Client Data Retention and Destruction Checklist for CPA Firms
Firm: [CPA Firm Name]    Policy owner: [Name]    Last reviewed: [MM/DD/YYYY]
Retention periods come from many sources: professional standards, tax law, state board of accountancy rules, client contracts, litigation holds and the firm’s insurer. The longest applicable period governs. The schedule below lists common sources and the periods they set; it is not a complete schedule. Periods that depend on state law, contracts or the firm’s insurer are set by firm policy and applicable law, so confirm them with counsel and your state board before adopting the schedule.
Retention schedule (complete for the firm)
	Record type
	Source of requirement
	Period set by the source
	Firm period adopted

	Nonissuer audit documentation
	AU-C 230; state board rules; firm policy
	At least 5 years from the report release date; file assembled within 60 days of that date
	

	Issuer audit and review records
	17 CFR 210.2-06
	7 years after the audit or review concludes
	

	Single audit documentation
	2 CFR 200.517
	At least 3 years after the auditor’s report is issued; longer if an agency extends it
	

	Award records held by a recipient
	2 CFR 200.334
	3 years from submission of the final financial report; longer while litigation, claims or audits are open
	

	Review and compilation files
	Firm policy; state board; insurer
	Set by firm policy and applicable law
	

	Tax return copies or preparer records
	IRC 6107(b); Treas. Reg. 1.6107-1(b); state rules
	3 years following the close of the return period; state rules may be longer
	

	Consent forms under IRC 7216
	Treas. Reg. 301.7216-3; Rev. Proc. 2013-14
	No retention period in the regulation; set by firm policy and applicable law (consent lasts one year if no duration is stated)
	

	Engagement letters and acceptance records
	Firm policy; longest related engagement
	Set by firm policy and applicable law
	

	Independence and conflict records
	AICPA Code; firm policy
	Set by firm policy and applicable law
	

	Employee and payroll records
	Federal and state employment law
	Set by federal and state employment law and firm policy
	



1. Policy and ownership
	Requirement
	Yes / No / N/A
	W/P ref
	Prepared / reviewed (initials, date)
	Comments

	1.1. A written retention and destruction policy is approved by the managing partner, with a named owner, and is communicated to all staff
	
	
	
	

	1.2. The policy covers paper, email, portals, workpaper systems, tax software archives, backups, laptops and mobile devices
	
	
	
	

	1.3. Retention periods are set by record type, with a source for each period, and are reviewed at least once a year
	
	
	
	

	1.4. The engagement letter or client notice tells clients how long the firm keeps records and when it destroys them
	
	
	
	



2. Audit and attest records
	Requirement
	Yes / No / N/A
	W/P ref
	Prepared / reviewed (initials, date)
	Comments

	2.1. Final engagement files are assembled on a timely basis after the report release date, with the standard pointing to 60 days after that date (AU-C 230); firm policy or law may set a shorter period
	
	
	
	

	2.2. Audit documentation is retained for at least five years from the report release date for nonissuer audits (AU-C 230); firm policy, state rules, contracts or the insurer may require longer
	
	
	
	

	2.3. After the assembly date no documentation is deleted or discarded; changes made later are documented with who, when and why (AU-C 230)
	
	
	
	

	2.4. Single audit working papers are retained for at least three years after the auditor’s report is issued, and longer when an agency extends the period or a finding is contested (2 CFR 200.517)
	
	
	
	

	2.5. Review and compilation files follow the firm’s policy and any longer state or contractual requirement
	
	
	
	

	2.6. Issuer audit work, if the firm performs it, is retained for seven years after the audit or review concludes (17 CFR 210.2-06 under the Sarbanes-Oxley Act)
	
	
	
	



3. Tax and client records
	Requirement
	Yes / No / N/A
	W/P ref
	Prepared / reviewed (initials, date)
	Comments

	3.1. A copy or a record of each return prepared is retained for three years following the close of the return period in which the return was presented for signature (IRC section 6107(b); Treas. Reg. 1.6107-1(b)); firm policy and state rules may require longer
	
	
	
	

	3.2. E-file records, signed authorizations and consents under IRC section 7216 are retained as the IRS e-file rules require and as firm policy sets; the section 7216 regulation sets how long a consent lasts (one year if none is stated) and sets no retention period for the form
	
	
	
	

	3.3. Client-provided original records are returned rather than held, unless the client asks the firm to hold them
	
	
	
	

	3.4. Records requested by a taxing authority, a lender or an investigation are placed on legal hold
	
	
	
	



4. Firm administrative and quality records
	Requirement
	Yes / No / N/A
	W/P ref
	Prepared / reviewed (initials, date)
	Comments

	4.1. Independence confirmations, engagement acceptance forms, conflict checks and engagement quality review documentation are kept for at least the longest retention of the engagements they support
	
	
	
	

	4.2. Peer review and quality management monitoring documentation is retained for the period set by the firm’s policy and the peer review administering entity
	
	
	
	

	4.3. Personnel, CPE, licensing, payroll and benefit records follow federal and state employment law periods
	
	
	
	

	4.4. Insurance policies and claims records are kept for the period the carrier and the firm’s counsel advise
	
	
	
	



5. Storage, security and destruction
	Requirement
	Yes / No / N/A
	W/P ref
	Prepared / reviewed (initials, date)
	Comments

	5.1. Retained records are stored in access-controlled locations with encryption in transit and at rest; paper files are in locked storage
	
	
	
	

	5.2. Written information security plan exists and covers client data; the firm has considered the FTC Safeguards Rule as it applies to tax preparers
	
	
	
	

	5.3. Destruction is scheduled at least annually and approved by the policy owner; legal hold status is checked before every destruction run
	
	
	
	

	5.4. Paper is shredded and electronic media is wiped or destroyed by a method that makes recovery unlikely; a certificate or log records what was destroyed, when and by whom
	
	
	
	

	5.5. Backups and cloud copies are included in the destruction and not left behind; vendor retention settings are checked
	
	
	
	

	5.6. Records of offboarded clients are tagged with the destruction date at the time of offboarding
	
	
	
	



6. Legal hold and exceptions
	Requirement
	Yes / No / N/A
	W/P ref
	Prepared / reviewed (initials, date)
	Comments

	6.1. A legal hold process exists: who may issue a hold, how it is communicated and how it is released
	
	
	
	

	6.2. Holds from pending or reasonably anticipated claims, subpoenas, regulatory inquiries and investigations suspend destruction for the affected records
	
	
	
	

	6.3. Records subject to hold are identified in every system, including email and chat
	
	
	
	

	6.4. Exceptions to the schedule are approved in writing by the policy owner with the reason and a review date
	
	
	
	



Conclusion and sign-off
The retention schedule and the practices above were reviewed on [MM/DD/YYYY] and the exceptions listed are approved.
Exceptions and follow-up items: ______________________________________________
	Role
	Name / initials
	Date (MM/DD/YYYY)

	Completed by (policy owner)
	
	

	Reviewed by (manager)
	
	

	Engagement partner or firm owner
	
	



Free template from CORAA (coraa.ai/us/templates). Draft for professional judgment: adapt it to the engagement and your firm’s methodology, have legal counsel review where needed, and check it against current AICPA, FASB and other applicable requirements before use.
