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fy the benefits generated by embracing a standard, and
yet the attention of XBRL adopters both in the user and
software vendor communities is focused primarily on
its use for external and regulatory reporting. But would
a manufacturing company ever consider implementing barcoding for its
end products and not for the materials used to produce them? Obviously
not. The earlier that bar coding is
used in the supply chain, the greater
the benefits it brings. Similarly, the
earlier that XBRL data standardization is applied in a corporate information system, the more beneficial
its introduction will be. “Earlier” in
this case means using XBRL to standardize entries, transactions, documents, subledgers, and ledgers. Apart
from being crucial for internal
reporting processes, these are also
needed for external reporting and
regulatory filings.
Most people knowledgeable in
XBRL will tell you that it’s about
moving data or information from
one place to another in an electronic
format. To actually understand what
this means and translate it into your

own environment, however, you
need to know what kind of data
we’re talking about and what “place”
means in this context.
Let’s start with the second part of
the description—the word “place.”
There are basically two different approaches to moving data: from system
to system or from system to person.
Moving data from system to
system. The main purpose of XBRL

is to facilitate data communication
internally within organizations and
externally between organizations. It

uses a standardized syntax so that all
XBRL-enabled software can receive
and process XBRL documents or
files. Internal data communication
involves representing documents and
transactions from the initial entry as
they flow through the various ledgers
and subledgers and the trial balance
up to some kind of end report for either a single entity or through a consolidation process. External data
communication can involve different
types of transmission: business to
government, business to business
(banks), or government to government. Of course, “internal” data also
can be exchanged with another entity, such as exchanging AP/AR lists
with a bank or payroll information
with a service provider. These are all
within the scope of XBRL.
Moving data from system to
person. The XBRL dogma is that

“every receiver gets his or her own
report.” A large part of making this a
reality lies in the flexibility in presenting the data. Different people
can receive similar XBRL documents
but use different data from it or present similar data differently. Presentation currently isn’t part of the
XBRL standard. Work is under way
so that, in the future, the XBRL stanDecember 2007
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XBRL is often compared to the barcode to exempli-
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Table 1
Type of data

How it’s represented in XBRL

Aggregated business data

XBRL FR taxonomies

Transactional data

XBRL GL taxonomies framework

Operational data

XBRL GL taxonomies framework and/or other (domain-specific) standard formats that
can be represented with XBRL GL

Unstructured data

Not in scope for XBRL—requires other proprietary formats

dard will contain XBRL document
presentation, or rendering, information. This will make it possible for a
standardized “view” to be communicated independently from a specific
system or vendor. That’s not to say
it’s impossible to present XBRL information today; rather it isn’t possible to do so without using technology that isn’t part of the open XBRL
standard. Vendors with XBRLenabled software are able to present
XBRL data—or information, if you
like—in a proprietary format. Also,
because XBRL is based on XML, the
broadly adopted open Internet standard for sharing and storing data, it
can be used in conjunction with
XML data presentation standards
such as XSL instead of vendor-based
proprietary solutions.
Type of data. Now that we know
what “place” means, let’s look at the
type of data that can be moved from
one place to another with XBRL.
Each of the following data types is a
necessary component of the business
reporting supply cycle:
1. Aggregated business data, such as
financial statements, fiscal filings,
or regulatory reporting.
2. Transactional data, such as a general ledger posting.
3. Operational data, such as orders
and invoices.
4. Unstructured data, such as e-mails
or Word and Excel documents.
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The first three types are structured and can be represented in
XBRL. Typical examples of transactional and operational data are customer order entries, purchase orders,
job master files (budget/actual),
open payables by job, payroll, employee timesheets, inventory stock
status, inventory transactions, accounts payable/vendor management,
bank management and check reconciliation, and check reconciliation by
account. The fourth type, unstructured data, needs to be properly defined (structured) before it can be
communicated in XBRL format.
Table 1 shows how the four different
types of data can be represented
with XBRL.
Very few business reports contain
just one of these data types. Even
financial statements and regulatory
reports often contain transactional
and aggregated business data, and a
simple movement analysis can contain both aggregated and transactional data. Many business reports
used for external or management reporting contain different types in the
same report. The assumption that
there is a clear distinction between
high-level summarized information
for external reporting and transactional-level information for internal
reporting isn’t true. In fact, external
reporting can be based on transactional information, and internal re-

porting in a global operating company contains a lot of summarized
information.
Financial people and controllers
are well aware that high-level summarized information as well as detailed transaction information can
be requested and reported in a single
report—or set of reports—for both
internal and external uses. Simple
examples of hybrid reports that contain more than one data type include
AR aging reports, where the totals by
maturity are detailed in the single
transactions that compose them, or
an inventory report, where the roll
forward from beginning to end balance of each item is detailed in the
“in” and “out” transactions for the
period.
As relevant as it is to assess which
types of data can be represented in a
particular format, it’s equally as important to understand how different
types of data—represented in different formats—can be converted into
a report. XBRL is able to fully support the whole information chain
from transactional level up to
higher-level summarized information. The summarized information
is typically based on Financial Reporting (FR) taxonomies, while the
transactional data is represented in
the XBRL GL framework.
Both FR and GL taxonomies represent different, though sometimes

overlapping or connected, information in the business reporting supply
chain. Instances based on GL taxonomies represent master files,
transactional data, and status
reports—the underlying data found
in business operational and accounting systems. Instances based on FR
taxonomies represent reporting data,
which is summarized and aggregated
for reporting purposes.
The link between aggregated and
summarized reporting data and operational electronic data—often represented by different sector-specific
XML standards—is defined by the
XBRL Global Ledger standard. As
regulators, banks, and other organizations begin to request or require
XBRL as the digital reporting standard format, an investment in understanding and adopting XBRL GL
is crucial in representing all relevant
reporting data. Then, and only then,
will SEC Chairman Christopher
Cox’s prediction that “2008 will be a
watershed year for interactive data”
for all users and different kinds of
reporting become a reality. ■
Marc van Hilvoorde works for the
Netherlands Tax and Customs Administration. As the technical project
manager Marc and his team were responsible for the development and delivery of the Netherlands taxonomy.
He is member of the XBRL International Standards Board and chair of
the XBRL International Rendering
Working Group.
Gianluca Garbellotto is an internationally known expert on both the
business and technical aspects of
XBRL and XBRL GL. He is the current chair of the XBRL GL Working
Group and a member of the XBRL International Standards Board. Gianluca can be contacted at gg@iphix.net.
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item if (1) the treatment of the item
on the return is or was supported by
substantial authority or (2) facts relevant to the tax treatment of the
item were adequately disclosed on
the return or on a statement attached to the return and there is a
reasonable basis for the tax treatment. Remember, special rules apply
to tax shelters.
The provision imposes a penalty
on any taxpayer filing an erroneous
claim for a refund or credit. The
penalty is equal to 20% of the disallowed portion of the claim for refund or credit for which there is no
reasonable basis for the claimed tax
treatment. The penalty doesn’t apply
to any portion of the disallowed portion of the claim for refund or credit
relating to the earned income credit
or any portion of the disallowed
portion of the claim for refund or
credit that is subject to accuracyrelated or fraud penalties.
The Small Business Act provides
many tax relief provisions, but it also
provides for some “meaty” revenue
sources. The important question
when evaluating new tax provisions
is, “Am I getting more money in my
pocket, or am I putting more money
in the IRS’s pocket?” So which way
does the scale tilt for you? ■
Catina M. Scafidi, MST, CPA, is the
managing member of Scafidi,
Cranston & Associates, LLC. She can
be reached at (609) 953-8699 or
CScafidi@scafidicranston.com.
Anthony P. Curatola is the Joseph F.
Ford Professor of Accounting at
Drexel University in Philadelphia,
Pa. You can reach Tony at (215)
895-1453 or curatola@drexel.edu.
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denced by the impressive array of
speakers already scheduled to participate. Topping the list is IMA President and CEO Paul A. Sharman,
ACMA, who will lead a session on
management accounting and financial leadership. Also on the program
are senior IMA officials and prominent international executives, including the CFO from China Haier
(a global consumer electronics and
home appliance company) and a
speaker from the World Bank International Finance Corporation.
I’m proud to be part of an organization that “walks the walk,” not just
“talks the talk,” when it comes to fulfilling our vision and mission. So
come join us at the 2008 Global
Conference to see what we’re doing
in the international arena.
As always, I welcome your
thoughts at jpollara@imanet.org. ■
[ETHICS]
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better appreciation of the critical role
they play in protecting the public.
Additionally, the SEC should be
given the legislative mandate to oversee the activities of the hedge fund industry. When the costs and other effects of market volatility and investment failures clearly extend far
beyond the boundaries of the “sophisticated” and “high net-worth” individuals that invest in such products,
the SEC should provide oversight. ■
Curtis C. Verschoor is the Ledger &
Quill Research Professor, School of Accountancy and MIS, and Wicklander
Research Fellow in the Institute for
Business and Professional Ethics, both
at DePaul University, Chicago. He is
also a Research Scholar in the Center
for Business Ethics at Bentley College,
Waltham, Mass. His e-mail address is
curtisverschoor@sbcglobal.net.
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