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INTRODUCTION 

A personnel file is an employers’ saved documentation of the history and status of the entire 
employment relationship with an individual employee.  The employer maintains this 
employment documentation in a personnel file for these reasons: 

• The employer wants to have accurate information readily available and organized when 
you need access to the information for any reason.  Changes in emergency contacts, 
employee addresses, keeping track of performance evaluations, disciplinary letters, 
employee recognition, and employment application materials are examples of the kinds 
of information that the employer will want to be able to quickly access. 

• The employer needs to retain documentation about personnel issues such as employee 
selection, performance, work history, compensation rationale, and internal promotion 
applications, to name just a few. 

• An EEOC claim, a lawsuit or even the need to justify the lack of a raise or promotion to 
an employee requires that the employer has collected and retained this type of 
employee documentation. 

• Some employee records are required by federal or state governments for employers to 
keep.  Organizing the employee information in a personnel file makes sense for access 
and legal compliance and readiness. 

• All Human Resource departments keep extensive records. The law requires HR to keep 
many of them for certain time periods.  Employees are well aware that these records 
exist. 

• Because employees know these records exist, they will want to view them from time to 
time to see what is contained in the files. 

• Federal law, for instance, requires that records related to the Americans with Disabilities 
Act are kept separate from personnel records. Requiring everyone to go through a single 
source helps keep things consistent and legal. 

As a general rule, having one gatekeeper to the records ensures that procedures are followed 
and are consistent.  See Appendix A for retention guidelines. 

EMPLOYEE FILE 
 

The employee personnel file is the main employee file that contains the history of the 
employment relationship from employment application through exit interview and 
employment termination documentation.  Only Human Resources staff and the employee’s 
immediate supervisor and manager may have access to the information in the employee 
personnel file, and it never leaves the Human Resources office. 

The employee personnel file is stored in a locked, fire-proof file cabinet in a locked location that 
is accessible to Human Resources staff. 
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The confidentiality of the employee information in the personnel file is of paramount 
importance. 

Of all the company-kept employee files, the employee personnel file is most frequently 
accessed day-to-day for information by the employer, supervisor, or Human Resources staff. 

Considerations Concerning Employee Personnel File Content 

The fundamental principles and questions to consider when filing any document in an 
employee personnel file are these. 

• Will the employer need a particular document to justify decisions if the employer was 
sued? Would the employer need the document in a court of law? 

• Does the employee know and understand that the document will be filed in his or her 
personnel file? In most cases, employers ought to have the employee sign the 
document, not to signify agreement with the contents of the document, but to 
acknowledge that they are aware of and have read the document. 

• No surprises, opinions, or personal notes about the employee should ever be placed in 
an employee personnel file. Just the facts, no speculative thoughts, belong in an 
employee personnel file. 

Contents of an Employee Personnel File 

Following are recommendations about the documentation that an employer should keep in an 
employee personnel file. 

Employment History 

• Job application 

• Resume 

• Resume cover letter 

• Education verification 

• Employment verification 

• Rejection letter 

• Position job description  

• Job analysis records 

• Job offer letter or employment contract 

• Employment agency or temp agency agreement, if used 

• Emergency contact information 

• Signed employee handbook acknowledgment form showing receipt of employee 
handbook 

• Checklist from new employee orientation showing topics covered and by whom 

• Any relocation agreements and documentation 
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• Any contract, written agreement, receipt, or acknowledgment between the employee 
and the employer (such as a non-compete agreement, an employment contract, or an 
agreement relating to a company-provided car) 

• Life of employment official forms including: requests for transfer, promotion, internal 
job applications, and so forth 

• Any other documentation related to employment 

Employee Performance Development and Improvement 

• Copies of any performance appraisal used or employee development plans 

• Employee self-assessments 

• Records from any formal counseling sessions 

• Notes on attendance or tardiness 

• Performance improvement plan documentation 

• Disciplinary action reports 

• Employee recognition presented such as certificates, recognition letters, and so forth 

• Employee formal suggestions and recommendations, organization responses 

• Training records 

• Requests for training 

• Competencies assessments 

• Training class or session notifications or schedules 

• Needs assessments signed 

• Training expense reports 

• Complaints from customers or coworkers 

Employment Termination Records 

• Employee resignation letter 

• Exit interview documentation 

• Cobra notification 

• Employment ending checklist 

• Final accounting for all aspects of the employee's employment such as final paycheck, 
vacation pay, return of company property, and so forth. 

RETENTION:  (6 years after termination) 
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BENEFITS AND MEDICAL FILE 

The employee medical file is the repository for everything that has to do with health, health 
benefits, employee health-related leave, and benefits selections and coverage for the 
employee. 

The employer keeps a medical file separately for each employee.  The contents of these files 
are never intermingled with any other employee file such as the personnel file. 

Because the medical file contains sensitive and confidential information, it must reside in a 
safe, locked, inaccessible location. 

The file cabinet that houses employee medical files should also lock and HR staff should have 
the only keys.  Access to employee medical files is restricted to Human Resources staff only. 

The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA) requires employers to 
protect employee medical records as confidential; medical records should be stored separately 
and apart from other business records. Never store employee medical records in the 
employee’s general personnel file. 

Because of the confidentiality of the information, records must be isolated from files that 
employees such as supervisors or managers may access.  

Contents of the Employee Medical File 

These are the types of items that should be stored safely away in the employee’s medical file. If 
in doubt, err on the side of protecting the medically related information of your employees. 

• Health insurance applications and forms 

• Life insurance applications and forms 

• Designated beneficiary information 

• Applications for any other employee benefit that might require medical information 
such as vision insurance 

• Requests for paid or unpaid medical leaves of absence 

• Family Medical and Leave Act (FMLA) reports and related applications and paperwork 

• Physician-signed FMLA paperwork  

• Documentation about the illnesses of a family member or child for whom you apply for 
FMLA time to provide ongoing care 

• Medically related leave documentation for employees who are ineligible for FMLA time 
off work 

• Physician’s examinations, notes, correspondence, and recommendations 

• Medically-related excuses for absenteeism or tardiness from a physician 
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• Medical job restrictions with documentation from the recommending physician 
• Accident and injury reports, including OSHA-required documents 
• Workers' compensation reports of injury or illness 
• Any other form or document that contains private medical information about an 

employee 

RETENTION:   (6 years after termination) (Combine with personnel file) 

I-9 FILE 
 

Form I-9, Employment Eligibility Verification is the form that is required by the Department of 
Homeland Security - U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) to document eligibility 
for employment in the United States.  As an employer, you must fill out an I-9 form for every 
employee that you hire.  All employees, citizens and non citizens, hired after November 6, 1986, 
must complete Section 1 of the Form I-9 at the time of hire.  The employer is responsible for 
ensuring that Section 1 of Form I-9 is timely and properly completed by the employee.  

The employer must check employment verification and ensure Sections 2 and 3 of the Form I-9 
are properly filled out, too.  Employers must complete Section 2 of Form I-9 by examining first 
hand evidence (only original, unexpired documents) of identity and employment eligibility 
within three (3) business days of the date employment begins. 

The employee must be physically present and his or her original documents must be reviewed 
in-person.  The employee who reviews the original documents must sign section 2 of the I-9. 

The form verifies that you have checked two approved forms of identification that prove the 
employee is legally authorized to work in the United States. 

Employers or their authorized representative need to fill out section 3 when re-verifying that an 
employee is eligible to work in the US. 

When rehiring an employee within three years of the date the I-9 was originally completed, 
employers have the option of completing a new I-9 form or completing section 3. 

Periodically, you need to audit the I-9 forms to ensure that you have a completed form for 
every employee.  You need to check for veracity and completeness and save evidence of the 
auditing and of any training that staff members completing or storing the I-9s have received. 

Location of Completed I-9 Forms 

You will want to keep all employee I-9s, and the accompanying documentation, in a separate 
personnel file for these reasons. 
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The government may inspect these forms.  If government employees inspect your I-9 forms, 
you do not want to allow them access to your employees' private personnel files and the 
confidential information they contain. 

So, in the interest of employee confidentiality and restricted access, isolate your employee I-9s 
in one folder that is specifically dedicated to I-9 storage. 

This protects your employees' privacy and also saves the employer from potentially having to 
answer additional questions that are raised by the contents of the employee personnel file.  

Current I-9 File Investigation 

According to US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), the government may inspect 
your I-9s:  "The administrative inspection process is initiated by the service of a Notice of 
Inspection (NOI) upon an employer compelling the production of Forms I-9.” 

"By law, employers are provided with at least three business days to produce the Forms I-9.” 

RETENTION:   (3 years after date of hire) 

CORI FILE 
 
Criminal Offender Record Information (CORI), which consists of records and data in any 
communicable form compiled by a Massachusetts criminal justice agency about an identifiable 
individual that relate to: 

• Nature or disposition of a criminal charge, 
• An arrest, 
• A pre-trial proceeding, 
• Other judicial proceedings, 
• Sentencing, 
• Incarceration, 
• Rehabilitation, 
• Release 

Criminal history registry files must be kept separate from the primary personnel file.  
 
RETENTION:   (7 years after employment)  
 
(See Appendix B) 
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GRIEVANCE AND COMPLAINT FILE 
 
Grievance and complaint files should be maintained separately.  The Personnel Office and the 
Town Law Office should collaborate on the best procedure and location for the maintenance of 
grievance files and discipline records, and the process by which department heads are involved 
in any grievance and discipline record retention.   
 
RETENTION:  (6 years after action) 

EMPLOYEE RECORDS ACCESS 

All employees, former employees, and representatives of employees may view certain contents 
of their personnel file with advance notice to the Human Resources staff.  Documents that 
relate to the employee's qualifications for hire such as the application, promotion, disciplinary 
action, and transfer may be viewed.  Additionally, the employee may review policy sign off 
forms and training records. 

Documents that the employee may not review include references or reference checks, records 
of any investigation undertaken by management, medical records, documents related to a 
judicial proceeding, any document that would violate the confidentiality of another employee, 
and documents used for employee planning. 

An employee who wants to review the allowable contents of their personnel file should contact 
Human Resources with 24 hours notice (weekends excluded). Former employees, or people 
unknown to the Human Resources staff, must present identification and/or proof of permission 
to access the personnel file. 

Employees must review their personnel files in the presence of a Human Resources staff 
person. Employees may not remove from the office any part of the personnel file. 

The employee may request photocopies of the file or portions of the file. Within reason, the 
Human Resources staff person will provide photocopies.  For extensive copying, the employee 
will need to pay for the photocopies. 

If the employee is unhappy with a document in his or her personnel file, in the presence of the 
Human Resources staff person, the employee may write an explanation or clarification and 
attach it to the disputed document.  Under no circumstances will HR staff or the employee alter 
the actual document. 

The employee may also ask to have a document removed from the personnel file.  If the Human 
Resources staff person agrees, the document may be removed.  If the Human Resources staff 
person disagrees, the matter may be appealed. 
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EMPLOYEE REVIEW, CORRECTIONS AND PENALTY 
 

An employer shall notify an employee within 10 days of the employer placing in the employee's 
personnel record any information to the extent that the information is, has been used or may 
be used, to negatively affect the employee's qualification for employment, promotion, transfer, 
additional compensation or the possibility that the employee will be subject to disciplinary 
action. 

An employer receiving a written request from an employee shall provide the employee with an 
opportunity to review such employee's personnel record within 5 business days of such 
request.  

The review shall take place at the place of employment and during normal business hours. 

An employee shall be given a copy of the employee's personnel record within 5 business days of 
submission of a written request for such copy to the employer.  

An employer shall not be required to allow an employee to review the employee's personnel 
record on more than 2 separate occasions in a calendar year; provided, however, that the 
notification and review caused by the placing of negative information in the personnel record 
shall not be deemed to be 1 of the 2 annually permitted reviews. 

(See Appendix C) 

DESTRUCTION OF EMPLOYEE AND APPLICANT RECORDS 
 

All paper personnel records and confidential employee data maintained by the HR department 
will be destroyed by shredding after retention dates have passed; this procedure pertains to all 
personnel records. (See Appendix A) 

Application materials submitted by applicants for employment who were never employed are 
also to be shredded. 

Personnel records include electronic as well as paper records.  The HR department will work 
with the IT department periodically but no less than twice annually to review and ensure that 
the HR department’s electronic records relating to employee information and compliance 
reports are properly purged. 

 


























































































