
 
 

November 11, 2013 

Ms. Kristy Robinson  

XBRL Activities  

IFRS Foundation  

30 Cannon Street  

London EC4M 6XH  

United Kingdom  

Email: commentletters@ifrs.org 

 

 

Dear Ms. Robinson: 

 

We are pleased to respond to a request for comment on the Proposed Interim Release XBRL/2013/1, “IFRS Taxonomy 

2013 Documentation, architecture, and IFRS updates.” The Columbia Business School’s Center for Excellence in 

Accounting and Security Analysis (CEASA) in the U.S. has a long-standing interest in the development of interactive 

financial reporting and other relevant data that meets the needs of investors and analysts globally. At this time we 

would like to convey our thoughts on high-level issues represented by the Interim Release, rather than on all the 

specific questions in the request for comment.  

 

Ownership of Financial Taxonomies 
In general, as we have stated elsewhere, we do not support the notion that a taxonomy for financial reporting be solely 

owned by standard-setters and regulators, because this limits the structure and usefulness of the data unnecessarily, and 

may hinder interoperability. The underlying economic concepts behind core global financial reporting concepts can 

reside in a taxonomy that is not reliant on standard-setters’ or regulators’ politics and competing agendas. The fact that 

the U.S. SEC still has not accepted the IFRS XBRL taxonomy is an example of why standard-setters and regulators 

should not be in the position of unilateral power over a financial reporting taxonomy. The politics inherent in the 

broader standard-setting or regulator bodies cannot be avoided in the setting of standards for and design of the related 

taxonomies.  

 

Of course, we realize that the various standard-setters and regulators do not share our views on taxonomy ownership. 

However, we simply do not see that the current approach is serving the purposes of providing as much truly usable and 

relevant interactive data to global analysts and investors as quickly, cheaply, and effectively as possible. The evidence 

in the broader investor and analyst communities’ reactions to and minimal direct use of the current publicly-available 

XBRL data globally speaks for itself, in our opinion.   

 

Input for Taxonomies Owned by Standard-setters and Regulators 
Given our reservations, if the only interactive data taxonomies accepted by regulators are going to be those owned by 

their respective accounting or taxation standard-setters, then we would support the following general steps (these are 

not all directly related to the current interim release): 

a. We support a stable, and easy-to-use and navigate taxonomy, which means: 

i. We support limiting modifications to relevant regulatory or standards changes, error corrections, or 

technological fixes. 

ii. We support the new entry points for SMEs and Management Commentary, because we believe they 

will simplify the usability of the taxonomy for filers as well as consumers. 

iii. We are not, however, commenting on or endorsing the broader state or design of any of the current 

taxonomies at this time, because that was not included in the request for comment.  

b. We support the notion of Interim Releases (assuming these are limited in scope), rather than only Annual 

Releases, because such changes should be executed as with any other taxonomy/software-related product (end 

users can then make their own decisions about when to incorporate the changes into their internal products or 

processes): 
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i. Error corrections and technical fixes should be released as they are completed. 

ii. Necessary changes due to modifications to accounting and reporting content should be released as 

soon as the changes are finalized. 

c. If the standard-setters  own a taxonomy then, consistent with point ii above: 

i. Possible changes to the taxonomy related to accounting and reporting changes should be embedded 

into the process of the proposed accounting changes being considered by the IASB—e.g., potentially 

new or deprecated elements and related issues should be actively included in the discussion and 

documentation of the related accounting and reporting standards. 

ii. The process for making changes to the taxonomy should be transparent as to the sources of internal or 

external requests for changes, the rationale for changes, and the reasons for accepting or denying such 

requests; as such, we believe that all external requests for changes should be made only through the 

public comment letter mechanism. 

iii. Proposed changes to taxonomies should be subjected to standard technical and other user-acceptance 

testing by end users, such as analysts or investors (or their representatives), who might actually be 

interested in using the data day-to-day, once it meets their needs. 

iv. Final changes to the taxonomy should be decided by public vote by those to whom the right to change 

the taxonomy has been entrusted. 

v. Easy-to-understand documentation should exist in one place that governs the required use of the 

taxonomy, and explains and illustrates it clearly. 

vi. Transparency around other miscellaneous, but not less important items, should also exist: 

 Membership on the committees or groups providing input on the taxonomy, as well as minutes of 

those meetings; and 

 Tools, products, and consultants used by a standard-setter or regulator in order to design, change, 

or use the taxonomy. 

 

Standard-setter or Regulator Concerns about Protecting the Confidentiality of End User Feedback 

We understand that the confidentiality needs of many investors and analysts may be seen as roadblocks to getting their 

participation or insights. They have told us, however, that there are methods for standard-setters and regulators to 

gather and then make public their input which offer adequate protections (for one example of how this might be 

accomplished, see the User Feedback Document on the Accounting for Insurance Contracts project site on the FASB’s 

website at: 

http://www.fasb.org/cs/ContentServer?site=FASB&c=Document_C&pagename=FASB%2FDocument_C%2FDocume

ntPage&cid=1176158582725). Furthermore, the issues are presumably similar to those in field tests of financial 

reporting standards, so we expect the framework and implementation aspects are already present at the IASB (and other 

standard setters that conduct field tests). 

  

Summary and Conclusion 
We believe the Interim Releases are a good thing, for the right purposes. We also contend that if the primary financial 

reporting taxonomy is housed within a standard-setting body such as the IASB, then its taxonomy changes should be 

handled in the same manner as other changes to the standards themselves. Finally, we note that the global XBRL 

taxonomies and implementations were originally intended to work together, and part of the original goal and selling 

point of XBRL was its global standardization. Unfortunately it is still the case that the interoperability of all the global 

XBRL taxonomies and access to their data by investors and analysts is quite limited, even if it is slowly improving. We 

believe this is an important missing piece in most statements about the widespread “use” of XBRL, and an important 

point to keep in mind when contemplating changes to or further implementations of similar taxonomies. We encourage 

the global regulators and standard-setters to resolve these issues as quickly as possible themselves, or to engage other 

players in the marketplace for global financial information to step in and help to facilitate the end goal. Please feel free 

to contact Suzanne Morsfield at sm3543@columbia.edu with any questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Trevor Harris 

Suzanne Morsfield 
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