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ALPHABETIC 
 

Alphabetic systems are the most natural and common method of arranging files.  
However, even the simplest alphabetic system requires establishing, filing 
standards, including written filing procedures, cross-reference methods, and 
practices for filing duplicate name changes, etc.  Be sure that these filing rules 
have been distributed to staff and ensure that they are consistently being 
adhered to.  Consider using an alphabetic system for correspondence, small 
volumes of case files, or personnel files. 
 
Advantages: One advantage to using an alphabetic filing system is it allows the 
grouping of records pertaining to the same individual or company to be filed in 
one location.  Alphabetic filing uses a direct filing system where an additional 
reference sheet or an index is not required. 
 
Limitations: A limitation of alphabetical filing is misfiled records are hard to 
detect.  Therefore, firm rules need to be set in place as well as cross-references to 
help locate a record that could be filed in multiple locations.  Also, it might be 
common that duplicate files are accidently created if the original file cannot 
immediately be found. 
 
Alphabetizing Tips 
 

1. Treat acronyms, abbreviations, and radio or TV call letters as one unit 
Example: File “CIA” after “Central” 
 

2. Numbers before alpha characters 
Example: File “401K” before “Abbott” 
 

3. Disregard punctuation: Treat hyphenated last names or words as one long 
word 
Example: File “Smith-Jones” under “S” 
 

4. Treat surnames with prefixes as one long last name 
Example: File “de la Hoya” under “D” 
 

5. File “nothing” before “something” 
Example: File “NBA” before “NBAC” 



NUMERIC 
 

Although numeric systems are indirect systems (an index is required), they 
frequently are the fastest to use and produce fewer errors.  Numbers are less 
likely to be misfiled than letters and misfiles are easier to detect.  Once 
developed, this is the easiest type of filing system to use and lends itself very well 
to color-coding.  Unless otherwise specified, numbers are filed consecutively. 
 
What exactly is a file index?  File indexes explain the numeric system’s file code, 
which allows the user to decipher where the records are located. 
 
Advantages: Accuracy, unlimited expansion, and the opportunity for unlimited 
cross-referencing are among the advantages for numeric filing.  Since numbers 
can be used to identify the name or subject when calling for correspondence, 
there is an element of confidentiality when using a numeric system. 
 
Limitations: Numeric filing takes time to code if numbers are not already an 
integral part of the document.  Transposition of numbers, inaccuracy in copying, 
and omission of a digit are frequent errors that may not be readily detected.  
Verification may need to be part of the process.  When numbers are assigned by 
an automated system, a number may be changed or an inactive number may be 
dropped.  This may cause problems in retrieving non-current records. 
 
 

ALPHANUMERIC 
 

Alphanumeric filing may use a combination of personal or business names, and 
numbers, or more commonly, subject names and numbers.  Once the alphabetic 
divisions or topic headings and appropriate subdivisions have been determined, 
number categories can be assigned, if large quantities or records are to be stored 
within the system, smaller divisions within each letter of the alphabet can be 
used.  A relative index lists the number codes assigned to each letter of the 
alphabet or to its divisions.  The file worker refers to the index to determine the 
primary filing digit to be assigned to a file for a new correspondent or document. 
 
Advantages: Alphanumeric systems are very flexible and are appropriate for very 
large filing systems. 
 
 
 
 



GEOGRAPHIC 
 

Generally, avoid the use of geographic filing systems unless location is the primary 
function or feature of the record series.  Traffic signal or tax appraisal records 
might be appropriately filed by location, but probably not filing taxpayer records 
by location.  Geographic systems may use alphabetic filing features (file names) or 
they may be coded numeric or alphanumeric. 
 
Limitations: This filing system should only be used when location is a primary 
function. 
 
 

TERMINAL-DIGIT SYSTEM 
 
This system first considers the segment on the right, then the middle segment, 
and finally the segment on the left. 
 
1st 31 – 99 – (12) 
 
2nd 31 – (99) – 12 
 
3rd (31) – 99 – 12 
 
This system is best used again for large, active paper-based filing systems when 
records are numbered sequentially upon creation. 
 
Advantages: Terminal digit systems have the advantage of distributing 
sequentially created records throughout the filing system, rather than placing 
them physically together.  This reduces the need to frequently shift all the records 
as older records are destroyed and new records are created. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



EXAMPLES 
 
Alphabetical Filing #1 
 
CD’s are filed alphabetically by group name or last name. 
 
Elvis Presley is filed under P because it is the first letter in the last name. 
 
Pink Floyd is filed under P because it is the first letter in the group name. 
 
Bob Dylan is filed under D because it is the first letter in the last name of a real 
person. 
 
How do you file Jethro Tull? 
 
It is filed under J because Jethro Tull is the name of a band, not a person, and is 
therefore filed under the first name of the group name.  This exhibits how 
alphabetic filing systems can potentially cause problems or confusion.  If 
searching for Jethro Tull, but were not aware that this was not the name of a 
person, then you might look under T for Tull instead of J for Jethro.  A cross 
reference would be a helpful tool in an instance like this. 
 
Alphabetical Filing #2 
 
Alphabetize by unit (most important unit filed first) 
 
Stephen F. Austin 
 
(broken down into 3 units: Unit 1: Stephen, Unit 2: F, Unit 3: Austin) 
 
When referring to Stephen F. Austin the person, the most important unit is the 
last name Austin (Unit 3), and should be filed under A for Austin, Stephen F. 
 
When referring to Stephen F. Austin the University, the most important unit is the 
first name Stephen (Unit 1), and should be filed under S for Stephen F. Austin 
University. 
 
 
 
 
 



Numeric Filing Example 
 

101-16-009 
 
To read this system, an index is needed. 
 
The first number in the series, 101, is the code for this file’s county.  At this 
agency, all 254 counties are assigned numbers ranging from 001 to 254 and 
correspond alphabetically to all the counties in Texas. 
 

 001: Anderson County 

 002: Andrews County 

 003: Angelina County 

 004: Aransas County 

 …and so on, to county 254 (Zavala County) 
 
The second number listed in the file series, 16, is this file’s government type.  
There are many types of government – cities, school districts, elected county 
officials, and so forth.  The codes for government types span from 01-99.  Because 
this is a flexible system, only codes 01-34 and 97-99 have been assigned.  When 
future types of government arise (such as the establishment of appraisal districts 
in 1981 by the Texas Legislature), there will be plenty of two-digit codes available 
for these government types. 
 

 01: County 

 02: County Judge 

 03: County Commissioners 

 04: County Clerk 

 05: District Clerk 
 
The third portion of the 3-part code, 009, indicates the order of receipt.  For 
example, all school districts in Aransas County will be assigned a file code 
beginning with “001-18-001”.  The first school district that filed paperwork with 
the State Library was assigned the file code 001-18-001.  The second district to file 
paperwork was assigned the file code 001-18-002, and so on up to 001-18-007. 
 
In the example above, 101 is the County Code for Harris County.  16 is the 
Government Type Code for a municipality.  The municipality was the 9th Harris 
County municipality to file compliance paperwork with the State Library. 
 

101-16-009 = Harris County (101), Municipality (16), 9th schedule received (009) 



Alphanumerical Filing Example 
 
In Library of Congress Classification, all recorded materials – books, CDs, maps 
archival materials, and so forth – must be assigned a unique number.  Due to the 
extraordinary volume of recorded materials in the world, the classification 
systems is alphanumeric. 
 
How would the book below be classified by a library cataloger? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://loc.gov/catdir/cpso/lcc.html


Field Guide to Fishing Knots (Darren Brown, 2003) 
 
Library of Congress Classification begins with a letter code.  Letter codes correspond to 
subject areas – these subject areas are the “main classes.”  Some main class codes are: 
 

 B: Philosophy, Psychology, Religion 

 K: Law 

 M: Medicine 

 P: Language and Literature 

 S: Agriculture 
 
A book about fishing will fall under the main class “Agriculture.” 
 
Within the main class codes, subclasses are assigned.  Here are the categories in the 
Agriculture subclass: 
 

 Subclass S: Agriculture (general) 

 Subclass SB: Plant culture 

 Subclass SD: Forestry 

 Subclass SF: Animal culture 

 Subclass SH: Aquaculture, fisheries, and angling 

 Subclass SK: Hunting sports 
 
A book about fishing (also called “angling”) would fall under Subclass SH: Aquaculture, 
fisheries, and angling. 
 
After the Subclass has been assigned, the cataloger refers to an even more detailed list 
of sub-topics.  In the “SH” subclass, these sub-topics include: 
 

 SH 20.3-191: Aquaculture 

 SH 201-399: Fisheries 

 SH 400-408: Seafood gathering 

 SH 401-691: Angling 
 
The cataloger will use a number in the Angling category: SH 401-691. 
 
Finally, the description is further clarified through yet another alphanumeric system, 
with codes called “cutters.”  K6 is the cutter for “knots” (remember that the book is 
about fishing knots).  The author’s last name is also assigned a cutter – B76 is the cutter 
for Darren Brown (the first consonant, B, is used, followed by 7 (r), then 6 (m-o)). 
 
The book is ultimately classified with the alphanumeric code SH452.9.K6 B76 2003, 
which translates to: “a work pertaining to angling knots, published in 2003, by an author 
whose name begins with Brm, Brn, or Bro.” 


