
Lateral File Cabinets | Top 10 Questions

800.460.0858

www.officefurniture2go.com Page 1 of 2 800.460.0858

Lateral File Cabinets
Top 10 Buyer Questions & Expert Answers

Q1. What is a lateral file cabinet and how does it differ from a vertical file cabinet?

A lateral file cabinet files documents side-to-side within each drawer, accommodating both letter (8.5"×11") and legal
(8.5"×14") documents simultaneously in the same drawer. Vertical file cabinets file front-to-back and require separate
legal-width models for legal documents. Laterals are wider (30"–42") and shallower (18"–20" deep), while verticals are
narrower (15"–18") and deeper (25"–27"). This makes laterals more space-efficient in wide rooms, better for high-volume
filing, and more versatile as dual-purpose surfaces. Verticals are more space-efficient in narrow rooms and hallways
where floor footprint is limited.

Q2. What drawer counts are available for lateral file cabinets?

Commercial lateral file cabinets are available in 2, 3, 4, and 5 drawer configurations. 2-drawer laterals (28"–30" tall)
match desk height and are ideal for beside-desk placement or under-window installation — the top surface provides a
useful work area. 3-drawer laterals (40"–42") work as mid-height room dividers. 4-drawer laterals (52"–54") are the
most common commercial choice — tall enough for significant filing capacity without blocking sightlines across the
room. 5-drawer laterals (64"–67") provide maximum filing capacity for file rooms, mailrooms, and high-volume
environments, and should always be wall-anchored.

Q3. What are the standard widths for lateral file cabinets?

Lateral file cabinets come in three standard widths: 30", 36", and 42". The 30" width is the smallest and fits in personal
workstations with limited wall space. The 36" width is the most common commercial size — it provides substantial filing
capacity while remaining manageable in standard office layouts. The 42" width provides maximum filing capacity per
drawer and is preferred in file rooms, legal offices, and high-volume environments. Always measure the available wall
space before ordering and account for full drawer extension clearance (the drawer extends 19"–20" out from the
cabinet face), plus passage clearance for people to stand and access files.

Q4. What locking mechanism should I specify for a commercial environment?

Specify a core removable (CR) lock for any commercial environment with multiple users or employee turnover. A core
removable lock allows the lock cylinder to be swapped out with a simple tool — no locksmith required — when keys are
lost or an employee leaves. This is the single most important locking specification for commercial environments.
Standard keyed locks require a locksmith for re-keying and are appropriate only for single permanent users.
Combination locks eliminate key management but require servicing when combinations are forgotten. For deployments
of multiple cabinets, specify master-key compatibility so facility managers can access any cabinet with a single master
key.

Q5. How do I verify that a lateral file cabinet is commercial grade?

Check five key specifications: (1) Steel gauge — 20-gauge minimum for commercial, 18-gauge for high-security
environments. (2) Drawer suspension — full-extension ball-bearing slides, not partial extension. (3) Anti-tip mechanism
— mechanical interlock preventing more than one drawer from opening simultaneously; verify ANSI/BIFMA tip stability
certification. (4) Lock quality — core removable or high-security keyed lock, not a basic pin tumbler. (5) Warranty — a
commercial-grade warranty covers daily commercial use; residential warranties (1–3 years) are not adequate.
Residential-grade laterals that look similar to commercial models will fail under sustained daily use within 1–3 years.
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Lateral File Cabinets (continued)
Q6. How many hanging folders fit in a lateral file drawer?

Filing capacity depends on cabinet width and how the files are organized. A standard 36" lateral with a single row of
side-to-side hanging folders holds approximately 28–32 hanging folders per drawer in typical office use. A 42" lateral
holds 34–40 folders per drawer. Many 36" and 42" laterals support two rows of side-to-side files in a single drawer,
effectively doubling capacity. Plan for approximately 1 linear inch per hanging folder in standard use. A 4-drawer 36"
lateral typically provides the equivalent of 12–15 standard file box equivalents of storage.

Q7. What is the anti-tip interlock on a lateral file cabinet?

The anti-tip interlock is a mechanical safety system that prevents more than one drawer from being opened at the
same time. When a fully loaded lateral drawer is extended, it shifts the cabinet's center of gravity significantly forward. If
a second drawer were also extended, the combined forward weight could topple the cabinet. The interlock locks all
other drawers closed when any drawer is open. ANSI/BIFMA standards require all commercial filing cabinets to pass tip
stability tests — always verify compliance before purchasing. For 4-drawer and 5-drawer laterals, wall anchoring is
additionally recommended even with an interlock system.

Q8. Can I mix different drawer configurations in a lateral file cabinet?

Yes — most commercial lateral file lines support mixed drawer configurations within a single cabinet. Common
combination options include: standard hanging-file drawers mixed with open-shelf drawers (for binders, books, or
supplies), combination file/shelf drawers (hanging files in the lower half, a shelf in the upper half), and pull-out shelf
inserts for equipment staging. This flexibility makes laterals more versatile than purely dedicated filing cabinets. When
ordering, specify each drawer's configuration individually — a common configuration is 2 file drawers + 1 storage shelf in
a 3-drawer lateral.

Q9. How do I match a lateral file cabinet finish to my existing desk furniture?

The safest approach is to order the cabinet and desk from the same manufacturer's product family. When mixing
manufacturers, request physical finish samples before ordering — laminate finish names (Espresso, Cherry, Walnut) can
look substantially different between manufacturers even when labeled identically. Steel laterals in neutral finishes
(putty, light gray) coordinate with most desk laminate colors and are more forgiving of minor mismatches than
wood-grain laterals. For executive offices where finish match is critical, wood-grain laminate laterals from the same line
as the executive desk provide the cleanest visual coordination.

Q10. What budget should I plan for commercial lateral file cabinets?

Commercial lateral file cabinets range from $300–$500 for entry-level commercial 4-drawer 36" units (adequate for
light daily use) to $900–$1,500 for heavy commercial units with 18-gauge steel, full-extension ball-bearing drawers, and
high-security locking. For most commercial environments, $500–$900 for a 4-drawer 36" mid-tier commercial lateral
provides the best balance of durability, features, and cost. Fire-rated or high-security laterals for evidence storage or
controlled environments run $1,500–$3,500+. Project pricing for orders of 3+ units typically reduces per-unit costs by
20–35% from retail.


