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My name is Barry Melancon.  I am the President and CEO of the American Institute 

of Certified Public Accountants.  On behalf of the AICPA, which has been representing 

the accounting profession for almost 120 years, I truly appreciate the opportunity to 

present testimony to this Subcommittee about increased accuracy, accessibility, and 

transparency in corporate financial and other business information, including non-

financial information that is useful to investors making decisions. 

 

I am here today representing the approximately 330,000 Certified Public Accountants 

who are members of the AICPA.  Approximately 142,000 of our members practice in 

business and industry in both public and private companies as CFOs, controllers, and 

internal auditors and accountants.  These professionals are integral to companies 

producing the financial statements and quarterly and annual reports that are 

currently used by shareholders, lenders, regulators, and others who make 

investments in, do business with, and provide oversight of corporate America. 

 

An additional 139,000 AICPA members are in public practice.  The work that many of 

them perform, auditing public and private companies, make it possible for investors 

and other users to have reasonable assurance that the financial information 

published by management is credible and reliable.  That helps to create the 

confidence capital markets need to make the investment decisions that fuel 

economic growth. 

 

AICPA is hardly a newcomer to the discussion on business and financial reporting this 

Subcommittee is having today.  To the contrary, in one way or another, AICPA and 

its members have been at the center of this topic since the need for useful and 

accessible financial and business information was first understood to be vital. 
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The existing financial reporting model provides a solid foundation, but the profile of 

today’s companies has changed.  The nature of their assets, how they are managed, 

and the performance indicators that senior executives routinely use underscore the 

need for a model that focuses not only on financial information, but also on a range 

of contextual and non-financial information that provides an enriched understanding 

of company performance, values, strategies and potential.  As an example, in the 

industrial era, the physical assets of the manufacturing company were of significant 

importance to the users of a company’s financial information.  Today this continues 

to be true, but intellectual assets, which are not captured by financial statements 

and traditional business reporting, can be much more important.  For example, an 

industrial company, while needing intellectual assets to create its products, has an 

equal need for the tangible assets of its manufacturing plant to be successful.  

However, the tangible assets of a software company are much less important to its 

success than the education and caliber of its workforce.  Virtually all that the 

software company needs to be successful is a good intellectual property.  We need to 

find a way to disclose and to communicate these types of corporate assets to users. 

 

In some cases our involvement has been public and formal—like this hearing and the 

Senate Banking Committee testimony the AICPA presented in July 2000 on financial 

reporting methods for the 21st century.   

 

In other instances, AICPA and its members have formally researched, discussed, and 

debated this subject internally.   

 

All of this is part of our jobs and mission as individuals, professionals, and a 

profession. 
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Five recent examples of our activities demonstrate how the topic of useful and 

accessible financial and non-financial business information has been a preoccupation 

for AICPA and its members. 

 

In 1993, the AICPA Special Committee on Financial Reporting, which is better known 

as the Jenkins Committee because of its chairman, Edmund L. Jenkins, the former 

Chairman of FASB, published a report called “Improving Business Reporting - A 

Customer Focus.  Meeting the Information Needs of Investors and Creditors.”  

Although the word wasn’t in vogue at the time, that report was one of the first to call 

for what today we would describe as a broader “bandwidth” of information from 

public companies.  This report was issued with the recommendation of providing 

greater and more useful information to investors. 

  

Three years later, the AICPA Special Committee on Assurance Services published a 

report building on the work of the Jenkins Committee. 

  

In 2000, the AICPA Accounting Standards Task Force of the Group of 100 developed 

an internal report called “Achieving a New Business Reporting Model for the 21st 

Century,” which focused on motivating investors to demand a better reporting model 

and capital users and regulators to supply it. 

  

Fourth, the AICPA Special Committee on Enhanced Business Reporting, which was 

active from January 2003 through January 2005, established the Enhanced Business 

Reporting Consortium. The Consortium is on the cutting edge of developing a 

voluntary framework for the disclosure and presentation of relevant value drivers, 

financial and non-financial performance measures, and qualitative information 

around strategy, plans, opportunities, and risks.  For example, the framework will 
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provide best practices guidance for the disclosure of indicators of customer 

satisfaction and workforce demographics.  These are areas that have significant 

relevance to the financial success of a business and that we all want to know, but 

that companies generally don’t disclose on a regular basis to investors.  The 

consortium is also promoting easing complexity in existing financial reporting 

requirements and is conducting research to identify the relative usefulness of 

disclosures to key user groups with the intention of issuing recommendations for 

simplification.     

 

Fifth, in a similar fashion, the AICPA chartered XBRL International in 2000 to foster 

the global growth and adoption of “XBRL” – eXtensible Business Reporting 

Language—that AICPA started in 1998.  XBRL is a language for the electronic 

communication of business and financial data which is revolutionizing business 

reporting around the world.  It provides major benefits in the preparation, analysis 

and communication of business information.  It offers cost savings, greater efficiency 

and improved accuracy and reliability to all those involved in supplying or using data.   

XBRL is what makes it possible to use the EBR framework effectively.   

 

The United States has the most efficient capital markets in the world.  But, twelve 

years after it was discussed in depth by the Jenkins Committee, we know that 

business and technology have progressed and it is time for improved financial and 

non-financial reporting models that meet the needs of today’s markets.  Investors 

require it, the technology exists to provide it, and capital markets will function even 

more efficiently with it. 

 

The only excuse for not implementing an enhanced business reporting model—

inertia—is unacceptable. 
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Every business student will tell you that information is the key to a free and 

successful economy.  Indeed, the success of U.S. capital markets has always been 

based on what we today call “transparency,” that is, available, highly credible, 

informative, and reliable financial and non-financial business reporting. 

 

This was true long before the corporate scandals of the recent past once again made 

it obvious.  As the U.S. economy has changed from one that is overwhelmingly based 

on physical assets to one that is increasingly dependent on intangibles, it has 

become clear to us, FASB, and the SEC that existing accounting models are not as 

well-suited to the task of informing investors as they need to be. 

 

In addition, investors and other users of the information want that information 

provided on a timelier basis than it is today. Quarterly and annual reports, which are 

useful, primarily provide historical rather than current information.  Because of that, 

they are not as helpful to investors and lenders who need to make decisions much 

faster than they did in the past 

 

Currently, there is a limited amount of truly up-to-date information that investors 

use to assess corporate earning capacity.  Useful and timely information has always 

been highly valued but, because of the growth of online reporting and electronic 

news sources such as Bloomberg and CNBC, the speed of activity and the rapid 

reporting of external events important to companies and sectors are more important 

today to users of the information than ever before.  Indeed, the risks facing today’s 

corporations are greater if for no other reason than investors react to them faster.  

That means that investors need or, rather, demand more and better information and 

they want it delivered far more quickly than has ever been the case.   
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Coupled with enabling technologies like XBRL, Enhanced Business Reporting will 

provide users the breadth of information they require at the speed they need to be 

successful in today’s economy.  AICPA believes EBR, enabled through XBRL, will 

make this happen.  The technology has been created to allow users of information to 

access that information on close to a real time basis rather than waiting for a 

quarterly or annual report and the currently commonplace conference call with the 

management team.   Coupled with the Internet, which allows key financial and non-

financial business information to be widely available electronically, XBRL will enable 

this information to be utilized more effectively.  All of this will make capital markets 

far more efficient. 

 

Most important, EBR will also allow a far richer mix of information to be available to 

consumers of business information.  One of the consistent findings of the groups and 

task forces that have worked on this issue for the AICPA is that enhanced financial 

reporting is now necessary. 

 

The EBR Consortium is concentrating on the development of an internationally 

recognized framework that will establish voluntary guidelines for reporting key 

business information that falls outside of traditional financial statements.  This will 

allow for more complete, relevant, consistent, and useful disclosures by putting 

structure around the reporting of this information for companies seeking best 

practice guidelines.  The EBR framework organizes this kind of information into the 

following four categories: 
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• Business Landscape:  The company’s perspective on the business and 

economic climate as well as other external forces that could affect the entity’s 

business strategy and its ability to achieve success. 

• Strategy:  This section builds on Business Landscape and communicates not 

only the business strategy, but also how the organization and the underlying 

structures support the execution of strategy. 

• Competencies and Resources:  A description of how the company manages 

available resources and competencies to execute the company’s Strategy. A 

principal goal of this section is identification and discussion about value 

drivers-the elements of a company’s business that are the sources of its 

value. 

• Performance: This section provides insight into whether the company and its 

management team have produced results in line with stakeholder 

expectations. It is critical to explain relationships linking the Business 

landscape, Strategy and Competencies and Resources. Ultimately, the key 

performance indicators or narrative about qualitative factors presented in this 

section will enable stakeholders to better assess sustainable business 

practices and the quality and variability of a company’s cash flows and 

profitability. 

The framework will be customized on an industry by industry basis through a 

collaborative process involving corporations, investors and other key participants in 

the corporate reporting supply chain.  A series of sample reports illustrating how a 

company might apply the framework is available at 

http://www.ebr360.org/ContentPage.aspx?ContentPageId=8.   

 

Investors want more transparency today in the American capital markets, and the 

EBR framework will play a key role in achieving transparency by enabling 
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stakeholders to see the potential of a company through the eyes of management.  

The overarching objective of the EBR Consortium, however, is to achieve the right 

mix of fully disclosed, high-quality information, made possible not only by adding 

critical information that is not currently disclosed (the role of the EBR framework), 

but also by advocating for improvement in the consistency and relevance of existing 

disclosures.  We believe that transparency can be further enhanced through a 

stronger focus on the quality, not quantity, of reported information, and that there 

are opportunities for simplification of reporting requirements.   Decades of ever-

increasing and more complex disclosure requirements have in some cases resulted in 

disclosures that have marginal usefulness because they are no longer relevant, 

redundant, or overly complex and hard to understand.  The Consortium has 

established a Reporting Simplification Task Force to conduct research aimed at 

garnering a better understanding of the relative importance of financial and non-

financial disclosures currently provided in an annual report to a wide variety of users. 

The task force intends to make thoughtful recommendations for the simplification of 

existing disclosure requirements based on the findings. 

 

EBR and traditional financial reporting delivered electronically, available on demand, 

and tagged by XBRL technology, when adopted will enable users to answer questions 

about a company’s financial condition at no marginal cost to the company.  Users will 

have current data that, using XBRL, they will be able to mine more efficiently.  Users 

will be able to customize the data they need to conduct the analysis they feel is 

important in ways that they cannot do today.  And with a speed and efficiency that is 

not available today.  Equally as important, the information will be in a format that 

facilitates analysis and comparison. 
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In much the same way that pocket calculators and personal computers made it 

possible for auditors and accountants to do things faster and more efficiently, XBRL 

and the internet will enable corporate reporting to move seamlessly and painlessly to 

a level of content that has long been contemplated but never before delivered.  

Indeed, up to now it has not been deliverable. 

 

XBRL is a true American success story.  It was conceived by Charlie Hoffman, a CPA 

who worked for a small firm in Washington State.  He brought it to the AICPA, which 

has worked hard and invested a great deal to make it a reality.   

 

XBRL is now a global effort that has been adopted as far away as China as well as 

here in the United States with the recent success of the FDIC Call Report 

Modernization project based on XBRL and the SEC voluntary filing program.  

 

XBRL is the business reporting equivalent of bar coding.  Because of greatly 

enhanced information and reduced errors, the now ubiquitous codes of thick and thin 

lines we all see in stores have made product distribution far more efficient and much 

less costly.  Bar coding has saved the grocery industry $17 billion per year because 

inventory management, pricing, and consumer sentiment are now measured and 

queried at a far lower cost.  It has also increased the grocery industry’s capacity to 

carry substantially more items in its inventory.  The AICPA expects the same type of 

results with XBRL.  Attached to my testimony as Exhibit 1 is additional detailed 

information on what XBRL is and how it functions. 

 

XBRL will do the same for business and financial reporting by making it easier for 

investors and analysts to find the reported details they are seeking about a 

company’s operations and results and make better use of this information.  That is 
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why it is no wonder that Securities and Exchange Commission Chairman Cox is one 

of XBRL’s biggest supporters.   Just last week he told CNBC that XBRL’s interactive 

features and depth of information will make it possible for investors to get the 

information they need quickly, effortlessly, and at little cost.  He also praised United 

Technologies for voluntarily filing its financial information in XBRL format this year.  

The AICPA is grateful for Chairman Cox’s support and is eager to work with the SEC 

to make XBRL available and as ubiquitous as those barcodes. 

 

XBRL is only one of several elements that will have to be considered as the evolution 

towards a reporting model that meets the needs of today’s markets continues to 

become a reality.  Others include: 

 

• Engaging markets in the development of a structured framework for enhanced 

business reporting information on an industry-by-industry basis so that EBR can 

be used to its full potential. 

 

• Simplifying overly complex reporting.  The AICPA actively participates in the 

Enhanced Business Reporting Consortium Reporting Simplification Task Force, 

which is currently working to identify the relative usefulness of disclosures to key 

user groups with the intention of issuing thoughtful recommendations for 

simplification  

 

• The increasing need for international convergence of reporting and auditing 

standards 
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• The need for auditors to provide timely assurance on the information systems 

used and underlying data elements rather than just summary level assurance on 

the basic financial statements 

• The need for improved safe harbor legislation to protect directors and managers 

who produce the financial and business reports and the auditors who audit the 

financial statements where a good faith effort to provide more high-quality and 

transparent disclosures has been made  

 

Finally, in addition to what has been discussed concerning Enhanced Business 

Reporting, XBRL and the usefulness of financial and non-financial business 

information with regard to public companies, it is important that a little more be said 

about these activities in the private company sector.  99.7 percent of incorporated 

businesses in the United States are private companies and their impact on the U.S. 

economy is significant.   Because we believe that the needs of users of private 

company financial statements differ in some ways from the needs of investors and 

other users of public company financial statements, the AICPA Board, in late 2003, 

established the Private Company Financial Reporting Task Force whose primary 

charge was to determine whether or not financial statements of private, for-profit 

entities, prepared in accordance with generally accepted accounting principles 

(GAAP), were meeting the needs of those private companies.  Partly as a result of 

that effort, the AICPA is currently conducting an historic effort with FASB that is 

focused on meeting the financial reporting needs of private company lenders and 

investors.   

 

All of these issues are important and deserve concerted and thoughtful dialogue.  

They do not, however, mean that doubts about the value of Enhanced Business 
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Reporting should exist at this point.  To the contrary, EBR is essential to the future of 

the U.S. economy, the proper functioning of capital markets, and investor 

confidence.  Its promise is extraordinary. 

 

The AICPA wants the promise of EBR and XBRL to be realized as quickly as possible.  

We are looking forward to working with this Subcommittee, the SEC, corporate 

America, and public accountants to make this happen. 

 

****** 
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