W-4 forms
· Weekly time sheets, if applicable
· Individual attendance record
· Authorization for all other payroll deductions
· Notification of wage and or salary increase/decrease

• Benefits
· Medical/dental/vision coverage waiver/drop form
· Beneficiary forms
· Vacation accrual/taken form
· Record of paying out all earned but unused PTO, if applicable
· Leave request forms
· Payroll deduction authorizations
· COBRA notification/election
· Hazardous substance notification and/or reports
· Tuition reimbursement application and/or payment records



Supervisors’ Working Files (Optional)
• Supervisors often keep a “working file” or “desk file” on each employee to track work in progress, conduct, and 

performance-related information.  Typically this file includes documents and notes about assignments, status 
reports, milestones, and conversations to support annual performance evaluations.  The supervisor’s working 
file is a confidential file that should be stored in a secure area, preferably in a locked drawer.  

• The supervisor’s working file is not considered part of the official personnel file.  This means that if any 
information in the supervisor’s file is to be used as the basis for a timely personnel action (promotion, 
disciplinary action, etc.), the documentation must be in the official personnel  file.

• Important Notes:  While a supervisor’s working file is not considered part of the official personnel file, in the 
event of an employment-related legal action, the working file can become evidence in the case.   For that reason, 
information stored in a working file should objectively state the facts and be free of labeling, name calling, or 
inferences. Notes should also be dated and signed.  A good practice is to document only what you would not be 
ashamed to see in public. 

•  It is also good practice to purge the working file of any outdated information or irrelevant information.  Once a 
performance evaluation or a disciplinary document has been written and submitted to the employee’s personnel 
file, then notes related to these actions should be destroyed.  

DISCLAIMER:  This document is meant as a guide only.  The laws vary from state to state and therefore, you should 
consult with your attorney should you need specific legal information or legal advice concerning personnel records 
management.
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