Records Management Market Summary


Every small business needs a policy for records management and storage, and storing critical business information offsite has moved up on the priority list for many. 

	Quick Tips 

	• Save money by storing documents offsite. Office space is rented by the square foot; storage facilities typically charge by the cubic foot. 

• Check out your records management company. Visit its location, check for safety and security, organization and efficiency. Check its financial stability. 

• Choose a records management company that's close, but not too close. A rule of thumb is the larger your company, the more a regional disaster may affect you, so the further away vital records should be kept. 

• Organize records before you store them. A records management company can help get files prepared for storage. 


Offsite storage used to be a solution for small businesses running out of room for their cardboard boxes jammed with files. Today, offsite storage is a key component of the disaster-recovery plans many companies have put in place post-9/11. And record storage in general has become a hot topic as companies face lawsuits over records destroyed and others are found at fault based on documents that should have been destroyed decades ago. 

As the volume of data a business generates continues to explode, companies are turning to outside help for both storage and records management to help their bottom line. Costly office space and valuable employee time may be unnecessarily tied up with records management. 

When forming a records management strategy, considerations should include what needs to be stored and for how long, where it can be stored and if it makes sense to hire an outside company to help. 

Every business has its own requirements, and federal and state regulations enter into the picture. The IRS provides guidelines for holding many records. Your insurance company and lender may have their own requirements. 

There are five main areas to look at when figuring retention requirements, says Jim Booth, executive director of the Garner, N.C.-based trade group Professional Records & Information Services Management: 

• Statutory requirements, both local, state and federal;

• What might be necessary to defend litigation down the road;

• Documents that may be necessary to produce during an audit; 

• Standard industry practices for your particular business; 

• And documents that may have historic significance.

"There is a lot of confusion about retention scheduling," Booth says, recommending small businesses look to their attorney, accountant and trade association for guidance. 

Most small businesses have two types of records they must retain -- paper and computer. Booth advises a company make two backup copies of computer tapes and keep one onsite and one offsite to help in a disaster recovery. 

"If you can recover quickly and minimize the downtime, there will be no noticeable disruption to the customer base and you will still generate cash flow," he says. 

Rotation of tapes, CDs or whatever media is used in an offsite location is important, Booth says. "Keeping a copy somewhere else is just prudent strategy." 

Every business should have a written policy to govern what is stored and for how long. It should also include what employees are responsible for what tasks associated with the policy. There are software products now on the market than can help a company manage that process. 

According to the Association of Records Managers and Administrators, a Washington, D.C.-based trade group, many companies keep too many records longer than necessary and older records are stored in expensive office space even though they are seldom used. 

Deciding what format should be used for storage depends on three main factors: economy, durability and access. A large volume of paperwork that must be stored for more than a decade may make it worthwhile to have it converted to microfilm. 

Other factors to consider are the volume of records that need to be stored, how offsite records will be maintained and inventoried and who will be responsible, how often you will require access to the facility and how records will be brought back to the office. 

For some small businesses, renting a self-storage unit may suffice. It's estimated that 5 percent of the nation's self-storage units are used for records. If you consider a self-storage unit, check if it has a fire-suppression system and if you are storing electronic records, the space should have climate control. 

But while some records need only be stored, many records must be managed -- meaning easy retrieval, scheduled backups or scheduled destruction, if necessary. 

Hiring a records storage company or a records management company may be the best solution. 

A law office with one lawyer and one assistant that stores 50 boxes of records a year may find it more economical to hire a storage management company than spend billable hours rooting through boxes in a warehouse, Booth says. 

The ARMA advises a recorded information management program can reduce a company's operating costs: 

• By ensuring compliance with record keeping statutes, thus avoiding fines or other penalties;

• By reducing the risks and burdens of pre-trial discovery;

• By minimizing storage requirements for recorded information;

• By reducing the time required to reconstruct critical information in the event of disaster, theft, or other loss;

• By reducing labor requirements for organization, retrieval, and dissemination of records.

Booth suggests those looking for advice on their records storage and management seek someone with a Certified Records Management designation, which is bestowed by the Institute of Certified Records Managers. 
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