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Err on the side of caution here. 

Harlan Krumholz, a cardiologist 

and researcher at Yale University, 

recommends retaining all test  

results (such as blood workups and 

X-rays) indefinitely. “Normal or not, 

the information may be useful in 

the future in your own clinical care 

or for research,” he says. Particu-

larly important are surgical reports, 

hospital discharge summaries and 

treatment plans for major illnesses. 

Put these in a secure cloud-based 

account or password-protected 

folder; this way you can easily 

share them with future health care 

providers. Keep immunization and 

vaccination records permanently, 

too—you may need them for cer-

tain jobs or for traveling abroad.

MEDICAL RECORDSBANKING/INVESTMENTSTAX RETURNS

If you or your spouse might apply 

for Medicaid for nursing home care, 

you’ll likely need five years of bank-

ing, credit card and brokerage rec-

ords to prove eligibility. Otherwise, 

keep statements for a year, unless 

they’re tax related, says Jennie Gift, 

a vice president at document- 

management firm Records Nation. 

Your bank or broker may have 

years of statements online; if not, 

save new ones to a password- 

protected folder on your computer.

Keep records of any stock or 

bond purchase for six years after 

you file the return reporting its 

sale. But dump your old canceled 

checks, since your bank or credit 

union has copies, says Bankrate 

analyst Mark Hamrick.

    

Keep? Shred? Scan?
There’s a fine line between holding on to important financial and medical records … 

 and hoarding. Here’s where to draw it  By DANIEL BORTZ

HOW 
TO CUT 
YOUR 
RISK

FIGHT IDENTITY THEFT BY SHREDDING UNNEEDED DOCUMENTS. SOME OPTIONS:

PHOTOGRAPHS BY VICTOR PRADO

*Strip-cut 

shredders 

are fine, but 

to be safer 

Local Events Check with your 

state AARP office (states.aarp 

.org) for shredding days, or 

search online for one nearby.

NO CHARGE

Retail Services FedEx 

and Staples, among other 

stores, will shred for you. 

$1 AND UP PER POUND 

OF PAPER

Do It Yourself Buy your 

own shredder—one that’s 

described as confetti, 

crosscut or micro cut. 

$35 OR MORE

*See  

below for 

better 

shredders
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Not running for president? Keep 

returns and supporting documents 

for three years after each return’s 

due date or the date you filed, 

whichever is later. That’s the win-

dow the IRS has for catching mis-

takes. But if you’re self-employed, 

or have complex finances, double 

that to six years—the time frame 

the IRS has to audit you if it thinks 

you’ve grossly underreported your 

income. Either way, check your  

My Social Security account at ssa 

.gov before shredding, so you have 

backup to fix your earnings record 

if Social Security has it wrong. 

Own a home? Keep renovation 

and repair receipts for seven years 

after selling, to help reduce any 

taxes you might owe on the sale. 

…
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