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One of the challenges of managing records in any form still remains the question of retention of records. In the Best of All Possible Worlds there would be a 1-800 phone number or an Internet website to provide access to the mythical ONE BIG RETENTION SCHEDULE that would answer all inquiries and update itself automatically. The harsh reality is that this does not exist, making the retention scheduling process a complicated business. Records professionals will find that research is required to find the time period the various records series need to be kept to fulfill all the Administrative, Legal and Financial requirements as a primary responsibility of all businesses or local, state, or Federal agencies. 

The next question is: where to start this research? Fortunately there are many sources and resources available to those assigned to the task of creating records retention schedules. A most excellent starting point may be found in your local ARMA chapter. Why re-invent the wheel? Ask a fellow member who is employed in the same or similar industry if they have established retention schedules for their work place and if they would be willing to share those schedules with you. Most likely, you will find that ARMA members are generous in their willingness to share information. Note that these retention schedules are not 'one size fits all' but may require adjustments, tweaking and perhaps further research but will prove to be a good reference for you. 

Other resources for retention research include your local State Archivist. They may have on-line general retention guidelines available for local and state government, law enforcement agencies and other governmental services. Look at their website at secstate.wa.gov/archives. ARMA International has industry-specific groups for records professionals in the private sector and some of those have published recommended retention schedules, as well. These groups and their contact information are listed on the ARMA International website (arma.org). The Federal government publishes the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) where you can find recommended retentions for income tax records, W-2 forms and other information the Federal government agencies require businesses or other government agencies to keep for specific time periods. This code is updated regularly by the Federal Register. 

Your research will also include industry specific regulations that may be obtained from industry associations or perhaps association staff can provide referral to other resources.  

This is a brief summary of how to begin your search but I also suggest that you document citations in a column within your schedule (specify the source of retention information such as the exact WAC (Washington Administrative Code)). Once you have created a draft retention schedule you should have your legal counsel, chief financial officer and management review and approve the retention schedule before starting the implementation of the schedule. For those of you beginning this process of creating a retention schedule for the first time; do not be overwhelmed! Many resources are available to you if you take the time and effort to locate the information.  
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