
Lateral File Cabinets
Buyer's Guide

Discount Office Furniture  |  Expert Guidance  |  Free Shipping

www.FindOfficeFurniture.com  |  2026  |  888-719-4960



Buyer's Guide

888-719-4960

Lateral File Cabinets

www.FindOfficeFurniture.com Page 1 of 8 888-719-4960

What a Lateral File Cabinet Does — and Why It's Different from a
Vertical

A lateral file cabinet stores files in drawers that pull open from front to back but are oriented with files hanging
side to side — parallel to the cabinet's front face. This means you're looking at the ends of the file folders when
you open a drawer, not the long edge. The practical effect is that you can see all the files in the drawer at once
without digging through them, access any file with a short forward reach rather than a deep
reaching-to-the-back motion, and use the top surface of the cabinet as a functional work surface since the
cabinet itself is wide and low.

The contrast to a vertical file cabinet is significant: vertical cabinets are taller, narrower, and store files
front-to-back, requiring deeper reaching to access files near the back of the drawer. Lateral cabinets are
shorter, wider, and provide full-drawer visibility and reach-in access. For offices where filing is a frequent daily
activity rather than occasional archival storage, the lateral format is meaningfully more functional.
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Standard Sizes: Width, Height, and Drawer Count

Lateral file cabinets come in standard widths of 30", 36", and 42". The 36" width is the most popular for general
commercial use — it provides good capacity per unit and fits comfortably in most office layouts. The 42" width
maximizes capacity per unit but is wider than a standard interior doorway (36"), which means it must be
installed before doorways are blocked or tilted during entry — a logistical consideration for upper-floor offices.

Drawer counts range from 2 to 5 drawers. Two-drawer laterals are essentially credenza height (around 28" to
30") and serve double duty as a surface for a printer, monitor, or work materials. Four-drawer units run 52" to
54" tall — comfortable for most users to access the top drawer while standing. Five-drawer units at 65" to 68"
tall require some users to reach above shoulder height for the top drawer, which can be a practical issue for
shorter staff.

For planning purposes, a standard lateral file cabinet is 18" to 20" deep — notably shallower than a vertical
cabinet. This depth fits along walls with less intrusion into the room, making lateral cabinets a good choice for
perimeter storage layouts.
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What Fits Inside a Lateral File: Letter, Legal, and More

One of the key advantages of lateral file cabinets is their flexibility in accommodating different file sizes. Most
lateral file drawers accept letter-size files (8.5"×11"), legal-size files (8.5"×14"), and hanging file frames in both
sizes. The wider drawer width of a lateral allows files to be hung either letter-to-letter or legal-to-legal across
the drawer's full width without needing a special adapter frame in most cases.

Many modern offices store very little actual paper, but the organizations that do — legal firms, healthcare
facilities, government agencies, insurance companies, financial services — often still need substantial file
storage capacity. A 36" wide 4-drawer lateral file cabinet holds the equivalent of approximately 1.5 to 2
standard 4-drawer vertical file cabinets in document capacity. This efficiency in linear filing capacity per floor
footprint is another reason laterals are preferred in offices where space efficiency matters.

Beyond files, the wider drawers of lateral cabinets accommodate a broader range of storage: hanging folders,
box-bottom files, letter trays, small binders, and even large-format materials in some configurations. Confirm
the specific drawer height and width for any unit you're considering if you have non-standard storage
requirements.
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Material Options: Steel vs. Laminate and When Each Is Right

Lateral file cabinets are manufactured in two primary material categories: steel and laminate (wood-look). Steel
laterals are the standard for functional commercial file storage — they're more durable than laminate, easier to
keep clean, more secure (most accept locks or security bars), and less expensive for a given capacity.
Commercial steel laterals from quality manufacturers are built to last decades under heavy daily use.

Laminate lateral file cabinets are finished to match wood furniture — cherry, mahogany, walnut, espresso, or
modern tones — which makes them appropriate for private offices, executive suites, and settings where the
cabinet's appearance is as important as its function. Laminate laterals cost more than comparable steel units,
are somewhat more susceptible to physical damage (impact on corners, edge delamination), but look
significantly more polished in professional environments.

The choice is usually environment-driven: if the lateral cabinet is in a storage room, file room, or administrative
area where appearance is secondary, steel is the practical choice. If it's in a private executive office or a
reception area where visual consistency matters, laminate is appropriate. Mixing steel and laminate in the same
visible area looks inconsistent and is best avoided.
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Security and Lock Considerations

Many offices store sensitive materials in lateral file cabinets — personnel files, financial records, client data,
legal documents. If security matters, look for units with a full-width lock bar (a bar that, when engaged, blocks
all drawers from opening simultaneously) or individual drawer locks. A single-lock system that controls all
drawers with one key is more practical than individual drawer locks from a daily use standpoint.

For high-security applications, look for cabinets with a separate lock that's resistant to picking — not just the
standard cam-lock that comes on most commercial file cabinets. File cabinet security is not the same as safe
security, but a properly locked commercial file cabinet is a meaningful deterrent to casual unauthorized access.

For healthcare and legal environments where regulatory compliance requires secure patient or client record
storage, confirm the specific security requirements of the applicable regulation before specifying a cabinet.
HIPAA, for example, requires reasonable safeguards for protected health information, which typically means
locked file storage for paper records. Most quality commercial laterals with full-width locking bars satisfy this
requirement.
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Safety: Anti-Tip Protection Is Not Optional

A loaded 4-drawer lateral file cabinet can weigh 300 to 400 pounds when fully loaded with files. If a top drawer
is fully opened while the cabinet is full, the weight shift can tip the cabinet forward — a genuinely dangerous
situation. Quality lateral file cabinets include an anti-tipping interlock that prevents more than one drawer from
opening at a time, eliminating the tipping risk.

Always verify that any lateral file cabinet you're considering includes this feature. If a product listing doesn't
mention anti-tipping interlock, ask before buying. Anchoring the cabinet to the wall with a provided anti-tip strap
(an additional safety measure beyond the interlock) is recommended in locations where children may be
present or in earthquake-prone areas.

For lateral cabinets on casters (mobile pedestals and some lateral storage units), verify that the casters include
locking mechanisms and that the casters are rated for the cabinet's fully loaded weight. Mobile units should be
locked in position when in use and only moved when drawers are partially or fully emptied.
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Top Surface Usability: A Practical Bonus

One of the frequently underestimated advantages of a 2- or 3-drawer lateral file cabinet is that the top surface
becomes a functional horizontal workspace. At 28" to 36" tall, a 2- or 3-drawer lateral is approximately
credenza height — perfect for a printer, scanner, or monitor, or as a standing-height work surface if the user is
standing.

For offices where every surface is valuable, a 36" wide lateral file cabinet with a 2" thick laminate or wood
surface on top provides a 36"×18" work surface at zero additional floor footprint cost over the filing cabinet
itself. Some lateral file cabinet lines include matching top caps with a finished edge that turns the cabinet top
into a formal surface — this is worth looking for in laminate executive suites.

In storage rooms and file rooms, running a line of lateral file cabinets along a wall creates continuous
countertop-height work space above the drawers — useful for sorting mail, processing files, or staging
materials before filing. This configuration maximizes both vertical filing storage and horizontal work surface in
the same wall footprint.
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Find the Right Lateral File at FindOfficeFurniture.com

Whether you need one lateral cabinet for a private office or a full row of filing units for a records room,
FindOfficeFurniture.com has options across all configurations, sizes, and finishes. Our team at 888-719-4960
can help you calculate capacity requirements, choose between steel and laminate, and identify which products
are in-stock for fast shipping. Call us before you buy — our experts save buyers from the most common lateral
file mistakes every day.
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