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Flat file cabinets — also called plan files, flat file drawers, or map cabinets — are purpose-built
for storing large-format documents that cannot be folded without damage. Architectural
drawings, engineering blueprints, site plans, GIS maps, museum prints, fine art, and oversized
photography are all common use cases. This guide covers every specification that matters when
selecting flat file storage for a professional environment.
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1.  Who Uses Flat File Cabinets and Why

Flat file cabinets are a specialized storage solution for any organization that regularly works with
large-format documents. Common user categories include:

Industry / User
Type

Typical Documents Stored Key Requirement

Architecture /
Engineering

Construction drawings, site
plans, permit sets, as-builts

Large interior width; 50in or 43in to
accommodate full-size sheets

GIS / Surveying /
Cartography

Topographic maps, plat maps,
aerial surveys

Multiple drawers; indexed labeling for
rapid retrieval

Museums / Art
Storage

Fine art prints, photographs,
archival paper, illustrations

Museum-quality finishes; acid-neutral
drawer liners; positive closure

Government /
Utilities

Infrastructure drawings, utility
maps, zoning documents

Locking for document security; stackable
for large archives

Construction /
Contractors

Active job set drawings; RFIs;
submittal drawings

Durability; rolling base for mobility on job
sites

Education /
Libraries

Historical maps, oversized
books, reference materials

Archival-grade construction; label
holders for cataloging
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2.  Cabinet Sizes and Interior Width Selection

The most critical specification for a flat file cabinet is interior width — it must be at least 6 inches wider than
the widest document you will store. The two dominant commercial sizes are 43-inch and 50-inch interior
width.

Cabinet Size Interior Width
Max Document
Width

ANSI / ARCH Standard

Standard (43in) 43in Up to 36in sheets ANSI A–E (up to 34×44in)

Large (50in) 50in Up to 42in sheets ARCH E1 (30×42in), ARCH E
(36×48in)

When in doubt, specify the 50-inch model. The interior width difference is significant, and the inability to fit
oversized documents flat is a persistent problem that cannot be solved after delivery. The 50-inch cabinet
is the safe specification for most architecture and engineering environments.
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3.  Drawer Count and Storage Capacity

Flat file cabinets are sold in 5-drawer configurations as the commercial standard. Multi-unit stacking or
side-by-side arrangements are used when greater capacity is needed.

Storage Use
Sheets per
Drawer

5-Drawer Total Notes

Active project use 50–75 sheets 250–375 sheets Active files need quick access; do
not overfill drawers

Semi-active
storage 75–100 sheets 375–500 sheets Less frequent retrieval allows

denser packing

Archival / inactive 100–120 sheets 500–600 sheets Maximum packing; rarely accessed;
label all drawers before loading
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4.  Construction and Hardware Quality

Flat file cabinet construction quality varies significantly between residential and commercial grades. The
key components to evaluate are drawer slides, frame gauge, finish quality, and drawer closure hardware.

Component Commercial Standard What to Avoid

Drawer Slides Full-extension ball-bearing slides with
case-hardened balls

Nylon roller slides — adequate for light
use, wear faster under daily access

Frame Gauge Cold-rolled steel; 22-gauge minimum
for five-drawer units

Sheet metal frames that flex under load
or tip when a drawer is open

Finish
Baked enamel over
phosphate-washed steel; powder coat
optional

Painted-only finishes — chip at edges
and corners under normal use

Front Depressor Hinged front depressor preventing
document curl at drawer face

Open-front designs — documents curl
and are damaged over time

Rear Hood
Rear hood preventing documents from
sliding out the back of extended
drawer

No rear restraint — documents fall
behind the cabinet regularly
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5.  Locking Mechanisms and Document Security

Most commercial flat file cabinets are available in locking and non-locking versions. The cost difference is
minimal and the locking version is the professional default for any environment where documents have
legal, client, or regulatory significance.

Locking options available on commercial flat file cabinets:

• Individual drawer locks: Each drawer locks independently. Most secure. Requires more keys to manage.

• Gang lock (core lock): Single key locks all drawers simultaneously by engaging a bar through the cabinet.
Standard for most commercial applications.

• Keyed alike: Multiple cabinets in an office can be specified on the same key code, eliminating the need
for multiple keys.

• Master key options: Available from most manufacturers for facilities management environments with
multiple cabinets across multiple locations.
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6.  Base Options and Stacking Configurations

Flat file cabinets are available in three base configurations. The right choice depends on whether you are
creating a single stand-alone unit, a stacked archive, or a mobile installation.

Base Type Description Best Application

Flat Closed Base
(Pedestal)

Cabinet sits on a welded steel base
with no legs; lower profile

Stacking base for archive
configurations; also good
stand-alone

Leg Base (Open) Cabinet raised on legs; open space
beneath for storage or airflow

Stand-alone installations; allows
cleaning under unit

Rolling Base
(Caster)

Cabinet mounted on heavy-duty
casters with locking mechanism

Construction sites; mobile studios;
rooms that reconfigure frequently

Stacking rule: most manufacturers allow a maximum of two no-base units stacked on a flat closed base.
Exceeding this limit creates instability and voids the manufacturer warranty. Never stack units beyond the
manufacturer's stated maximum.
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7.  Delivery and Installation Requirements

Flat file cabinets are heavy, fully assembled at the factory, and require freight delivery. This is one of the
most frequently overlooked aspects of ordering flat file storage — and one of the most common sources of
delivery problems.

Before placing any flat file order, confirm:

• A loading dock or freight elevator is available at the delivery address

• All doorways, corridors, and elevator openings are measured — a 50in cabinet is 53+ inches wide
assembled

• Final placement location is determined before delivery — these cabinets cannot be easily repositioned
once loaded

• Floor load capacity is sufficient, especially for upper floors and stacked configurations

• Delivery team will place the cabinet in the final location (not just at the loading dock)

A loaded 5-drawer 50in flat file cabinet can weigh 280+ lbs. Stacked configurations approach 700 lbs in a
small footprint. Structural review is recommended for upper floor installations of stacked units in older
buildings.
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8.  ANSI and ARCH Document Size Reference

Understanding the document size standards used in architecture, engineering, and related fields is
essential for correct cabinet selection.

Designation Size (in) Common Use Cabinet Required

ANSI A 8.5 × 11 Standard letter Standard lateral file

ANSI B 11 × 17 Tabloid / ledger Standard lateral file

ANSI C 17 × 22 Small drawings Standard lateral file (deep)

ANSI D 22 × 34 Medium drawings 43in flat file minimum

ANSI E 34 × 44 Full-size construction
drawings 43in flat file (tight); 50in preferred

ARCH E 36 × 48 Architectural full-size 50in flat file required
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9.  Digital Scanning vs. Physical Flat File Storage

Digital document management systems have become the primary workflow for many organizations.
However, physical flat file storage remains necessary in specific circumstances that digital scanning does
not fully replace.

When physical flat file storage remains necessary:

• Permit-set originals with wet stamps and original signatures have legal validity that digital copies may not
fully replicate in all jurisdictions

• Large-format color plots and renderings are frequently referenced in client meetings and are more useful
in physical form

• Active job sets on construction sites require physical documents that can be rolled, folded, or marked up
in the field

• Museum and archival materials where the physical object itself has value independent of its content

The practical recommendation for most professional environments: maintain flat file storage for active
projects and legally significant originals, and scan for archival backup and digital access. The two systems
complement each other.
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Work with OfficeFurniture2go

OfficeFurniture2go.com has been supplying flat file cabinets and large-format storage solutions to
architecture firms, engineering offices, and government agencies for over 30 years. Our team can help you
select the right model, confirm delivery requirements, and coordinate installation.

Visit OfficeFurniture2go.com to explore our full flat file cabinet selection.

Ready to Find the Right Solution?

Contact OfficeFurniture2go.com for expert guidance, nationwide delivery, and our Lifetime Warranty.
Our team brings 30+ years of experience to help you make the right choice for your workspace.

www.OfficeFurniture2go.com

https://www.officefurniture2go.com

