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Abstract. This project attempts to add to the extant research by presenting the results of a future 

forecasting Delphi study that addresses the impacts of XBRL in the second decade of the new 

millennium. The future impacts of XBRL [eXtensible Business Reporting Language] on financial 

reporting were studied using the Delphi technique. The Delphi panel suggests that XBRL is very 

likely to impact corporations, financial reporting, users of financial reports and auditing.  The most 

likely impacts of XBRL include: increased accessibility of financial reports, easier regulatory 

compliance, enhanced availability of financial reports, facilitation of continuous reporting, and 

improved efficiency in investment and business decision making.  

Keywords: XBRL, financial reporting, technology impacts, Delphi technique, accounting 

regulation. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

A poll of leading information technology consultants, futurists and financial officers 

identified XBRL [eXtensible Business Reporting Language] as one of the seven cutting 

edge technologies expected to have a large impact on business and to revolutionize 

corporate performance (The Futurist 2003). XBRL has been identified by AICPA 

[American Institute of Certified Public Accountants] and FEI [Financial Executives 

Institute] leaders as an important initiative shaping the future of the profession 

(Harrington 2005) and has been mentioned for several years on the AICPA’s top ten 

technologies list (AICPA 2006). The use of a universal business reporting language has 

been called for by many individuals and organizations (Lymer et al. 1999). Users want 

more flexibility, ease of use and timeliness in financial reporting (FASB 2000; CICA 
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1999; AICPA 1994). Recent business scandals and the passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act 

in the U.S. have created a ripe environment for the improvement of information quality 

via XBRL adoption (Elysée et al. 2004). Clearly, sweeping changes are ahead (Spaul 

1997, ICAEW 1998, Ettredge et al. 2002). 

Currently, over 500 companies, organizations and regulatory agencies are involved in 

the development of XBRL (XBRL 2010b). Two dozen countries, in addition to the 

International Accounting Standards Board, have formally established or are in the process 

of establishing XBRL jurisdictions (XBRL 2010a). Calls for the adoption of XBRL for 

electronic filing and efforts to make it happen are occurring in such disparate locations as 

India (Vasal and Srivastava 2005), Japan (XBRL Japan 2005), Ireland, China and South 

Africa (XBRL 2010b).  

A U.S. Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC) Advisory Committee on 

Improvements to Financial Reporting [ACIFR] recommended mandatory phased-in 

adoption of XBRL tagging for SEC filings (ACIFR 2008), meaning all companies should 

adopt XBRL (Barlas 2008). April of 2009 brought an SEC mandate that requires all firms 

that are publicly traded on U.S. stock exchanges must file XBRL tagged financial 

statements to the SEC and publish these statements on their corporate websites by 2012 

(SEC 2009). Other regulatory agencies, such as the U.S. Federal Deposit Insurance 

Corporation (FDIC, 2004) and the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority are also 

involved in efforts to use XBRL for regulatory reporting (Fahy et al. 2003, Kroener 2003, 

Hannon 2002). A survey found that two-thirds of accounting software vendors have 

released or are in the process of releasing XBRL-enabled products (XBRL 2003). 

Along with all these mandates and calls for the use of XBRL, even more numerous 

predictions have appeared of the radical impacts its adoption will have on business and 

the accounting profession (Cohen 2005, Trites 2004, Wagenhofer 2003, Coffin 2001a & 

2001b). However, some have suggested that interest in this type of technology is low 

(Xiao et al. 2002) and others have cautioned against overstatement and over hype by 

XBRL enthusiasts (Locke and Lowe 2007). Unfortunately, these predictions have been 

supported by little research investigating the probability of future XBRL impacts. Bonson 

et al. (2009), Pinsker (2008), and Troshani and Rao (2007) have studied XBRL adoption 

generally, and Doolin and Troshani (2007) have studied the lack of widespread XBRL 

adoption in Australia. While researchers have begun to investigate some specific XBRL 

impacts (Hodge et al. 2004, Pinsker 2003, Bovee et al. 2002, Bonson 2001), much more 

information is needed about potential and actual impacts. 
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Abdolmohammadi et al. (2002) suggest experimental studies to address XBRL's 

impact on variables such as ease of use, efficiency and effectiveness of financial 

reporting, and stakeholder trust enhancement. Because XBRL is expected by many to 

become the standard for financial reporting (The Futurist 2003), the assessment of the 

long-term effects of XBRL is an important research question. This project adds to the 

extant research by presenting the results of a future forecasting Delphi study that 

addresses the impacts of XBRL in the second decade of the new millennium. The Delphi 

survey method (Linstone 1985) is often used to gain consensus among experts regarding 

the probabilities of future trends and impacts (Holstrum et al. 1986). 

The next section describes a framework of propositions based on the current XBRL 

literature. The third section elaborates the research method, followed in the next section 

by the results of the study. Finally, conclusions are drawn.  

2. A FRAMEWORK OF PROPOSITIONS 

What will be the future impacts of XBRL?  Extant research on XBRL was collected 

and analyzed for the purpose of setting up a framework of users and the potential benefits 

of XBRL. The authors examined the literature to identify discussions and assertions about 

XBRL’s potential impacts, both positive and negative. Many articles described a wide 

variety of potential impacts. The impacts were all examined and categorized. They are 

described in the following section. The potential impacts of XBRL that were considered 

to be of greatest interest to investors, corporations, and regulatory bodies were divided 

into a number of categories for the current study: (1) corporate and compliance, (2) 

financial reporting, (3) users of financial reports, (4) and auditing.  

Corporate and Compliance Impacts 

Gathering and disseminating data for business decisions typically requires a 

considerable investment of time and effort. The associated processes are often duplicated 

in order to generate financial reports, publish information on the corporate website, 

provide necessary data to decision makers, etc. (Deshmukh 2004). XBRL provides a 

means to potentially eliminate the repetitiveness of the data gathering processes 

(Shuetrim and Somerville 2004, DiPiazza and Eccles 2002). Through the use of XBRL 

enabled software, decision makers can receive the desired information directly into the 

analysis software. By eliminating the need to use information intermediaries, visit 

corporate websites, or leaf through paper reports, the decision making process will 

become more efficient and flexible (Rezaee and Turner 2002). As these benefits are 

realized, the effectiveness of the decision making process is increased (DiPiazza and 
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Eccles 2002). Additionally, XBRL can be used without scrapping legacy systems (Lin et 

al. 2005). 

Beyond the benefits realized in the decision making process, corporations will also 

benefit from easier regulatory compliance. As part of its stated goal, XBRL International 

is striving for XBRL to provide the global business community with a tool for annual and 

quarterly regulatory filings (Callaghan et al. 2002). The ability to efficiently gather and 

disseminate data will ease compliance with the SEC disclosure requirements for 10-K and 

10-Q filings (Stantial 2007), with the disclosure requirements of Regulation FD1 (Fair 

Disclosure), and with other regulatory bodies such as OSHA and the FCC (Alles et al. 

2002). The ability to publish information once and reuse it many times (DiPiazza and 

Eccles 2002) will make the process of regulatory compliance more efficient and less 

costly (Bonson et al. 2009; Pinsker and Shaomin 2008). 

Financial Reporting 

The potential benefits of improved efficiencies are realized in regards to the financial 

reporting process as well. The tagging (in accordance with a set taxonomy) of every piece 

of information relevant to financial reporting will result in a stable and consistent system 

that make the collection of data for and the preparation of financial reports efficient and 

effective (Pinsker and Shaomin  2008; Pinsker et al. 2005; Bovee et al. 2002). This is 

made possible as vendors of accounting software are incorporating XBRL into their 

products, thus making the creation of a wide variety of financial reports automated 

(Branson 2002).  The tagging and resulting automation of report generation will make the 

creation of misleading financial statements by management more difficult (Rezaee and 

Turner 2002; DiPiazza and Eccles 2002), improving transparency (Hodge et al. 2004). 

The issue with lack of comparability between firms when their financial statements are 

presented in accordance with different standards will become moot. While XBRL is not 

likely to eliminate differences in GAAP interpretation (Teixeira 2005), it will make the 

generation of reports under different standards possible through the tagging of every 

event. To some extent, it may result in the standardization of information content 

(Wagenhofer 2003). The need for an extensive and expensive conversion project to keep 

multiple sets of books will not be necessary. Firms will be able to easily access the 

necessary data to compile reports under different sets of standards (Coffin 2001b).  

                                                 

1
 Regulation FD requires that when a firm discloses nonpublic information to certain persons (e.g., 

institutional investors) that they disclose this information publicly (SEC 2000). 
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The efficiencies in the financial reporting process (e.g., data collection and report 

generation) will also be realized in the audit. The audit process has evolved from the 

manual audit to a computer-based audit and through the advent of XBRL is poised to 

evolve into the continuous audit (Rezaee et al. 2002, McGuire et al. 2006). Some even 

espouse a more extreme view that continuous auditing could lead to continuous reporting 

which could supplement and then replace traditionally annual audit reports (Alles et al. 

2002). 

Combined with the gain in efficiency in the audit processes, XBRL stands to improve 

the efficiency of the entire financial reporting process, which will lead to decreased audit 

costs (Bonson et al. 2009; Rezaee et al. 2002) and reductions in the cost of creation 

(Rezaee and Turner 2002) and dissemination of the financial reports (Ashbaugh et al. 

1999). The improvements in efficiency will also release personnel and computer 

resources from the financial reporting process that can be used in other areas of the firm 

(Bonson et al. 2009; Pinsker and Shaomin, 2008). 

Users of Financial Reports 

The firms generating the financial information are not the only beneficiaries of XBRL 

technology. The users of the financial information will benefit as well. Traditionally, users 

of financial information must pore through paper-based financial statements or rely on 

information intermediaries to provide access to the data. Costs, inefficiencies, and 

potential problems are inherent in these methods. 

Consuming information is a costly process. Costs arise in both collecting the 

information and in converting it into a useful format (DiPiazza and Eccles 2002). These 

costs are the result of time spent sifting through the traditional financial report or through 

a firm’s website to get the necessary data (Ashbaugh et al. 1999). Once the data is 

collected, it then must be converted and/or manually keyed into analytical software. 

XBRL and XBRL-enabled software allow users to receive the desired information 

directly into their analytic software, thus decreasing the costs and improving the accuracy 

of data collection and conversion (DiPiazza and Eccles 2002). 

Data collection is also performed by intermediaries, such as EDGAR Online (2003) 

and Hoover’s Online. XBRL and XBRL-enabled software, such as intelligent Internet 

agents (Callaghan et al. 2002), improve the accessibility of financial information 

(Baldwin and Williams 1999, Fox et al. 2002, Lester 2007). Improved accessibility will 

reduce, if not remove, the need for reliance upon these intermediaries for a convenient 

source of information (Coffin 2001b). While the intermediaries may not cease to exist, 
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they will need to retool their operations in order to remain viable. This retooling may 

involve tagging of historical data and/or assisting firms in the adoption of XBRL. 

Applications may use XBRL to automate and integrate changing financial information 

from multiple sources (Marshall et al. 2010; Burnett et al. 2006; Bovee et al. 2005; 

Bonson 2001). XBRL will provide the ability to access data electronically and 

continuously will improve the timeliness of the financial information (Bovee et al. 2002; 

Bonson 2001). As the timeliness improves, the efficiency of the decision making process 

is improved (DiPiazza and Eccles 2002). 

Another problem associated with current reporting of financial data is the 

understandability of the information. Data intermediaries attempt to alleviate this problem 

by normalizing the data into standardized formats and categories. This data cleaning 

procedure distorts the information and hides the subtleties necessary for understanding 

and analysis (Debreceny and Gray 2001), thus making it potentially inaccurate and/or 

deceptive and less valuable. XBRL tagging according to set taxonomies is performed by 

the creators of the information, thus eliminating the need for normalization (DiPiazza and 

Eccles 2002).  

While normalization does have its problems, data that is cross-sectionally comparable 

is necessary. The use of standardized XBRL taxonomies makes cross-sectional 

comparisons between companies in a specific industry possible (Bonson et al.2009; 

Bovee et al. 2002, Callaghan et al. 2002, Debreceny and Gray 2001). While this benefit is 

possible within an industry, the degree of specialization between industries makes the use 

of one taxonomy virtually impossible. Many different taxonomies are being developed 

for specific industries, which will not benefit comparisons between industries (Rezaee 

and Turner 2002). 

Improved efficiency and accessibility to financial data will lead to analysts being able 

to incorporate more data into their analysis and analyzing it with greater accuracy 

(Marshall et al.2010; Bonson et al.2009; Rezaee and Turner 2002; Bonson 2001), thus 

improving their investment decisions (Bovee et al. 2002). This will lead to analysts being 

able to follow more companies, consequently benefiting the investors and the companies 

(DiPiazza and Eccles 2002). One potential problem with the increased accessibility of 

information is that investors may be relying on un-audited information (Ashbaugh et al. 

1999), which will not disappear as a result of XBRL, because much information on 

corporate websites is not audited and, therefore, would not be audited during a continuous 

audit (e.g., much of the corporate governance voluntary disclosures).  
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Audit 

As mentioned previously, XBRL facilitates the continuous audit and reduces audit 

costs (Pinsker 2003, Rezaee et al. 2002). Electronic real-time-reporting and the 

continuous audit necessitate the need for increased internal controls (Boritz and No 2005 

& 2004). These controls are necessary to ensure the validity and reliability of the 

information (Rezaee et al. 2002). XBRL tagging must be properly performed in 

accordance with the given taxonomies and the reports must be filed in accordance with 

the proper accounting standards. Clearly, the effectiveness of internal control over the 

validity and completeness of financial data will determine the competence of such 

electronic evidence (AICPA 1997, Rezaee et al. 2002). Table 1 lists all of the previously 

discussed propositions. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Corporation and Compliance 

1. XBRL increases the efficiency of business decision making.  

2. XBRL increases the effectiveness of management decision making.  

3. XBRL allows for easier regulatory compliance.  

4. XBRL makes it more difficult for management to issue misleading financial statements. 

Financial Reporting  

5. XBRL increases the efficiency of the financial reporting process.  

6. XBRL decreases the occurrence of errors in financial reports.  

7. XBRL reduces the cost of generating financial reports.  

8. XBRL facilitates continuous reporting.  

9. XBRL enhances the availability of financial reports.  

10. XBRL eliminates the need for convergence of generally accepted accounting principles.  

Users of Financial Reports 

11. XBRL provides more accessible financial reports to users. 

12. XBRL provides more understandable financial reports for users. 

13. XBRL enables more thorough research by analysts because of access to more detailed financial data. 

14. XBRL increases the use of un-audited information by investors. 

15. XBRL decreases reliance on third-party information providers by users of financial reports. 

16. XBRL decreases the ability of financial analysts to perform cross-sectional analysis between industries. 

17. XBRL increases the ability of financial analysts to perform cross-sectional analysis within industries. 

18. XBRL decreases the cost of financial analysis performed by users of financial reports. 

19. XBRL allows more efficient investment decisions by users of financial reports. 

Audit 

20. XBRL facilitates continuous auditing. 

21. XBRL reduces financial statement audit costs. 

22. XBRL leads to improvement in internal controls. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Table 1. Framework of Propositions 
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3. RESEARCH METHOD 

This section includes a brief discussion of the Delphi survey method and the rationale 

for the make-up of the panel of experts that participated in the survey. 

Delphi Survey Method 

The proposed impacts of XBRL are examined using the Delphi technique. The Delphi 

survey method (Linstone 1985) is often used to gain consensus among experts regarding 

the probabilities of future trends and impacts (Holstrum et al. 1986). A problem with 

studies that use conventional survey methods to predict the impact of future events is a 

lack of interaction among participants. This problem is overcome through the use of panel 

discussions; however, strong personalities can dominate these discussions (Linstone 

1985), leading to conclusions that are biased toward the view of the dominant personality. 

The Delphi technique is effective in eliminating the impact of strong personalities and 

allowing consensus to be reached by the expert panel. The Delphi method has been used 

in various business disciplines including accounting (Garsombke and Cerrulo 1984), 

auditing (Baldwin-Morgan 1993, Ramamoorti et al. 1999), banking (Bradley and Stewart 

2002), international business (Czinkota and Ronkainen 1997), and business process 

engineering (Zarei 2001). In information systems research, the use of the Delphi 

technique has been ubiquitous for decades (for example, Addison 2003, Mursu et al. 

2003, Bourqe et al. 2002, McCoy 2001, Holsapple and Joshi 2001, Schmidt et al. 2001, 

Hayne and Pollard 2000, Keil et al. 1998, Brancheau and Wetherbe 1987). 

The Delphi technique uses three survey rounds in which members of the panel of 

experts provide a probability of occurrence of the given event and their rationale behind 

their prediction. The current study, as well as many prior Delphi studies, utilizes extant 

research and interviews with domain experts to determine the events/impacts that 

formulate the propositions that are included in all three rounds of the study in order to 

have quantitative data in all survey rounds (Hasson et al.2000).  

During rounds two and three the participants are given, for each proposition2 that did 

not reach consensus in the prior round, their prediction/probability3 from the previous 

round, the average probability of the group, the inter-quartile range of probabilities, and 

                                                 

2
 The propositions were randomly re-ordered for each round of the survey. 

3
 For clarity and presentation purposes, subjects' responses were converted into whole numbers 

(.99 becomes 99, etc.). A probability of 0.50 represents a neutral position that the impact could go 

in either direction. 
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the rationales (anonymously). The provision of the mean responses and rationales is in 

effect a pseudo discussion and allows for adjustments to individual probabilities during 

rounds two and three (Cundiff 1985). Linstone and Turoff (1975) suggest that three 

rounds provide an optimal number of repitions of the process. At the end of three rounds, 

the panel will have reached consensus or will have shown that they are not likely to do so 

(Baldwin-Morgan 1993). For a thorough explanation of the Delphi technique see 

Linstone and Turoff (1975). 

Panel members participated via a web-based survey in which they were asked to 

evaluate 26 possible impacts of XBRL and to provide a probability for the occurrence of 

each proposition and their rationale for their decisions. The participants were allowed to 

complete the survey at their leisure with the stipulation that each round be completed at 

one sitting4. The participants received an e-mail containing a request for participation in 

the current round and a link to the website for the survey.  

Panel of Experts 

In order to insure that the panel members have the knowledge of XBRL that would 

classify them as experts, potential members of the panel  were selected from accounting 

and information systems academicians who teach and do research on XBRL, financial 

reporting practitioners working with XBRL, and those that are very involved with XBRL 

International (www.xbrl.org) as well as the firm, company and agency liaisons who work 

with XBRL International in the development of the XBRL taxonomy and its 

incorporation in software and in regulatory practices. Both academicians and practitioners 

were included to ensure that a wide spectrum of viewpoints is included in the panel. 

While the makeup of the panel may seem to bias the study toward an overly optimistic 

view of the impacts of XBRL, people who are involved in the present events that are 

shaping the future are the most knowledgeable about a given future event and interviews 

with them can lead to the establishment of the likelihood of impacts if the technological 

trends continue (Baldwin-Morgan 1993). 

4. RESULTS 

Round one of the survey consisted of 71 potential panel members being recruited via 

e-mail yielded 12 usable responses5, a response rate of approximately 17 percent. Rounds 

                                                 

4
 This was a limitation of the survey technology, not a requirement of the Delphi technique. 

5
 A usable response is a response that includes a probability that fit within a range of 0-99 (scaled) 

and that the rationale (if provided) fit with the given proposition. 
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two and three resulted in 9 usable responses (75% of the 12 subjects originally agreeing 

to participate completed the entire survey), which is an acceptable maintenance rate for a 

Delphi study to be considered as valid (Hasson et al. 2000). 

While a larger number of participants were hoped for, the minimum recommended 

Delphi panel size is seven (Dalkey and Helmer 1963)6. Of the nine participants 

completing the survey, four are accounting and information systems academicians 

researching XBRL, five are involved in the development and use of XBRL and members 

of XBRL International, and two have sponsored student teams in XBRL competitions. All 

have either published research on XBRL or are members of XBRL International (some 

are both). The panelists are currently employed in the USA, Canada, Singapore and 

Australia. As previously discussed, the make-up of the panel provides for a breadth of 

viewpoints that adds to the validity of the current study. 

Final results for all statements are given in Table 2 for the entire panel. When 

predictions on any proposition reached consensus, that proposition was removed from the 

following round. According to Linstone (1985), in most Delphi investigations, consensus 

is assumed to have been achieved when a certain percentage of responses fall within a 

prescribed range, such as when the inter-quartile range (IQR) is no larger than 20 percent 

of the scale. Using this rule of thumb, the expert panelists reached consensus on 14 of the 

26 propositions by the end of round three.  

Most Likely Impacts 

The mean response of the Delphi panel was above 75 for eight propositions. The most 

likely impacts include three concerning financial reporting (P5, P8, and P9), two relating 

to users of financial reports (P11 and P19), two addressing corporate impacts (P1 and P3), 

and one regarding auditing (P20). These results are addressed as each group of 

propositions is discussed. 

Least Likely Impacts 

Only one proposition, P10, concerning the need for GAAP convergence, received a 

mean panel response below 25. This proposition was rated very unlikely, with a mean 

response of 10. Only two panelists rated this proposition higher than 10 in probability. In 

addition to meeting Linstone's rule of thumb for consensus (IQR≤20% of scale), this 

proposition's predictions yielded the smallest standard deviation. The maximum response 

                                                 

6
 Extant research has used samples from five to in excess of 40. 
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to this statement was 30.  

The rationales for P10 indicate that no individual panelist believes that XBRL is likely 

to eliminate the need for convergence of generally accepted accounting principles. Rather, 

panelists suggest that the need for convergence arises from greater economic and political 

issues than from technology. This is not surprising, given current developments in 

International Financial Accounting Standards. While XBRL can enhance the value and 

usability of existing standards, it will not replace them nor will it eliminate the need for 

standards and both translation and convergence of disparate GAAP. 

       

   Standard   Response Width of  Inter-Quartile 

Proposition Category Mean Deviation Min Max (see note) Range <= 20 

1 Corporation 76.67 12.99 60 100 very likely yes 

2 Corporation 47.22 21.08 10 80 slightly unlikely  

3 Corporation 84.58 22.20 20 100 very likely yes 

4 Corporation 43.56 30.00 10 90 slightly unlikely  

5 Reporting 79.58 23.98 20 100 very likely  

6 Reporting 63.67 23.26 25 100 likely  

7 Reporting 53.33 25.37 20 90 slightly likely  

8 Reporting 81.44 14.71 50 100 very likely yes 

9 Reporting 80.25 13.81 50 98 very likely yes 

10 Reporting 10.00 10.90 0 30 very unlikely yes 

11 Users 85.42 12.52 60 100 very likely yes 

12 Users 45.56 25.67 0 80 slightly unlikely  

13 Users 59.89 22.56 25 95 slightly likely  

14 Users 61.11 14.53 30 80 likely yes 

15 Users 52.78 21.52 10 95 slightly likely yes 

16 Users 28.33 25.12 0 85 unlikely  

17 Users 74.44 15.90 50 100 likely yes 

18 Users 63.89 18.16 30 90 likely  

19 Users 82.92 21.58 20 100 very likely yes 

20 Audit 76.11 14.31 50 100 very likely yes 

21 Audit 42.78 16.98 15 65 slightly unlikely  

22 Audit 49.44 23.24 10 80 slightly unlikely  

 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Round Three 
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Corporate Impacts 

  Among the corporate impacts propositions, P3 (XBRL allows for easier regulatory 

compliance) was the most likely. This proposition was the second most likely among all 

propositions in the study, with a mean probability of 84.58, rating it as very likely. 

According to Linstone's rule of thumb (IQR≤20% of scale), consensus was reached in the 

first Delphi round. Only one subject (n=12) gave a prediction below 70. The rationales 

explain that in some countries XBRL is already being used for regulatory compliance 

(e.g. Australian Prudential Regulatory Authority and the Australian Bureau of Statistics) 

in others its use is being planned in the near future (e.g. FDIC). Others suggest that this is 

the entire point of developing XBRL in the first place. XBRL will help make preparation 

of reports easier, which will promote more timely and more accurate regulatory reporting 

and easier methods to exchange information. 

Proposition 1 (XBRL increases the efficiency of business decision making) was rated 

as very likely (mean = 76.67) and consensus was achieved. No panel gave this 

proposition a probability less than 60. According to the rationales, the speed of decision 

making, especially routine decisions, should be increased by the use of XBRL. In 

addition, XBRL documents can be easily transformed into other formats providing better 

access to data needed for decisions. However, one panelist suggests that the initial 

learning curve may slow down efficiency in the short-term before real benefits emerge.  

Financial Reporting  

Of the six propositions addressing the financial reporting, three resulted in consensus 

according to Linstone's rule of thumb (IQR≤20% of scale): P8, P9, and P10. Proposition 

10 (XBRL eliminates the need for convergence of generally accepted accounting 

principles) was, in fact, the least likely impact in the entire study. It was discussed above.  

Proposition 8 (XBRL facilitates continuous reporting) was also predicted to be very 

likely (mean = 81.44).  No panelist rated this proposition below 50, and only one panelist 

rated it less than 75. Rationales indicate that XBRL information can make its way to the 

Internet more quickly than non-XBRL information. Using XBRL, a company can easily 

generate, publish, and exchange XBRL-coded financial information - this is particularly 

true for internal use. However, large businesses may be more likely to achieve continuous 

reporting with XBRL due to economies of scale and superior technology integration. And, 

of course, the issue of continuous reporting of un-audited information must be 

considered. 

Proposition 9 (XBRL enhances the availability of financial reports) was predicted to 
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be very likely (mean = 80.25). This proposition achieved consensus early, in round one. 

No panelist rated this proposition below 50. Panelists explained that XBRL will allow for 

more easily available repositories of company financials whose availability is more 

timely. XBRL will allow for more access over the Internet as well as easier exchange of 

financial data. 

Users of Financial Reports 

Of the nine propositions concerning financial statement users, five achieved consensus 

(P11, P14, P15, P17 and P19) according to Linstone’s rule of thumb (IQR≤20% of scale). 

The remaining four did not achieve consensus and resulted in wide response ranges 

between 60 and 85). The discussion below focuses on the consensus propositions. 

Proposition 11 (XBRL provides more accessible financial reports to users) was rated 

as very likely and, in fact, was the most likely of all the impacts studied (mean = 85.42). 

This proposition achieved consensus in the first round of the study. No panelist rated this 

proposition lower than 60. Rationales reveal that panelist expect the interchangeability of 

XBRL to facilitate access by users, including to SEC reports. The standardization will, by 

definition, make this information more accessible. Some panelists believe this is only true 

if the SEC mandates XBRL reporting. 

Proposition 14 (XBRL increases the use of un-audited information by investors) was 

rated as likely (mean = 74.44). While the range of responses was fairly wide, only one 

panelist made a prediction less than 50, resulting in a narrow inter-quartile range 

(IQR=15).  While many panelists believe XBRL will result in more information being 

made available, they do not necessarily conclude that this information will necessarily be 

un-audited. The high prediction on P24 (XBRL facilitates continuous auditing) supports 

this thinking and is discussed in the next section. Panelist rationales suggest that while 

users are likely to use whatever information is available, and some of that may be un-

audited, they will continue to discount the un-audited information when compared to the 

audited.  

Proposition 15 (XBRL decreases reliance on third-party information providers by 

users of financial reports) was rated as slightly likely (mean = 52.78). While two 

responses were extreme outliers (one of each end of the scale) all other responses were 

near the neutral middle of the scale. The uncertainty of this proposition shows in the 

rationales, since third-party providers generally provide easier access. However, XBRL 

may be the great leveler in making the financial analysis task easier to do without the 

third party. Aggressive aggregators will likely innovate new ways to add value. However, 
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less savvy third-party providers could likely fall by the wayside. 

Proposition 17 (XBRL increases the ability of financial analysts to perform cross-

sectional analysis within industries) achieved consensus in the second round and was 

rated as likely (mean = 74.44). Only one panelist rated this proposition below 70 (50). 

Rationales suggest that wide adoption of XBRL will certainly increase this ability for 

analysts, particularly because industry information will be tagged in the same way. 

Standardization, in general, should help. However, some taxonomies could take longer 

than 2010 to finalize and begin use. 

Proposition 19 (XBRL allows more efficient investment decisions by users of 

financial reports) was also rated as very likely (mean = 82.92) and was the fourth most 

likely proposition in the study. This proposition achieved consensus in the first round of 

the study. Only one panelist rated this proposition lower than 75, an extreme outlier of 20. 

Rationales note that XBRL data will be easier to manipulate in custom designed 

analytical tools,  will allow better comparisons than non-XBRL data, will facilitate 

improved multiple company analysis, and will make decisions more efficient primarily 

due to increased timeliness.  

Audit Impacts 

Only one of the audit impacts achieved consensus according to Linstone’s rule of 

thumb (IQR≤20% of scale), P20 (XBRL facilitates continuous auditing). This proposition 

was rated as very likely with a mean response of 76.11. Not one panelist rated this 

proposition's likelihood below 50. Rationales predict that with XBRL, intelligent agents 

can be created to monitor performance and compliance. The tools will certainly be likely 

to support continuous auditing, however two panelists questioned whether business 

practices will change to utilize this opportunity.   

5. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

According to The Futurist, XBRL is one of seven cutting-edge technologies that will 

have a big impact on business and revolutionize corporate performance (The Futurist 

2003). Though earlier articles (Baldwin et al. 2006, Debreceny and Gray 2001) have 

noted the rich research opportunities XBRL provides -- in such areas as taxonomies, 

databases, assurance, intelligent agents, interfaces, standards development and others -- 

researchers have only recently begun to address any aspect of XBRL use and adoption 

(Bonson et al. 2009, Pinsker and Shaomin  2008, and Troshani and Rao 2007, Doolin and 

Troshani 2007).  
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This project adds to the extant research by presenting the results of a future forecasting 

Delphi study that addresses the impacts of XBRL in the second decade of the new 

millennium. This study truly provides a window into the future of XBRL and its effect on 

accountants and auditors, as well as corporations, regulators and users of financial 

reports.  

The Delphi panel suggests that XBRL is very likely to have an impact on corporations, 

financial reporting, users of financial reports and auditing. The Delphi panel predicts that 

XBRL is very likely, by the second decade of the millennium: 

 to provide users with more accessible financial reports; 

 to make financial reports more accessible to users; 

 to allow easier regulatory compliance; 

 to allow more efficient investment decisions; 

 to facilitate continuous reporting and continuous auditing; 

 to enhance availability of financial reports; and 

 to increase the efficiency of business decision making.  

In contrast, panelists uniformly agree that XBRL is very unlikely to eliminate the need 

for convergence of generally accepted accounting principles. Most panelist's rationales 

were tempered with some skepticism regarding the near miraculous impacts that some 

XBRL adherents and accounting futurists have proposed. The fact that the panelists do 

not predict that XBRL will promote understandability or reduce financial statement audit 

costs suggests that XBRL is not the be-all and end-all technology leap that some would 

have us believe. 

As accounting software packages continue to incorporate XBRL tags, its use will 

become easier. As more regulatory agencies mandate the use of XBRL in filings, its use 

may become ubiquitous. The primary contribution of this research is to provide evidence 

as to the future of XBRL's use in accounting, corporate reporting and regulation. This 

study provides support for some of the common concepts of XBRL impacts, but tempers 

expectations on other impacts. From this study, a framework (shown in Table 3) can begin 

to develop that will include the more likely impacts and exclude the least likely impacts. 
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_____________________________________________________________ 

Corporation and Compliance 

 XBRL increases the efficiency of business decision making.  

 XBRL allows for easier regulatory compliance.  

Financial Reporting  

 XBRL facilitates continuous reporting.  

 XBRL enhances the availability of financial reports.  

 XBRL eliminates the need for convergence of generally accepted accounting principles.  

Users of Financial Reports 

 XBRL provides more accessible financial reports to users. 

 XBRL increases the use of un-audited information by investors. 

 XBRL increases the ability of financial analysts to perform cross-sectional analysis within industries. 

 XBRL allows more efficient investment decisions by users of financial reports. 

Audit 

 XBRL facilitates continuous auditing. 

_____________________________________________________________ 

Table 3. Framework of Likely XBRL Impacts 

Future research should first focus on the impacts identified as likely or very likely, 

especially those on which the Delphi panel reached consensus. As XBRL continues to be 

developed and more regulatory agencies mandate its use, studies should be undertaken 

that address impacts in the early development areas and the countries whose agencies are 

early adopters. Studies of the use of XBRL for reporting to the SEC (e.g., Bonson et al. 

2009), the Australian Prudential Regulatory Agency, and the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics will provide further information on XBRL impacts that may be relevant to other 

agency adoptions and in other geographical locations.  

Future studies may also focus on XBRL implementation in a single industry or XBRL 

use related to one widely used accounting package. Important questions include: How 

does XBRL implementation affect industry comparability?  How does the integration of 

XBRL into accounting software impact the quality and efficiency of the financial 

information of adopting companies? 
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