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Introduction 
The successful development and diffusion of standards for business information exchange requires a 
strong and complex stakeholder network pursuing a solution for a commonly perceived problem.  

In the case of eXtensible Business Reporting Language (XBRL) it is widely accepted that adoption is 
being driven by regulatory bodies which have recognised the benefits for themselves and the 
potential for reductions in compliance costs they impose.  So while it is possible for a technology for 
digital data exchange to become a de facto standard through widespread adoption, XBRL’s diffusion 
has come about to date by regulators requiring it in a de jure fashion.  The importance of regulators 
in the adoption of XBRL means that the XBRL consortium needs to engage with the institutions and 
governmental structures which provide this impetus and to understand the constraints and 
requirements that regulatory adoption imposes on the process of diffusion.   

For network standards, achieving a critical mass of adoption is fundamental to their success in 
facilitating data exchange. Ultimately if this data standard is able to competently deliver what 
stakeholders need the mechanism by which it is diffused is not important, but to achieve significant 
adoption outside of the regulatory sphere the benefits must be understood by the market based on 
a sound business case. Only then is it likely its use will be spread through voluntary adoption.  
Regulator adoption may in this way provide the base set of users, expertise and supporting software 
to act as a springboard for voluntary adoption for other business purposes.  With this perspective in 
mind, the workshop explored three important aspects of regulated adoption: impetus and diffusion, 
assurance, and management and maintenance.  Finally the participants discussed the contribution of 
research and the potential for collaboration. 

The purpose of this paper is not to provide a detailed report of the many different issues and views 
represented at the workshop, but to synthesize the key ideas, whether they were apparently points 
of consensus or key points of difference, that emerged from the discussion.  We want to thank the 
26 presenters and participants, all experts in their fields, for their contributions both on the day and 
to the development of this paper to disseminate the insights that emerged1. 

1. Impetus and adoption 

Regulator impetus – localised developments 
Evidence was presented at the workshop about the large number of XBRL tagged filings now being 
received by regulators in individual member states in the European Union.  Early developments in 
Spain, filings in Belgium, projects in the UK and the ‘whole of government’ Standardised Business 
Reporting project in the Netherlands are examples.  There are also significant projects in Germany 
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and Poland (see www.xbrl.org for a complete list of an estimated 50+ projects).  Globally there is a 
nexus between local jurisdiction adoption of IFRS GAAP and the adoption of XBRL. Six key issues 
emerged from discussion: 

(a) Regulator adoption is proving a key diffusion catalyst: There are still important jurisdictions in 
Europe where regulator adoption is limited and attitudes to XBRL are equivocal based on its 
historical development in the U.S. and the existence of legacy standards.  There is a problem seeking 
to motivate regulator adoption through asking filing entities if they would prefer to file in XBRL.  For 
the same reason that regulator adoption has been a catalyst for diffusion, asking end users who 
have limited knowledge of XBRL and are involved in the initial burden of changing systems is unlikely 
to get a positive response. This has been demonstrated by several European regulators and by 
academic research. Regulator adoption is an important mechanism to spread not only knowledge of 
XBRL, but also experience, expertise and innovation surrounding it.  These things are required before 
any filer demand is likely to emerge. 

(b) Balancing the scale of projects proposed is important success factor: Whole of government 
projects underway in Australia and the Netherlands are able to offer substantial compliance cost 
reductions and a mechanism for rationalisation of data collected through co-ordinated development 
of metadata definitions in the process of taxonomy creation.  However, there are significant 
institutional barriers to achieving the funding and co-ordination necessary to energise such projects.  
It was argued that smaller, local regulator initiatives are more likely to be viable especially in more 
indifferent national settings and that these may ultimately underpin a pan European development. 

(c) Institutional and legal boundaries may be important adoption limiters: Even at the individual 
member state level there are institutional and legal barriers to the most effective implementation of 
XBRL.  European states with a ‘Napoleonic’ or code law tradition in particular have legal difficulties 
with adopting already developed base taxonomies and extending them for their use. 

(d) Matching levels of functionality and phased growth: A strategic approach to the level of 
functionality to be incorporated into regulator projects was discussed.  Concern over the lack of fully 
implementing the potential of digital reporting technology was placed in the context of a need for a 
longer term view. It was suggested the technology needed to conform to the long-held expectations 
of users by using a realistic development and diffusion strategy in the short-term. Areas in which this 
type of strategy may be required included: 

(i) Incorporating a document centric approach that emphasises control over rendering the 
data as a statement vs the full data centric implementations made possible by digital 
tagging, and 

(ii) a centralised approach to standardised data tagging as a basis for simple comparability. 

There is a tension between the energy and vision required to promote adoption and the potential 
need to take a strategic view that the timeline for widespread adoption of a more complete range of 
functionality may be long (another ten years perhaps) and that when considered in comparison with 
some other complex technology developments this is not surprising. 

(e) Ordering of development strategy: Different national projects have adopted contrasting 
approaches to project implementation in terms of the development of the infrastructure for 
expertise and software support.  One approach has been to work to ensure that the support is in 
place before XBRL is mandated, while another has been to use a mandatory requirement to trigger 
the investment in expertise and software by creating the market for it.    

(f) Need to manage proprietary and vested interests: As with any innovation, there are entrenched 
proprietary and vested interests (both commercial and public sector controlled) in maintaining the 
value of their current investment in products sold or systems of operation in place.  The need to 
counter their well funded and powerful lobbying for inertia requires a clear business case and an 

http://www.xbrl.org/
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awareness of the issues created for these parties so that they can successfully be brought into the 
XBRL constituency. It is important however, to do this without ‘overselling’ XBRL’s benefits; creating 
unrealistic, or inappropriate, expectations. 

 

Pan European development 
XBRL provides functionality to facilitate co-ordination of regulatory processes and securities market 
supervision through improved transparency, market confidence and enhancing participation in 
global market supervision. The language translation capability is of particular value in the pan 
European context. However, there are significant barriers to a pan-European adoption of XBRL for 
company reporting in the style of the U.S. SEC’s mandatory requirement.  The democratic right of 
member states to determine their own filing arrangements (through Officially Appointed 
Mechanisms) is both a vital core principle of the EU’s operating practices and yet a barrier to a 
timely and effective response to the challenge of pan European security market supervision, in 
which XBRL could play a role.  It is also important to take into account that different regulator 
implementations have different goals, which must be well defined to determine precisely what is to 
be made mandatory. 

Without centralised regulatory control, there is no institutional framework for a single decision 
maker to require a standardised communication format for business reporting in Europe.  
Furthermore this means that despite the work of European bodies such as CESR2 (now ESMA3), there 
is no channel through which a champion (if one existed) could provide focussed leadership and a 
vision for a pan-European single data standard.  The decentralised approach means that there are 
long time lines for development and agreement on procedures.  This creates a tension in the wake of 
the current economic crisis and the need to improve regulatory oversight and transparency.  It 
would require the European Parliament or Commission to be persuaded that it is an essential 
element of a solution and accepted by the member states.  Such consensus is difficult to achieve 
especially when important member states are more than equivocal in their support for XBRL.4 

The U.S. SEC project provides a model of the effectiveness of visionary leadership from the top of a 
regulatory body to achieve a relatively rapid mandatory implementation.  As a model for pan 
European developments it is limited because of the significantly different institutional environment, 
goals and processes.  It does however raise important questions for consideration.  The SEC’s stated 
target market was retail (non-professional) investors in line with its mandate.  What could be the 
focus of the driver for developments in Europe? The SEC was also under pressure to review a 
significant portion of filings under the Sarbanes Oxley Act that provided a strong internal driver for 
more efficient processing internally.  What equivalent pressures are member states experiencing? 
These could include the need to improve financial market transparency, improving regulatory 
supervision (company reporting, financial institutions and/or taxation) and the need to reduce 
compliance costs.  

 

From Regulator impetus to voluntary adoption 
Where there is a strong impetus for adoption from regulators in member states some participants 
expressed optimism that voluntary diffusion would be triggered through market recognition of the 
benefits of standardised business data exchange.  A key concern in relation to this process however, 

                                                           
2
 Committee of European Securities Regulators. 

3
 European Markets and Securities Authority. 

4
 For further discussion of the comparative differences between the EU and US regulatory contexts in relation 

to their impact on XBRL in particular, see Locke, J., Lowe, A. and Lymer, A (2010) Digital Reporting Options for 
Europe ( http://www.icaew.com/en/products/information-technology-publications/digital-reporting-options-
for-europe) 
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is the lack of effective communication of a strong business case for voluntary adoption for other 
business functions, banks, analysts and private investors. There is difficulty promoting the 
application of XBRL in cases where third party providers or tagged forms are being used and key 
company employees are therefore less aware of its potential.  As such, it appears likely that larger 
organisations will be the first to benefit from any new opportunities created by voluntary spread of 
XBRL as the nature of their engagement with the regulator driven XBRL projects will be more likely 
to provide a platform for scaling of its use. This theme is picked up in the research and collaboration 
section below. 

2. Audit and assurance 
 

Audit and assurance is important as part of the infrastructure of financial markets and reporting 
practices. In fact, it may be the case that it has become so much a part of the reporting process that 
it is often taken for granted (at least until corporate failures draw attention to it).  The lack of a fully 
developed methodology, or even substantial accepted practice, for audit of XBRL tagged statements 
is a ‘blocking issue’ for confidence in XBRL data and diffusion.  To address this some guidance is now 
being formulated. For example, guidance on agreed upon procedures (AUP) for assurance 
engagements is available from the AICPA XBRL Assurance Task Force, the UK Auditing Practices 
Board (“APB”) Bulletin and the ICAEW XBRL Assurance Group5.  This guidance does not define the 
meaning of audit or the ‘truth and fairness’ of XBRL tagged financial statements for shareholders.  It 
will need to be the responsibility of audit standard setters to produce authoritative guidance (e.g., 
the PCAOB and IAASB6).   

Now that the ‘safe harbour’ provisions are expiring for SEC filers in the US and more tagged data is 
entering the public domain it is expected that the demand for assurance will trigger a response from 
audit standard setters in various jurisdictions.  The reluctance of such bodies to address the issues 
historically, and their already heavy workloads means that the timeline may be longer than the 
market needs; creating a period in which different approaches will be in evidence across different 
audit firms and different assurance engagements types.  A fundamental issue is whether the 
statements are being audited as a whole as was previously the case or whether there is a need for 
substantive audit of the tagging of individual data items.  This is basically the same issue as raised 
earlier; that is, whether the XBRL tagging is to be seen as a new data centric approach or simply as 
an automation of traditional document centric reporting.  If a document centric approach is likely to 
remain the accepted practice into the near future (ie, no change in audit paradigm), an approach 
that some may adopt may be to use a combination of audit of the tagging process (equivalent to 
controls) and substantive testing (based on samples) of the tags.   

Further, there will be a need for education to avoid an expectation/understanding gap given that 
users will be able to extract individual data items out of context and the assurance is unlikely to 
extend to each data item. 

                                                           
5
 See US AICPA SOP 09-1 for AUPs, UK Auditing Practices Board (“APB”) Bulletin 2010/1, and UK ICAEW Draft 
Technical release AAF 04/10. 

6
 Public Company Accounting Oversight Board (US), International Auditing and Assurance Standards Board. 
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3. Other maintenance and infrastructure issues 

 Taxonomy architecture and structure 

The co-ordination of taxonomy architectures between regulatory authorities in Japan, the US and 
the IFRS Foundation (the ITA project7) is important to facilitate adoption and software development.  
The minimisation of individual company level extensions has been identified as important for 
comparability, but the information value of individual company tags in identifying their unique 
features is also recognised.  The difference in approach between the US GAAP and the IFRS 
taxonomies in terms of the significant difference in the number of elements included has been an 
issue of discussion.  A key point here is that there is currently no evidence that a greater number of 
elements in the core taxonomy either reduces the number of extensions required or increases 
comparability.  This is an area where more experience with company tagging practices and research 
will help improve understanding.  Reducing the proliferation of taxonomies is desirable, but unlikely 
in an environment where localised developments and legal requirements mean that they will be 
created for individual jurisdictions.  Increasing the technical compatibility and fitness for purpose of 
the taxonomies should be a core concern. 

Management Commentary 

There is a need to provide taxonomies for management commentary and other narratives such as 
sustainability reporting to ensure a complete business reporting language.  Tagging footnotes and 
management commentary has been an area of significant challenge for company filers. 

Authority, endorsement and maintenance 

It is important that taxonomies are developed and maintained by entities with the authority to 
provide them with an imprimatur of quality, reliability and which have the resources to maintain 
them.  As a result this task usually falls to regulators in the local jurisdiction who have adopted XBRL.  
The resources and commitment required to undertake this work should not be underestimated and 
nor should its importance for the long-term success of digital business data exchange.  There is an 
issue in some jurisdictions where potentially appropriate authorities appear reluctant to take on this 
work, especially in the current environment of restricted government resources.  

Relationship with accounting standards 

Taxonomies are generally designed to enable an equivalent production of data through digital 
tagging as with traditional financial statement preparation.  The relationship is not just one way, 
however.  The methodology of semantic modelling of data through taxonomy development may also 
provide insights into the development of standards over time (replacement of concepts, changes in 
the elements, etc.) and also in a normative sense provide a different perspective on the clarity with 
which disclosure requirements and concepts are drafted in the standards themselves.  This suggests 
that close dialogue between accounting standard setters and taxonomy developers should be 
encouraged to improve the quality of both the standards and the taxonomies.  This implies that the 
ownership by accounting standard setters of the associated XBRL taxonomy (as in the cases of the 
IFRS Foundation and FASB) is not just an additional burden on them but offers important synergies. 

4. Research and collaboration 
 

Many rich veins for research and collaboration within the XBRL project were identified. Some active 
collaboration projects involving PhD projects and interns were described.  There are increasing 
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opportunities for empirical studies as companies provide instance documents in response to 
regulator requirements.  Specific topics and approaches to classifying research perspectives 
discussed are outlined below.  

(a) Research perspectives 

(i)  The reporting value chain is a way of organising and understanding the differences in 
settings in which some are complex and others simpler.  It provides a basis for analysing how 
data tagging can achieve better communication. 

(ii)  Syntax, Semantics and Economics 

These three perspectives highlight different research topics.  A focus on semantics 
emphasises issues such as complementary open standards (e.g. UBL, HRXML), their inter-
operability with XBRL), and their use to empower user queries and audit.  There are also 
issues around the maintenance and governance of the XBRL syntax.  

Semantics focuses on conceptualisation and modelling techniques for electronic 
representation of data.  One issue is the relationship between instance documents and 
taxonomies.  For example, can instance documents generated from incomplete taxonomies 
be ‘good and proper’ reports according to relevant measures? Taxonomy design (as 
mentioned earlier) – how many tags are needed for reports to comply with legislation? 
There is also the issue of breaking out of historical paradigm constraints which prevent 
innovation in modelling. 

Research into the economics of standardisation needs to go beyond cost/benefit to consider 
different project goals (for example Standard Business Reporting projects are very different 
to the US SEC’s interactive data project).  Careful evaluation is required of what is to be 
mandated and the right timing for the adoption of specific open standards. 

(b) Specific areas of focus for research on XBRL: 

 The use of tagged data for financial analysis and for capital markets research 

 Accounting information system integration of accounting cycles; information production and 
dissemination 

 Management information systems –  applications in business intelligence, data mining and 
the provision of decision relevant information 

 Taxonomies as meta data repositories and the process of content standardisation 

 The reflexive effect of tagging on preparers’ approaches to financial reporting and 
accounting standard setting 

 Effects of tagging on data quality; for example, the accuracy of tagging and effectiveness of 
validation 

 Effects on comparability and standards convergence 
 

(c) Some other issues discussed 

It may still be necessary to engage in wider education activity to raise further the awareness 
amongst academics involved in potentially related research and teaching in relevant topics (a need 
to teach the teachers). 

Concern was expressed about the observed level of awareness amongst key stakeholder groups 
based on surveys.  It was also suggested the embedding of XBRL into software or in third party 
providers reduces the possibility for diffusion because awareness at company level (company 
secretaries, CFOs etc) may be limited.  However, anecdotal evidence suggests that at least in the UK 
there is a growing awareness and recognition of the potential of XBRL for other uses in companies 
largely as a result of HMRC requiring iXBRL use for corporation tax filings and Companies’ House for 
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corporate governance filings.  This has not been demonstrated empirically, but there is some 
concern in the XBRL community that repeated surveys are not a best use of limited research 
capacity. 

A key contribution sought by the XBRL consortium is to work towards an understanding of the clear 
business case (an effective problematisation) for those not yet enrolled into the XBRL constituency.  
It is important to identify and define the ways in which XBRL offers a benefit beyond compliance 
with the mandatory requirements so that it can be clearly communicated.  At this point the benefits 
are presented, with some exceptions, in abstract terms that underlie a visionary perspective for 
XBRL, but don’t provide adequate independent evidence of business value.  There are increasing 
possibilities for empirical evidence derived from cross-sectional studies of SEC filers and case studies 
of adoption. 

Conclusion  
Tagging business data using XBRL is part of the larger movement to create a semantic web to free 
data for exchange and automated re-use.  It has made significant progress, but faces important 
institutional and infrastructure challenges in becoming ubiquitous in business reporting settings in 
Europe.  It may be that expectations for adoption rates have been based on the benefits perceived 
by those who have made significant commitments to developing it as a standard.  A more realistic 
position may be to expect a ten year continuing project in Europe, with perhaps shorter time 
horizons for significant voluntary adoption within individual member states.  This does not suggest 
that the XBRL community can ‘sit back’ and wait for market forces to take over from regulator 
impetus.   
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