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SEC Mandates Use of Interactive Data in Financial 
Reporting
The Securities and Exchange Commission (the “SEC”) has approved new rules that will 
require public companies to provide financial statements in an interactive data format called 
eXtensible Business Reporting Language, or XBRL.  XBRL-formatted financial information will 
be submitted as an exhibit to Annual Reports on Form 10-K, Quarterly Reports on Form 10-Q, 
Registration Statements under the Securities Act of 1933, as amended, and certain other 
filings that require financial statements.  The new rules will be phased in over a three-year 
period beginning in mid-2009. 

WHAT IS XBRL?

XBRL is a computer programming language that can be used to code specific pieces of 
information to identify and describe information in a company’s financial statements and 
financial statement schedules.  In an XBRL-formatted submission, portions of the data are 
coded, or “tagged,” in a manner that allows a range of software applications, such as 
databases, financial reporting systems, and spreadsheets, to identify the type of information 
represented by each data entry and the value reported.  The data can then be easily extracted 
by investors, analysts, and regulators for an assortment of functions, such as detailed 
company-specific analysis, comparative analysis with data from other XBRL-based filings, and 
generating charts.

XBRL differs from current EDGAR filings, which are made in HTML or ASCII format, because 
data entered using HTML or ASCII simply forms part of the text of the document and is not 
interactive.  Investors wishing to analyze EDGAR filings in an interactive way either have to 
pay a third-party vendor to extract and analyze the data or re-enter the data into their own 
spreadsheets for analysis.

WHAT DO THE NEW RULES REQUIRE?

The new XBRL rules require companies to tag each line item of their financial statements and 
any financial statement footnotes or schedules using XBRL.  Companies will continue to 
submit filings in EDGAR and, in addition, will be required to provide XBRL-formatted financial 
information in a new exhibit to the submission.  XBRL-formatted data will be required for all 
periods included in the financial statements.
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Quarterly report on Form 10-Q for a fiscal 
period ending on or after June 15, 2009. 
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This publication is provided as a service to clients and friends of Harter Secrest & Emery LLP.  It is intended for general 
information purposes only and should not be considered as legal advice. The contents are neither an exhaustive 
discussion nor do they purport to cover all developments in the area. The reader should consult with legal counsel to 
determine how applicable laws relate to specific situations.  © 2009 Harter Secrest & Emery LLP

WHAT SHOULD I DO NOW?

For most companies, XBRL tagging will be an additional process that will have to be performed 
before an actual report or registration statement is completed.  Companies should begin XBRL 
implementation planning now and consider allotting more time into their annual timetables for 
compliance with the new XBRL rules.

Companies generally have two main options for preparing their financial statements and required 
XBRL-formatted exhibit when complying with the new XBRL rules.  Companies may outsource the 
function to a third-party service provider, such as a financial printer, that is familiar with the 
various XBRL taxonomies and preparation of the XBRL data file.  Alternatively, companies may 
purchase commercially available software that converts company financial statements into XBRL 
format.

Companies that decide to outsource the XBRL tagging process should not treat the XBRL tagging 
process the same way as the EDGAR filing process. The XBRL tagging process, even when 
outsourced, will require a more in-depth role from company personnel familiar with its financial 
reporting systems and accounting issues than is currently required for EDGAR filings.  XBRL 
tagging, unlike EDGAR formatting, cannot be accomplished solely by software, and requires 
financial reporting and accounting professionals to apply technical financial definitions to a 
company’s unique facts and circumstances.  For that reason, appropriate company personnel will 
need to play a central role in overseeing and reviewing the accuracy of the XBRL tagging.
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If you have any questions about the matters discussed in this memo please contact one of the 
attorneys listed below. 
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