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XBRL
This document is aimed at Microsoft Country Offices and Microsoft Business Solutions Partners and is intended to give both marketing and product personnel an introduction to XBRL. The XBRL concept is relatively new and for many, unknown. Therefore, this document will explain what XBRL is and is not, what the Microsoft Navision view is on XBRL present and future, and finally some marketing tips for explaining and selling the XBRL idea.
What is XBRL?

Introduction

XBRL is an XML-based specification that uses accepted financial reporting standards and practices to exchange financial reports across all software and technologies, including the Internet. XBRL is not a new accounting standard, it is an industry-specific application of the XML standard.
XBRL offers several key benefits: technology independence, full interoperability, efficient preparation of financial statements and reliable extraction of financial information. Information is entered only once, allowing that same information to be rendered in any form, such as a printed financial statement, an HTML document for the company’s Web site, a raw XML file or other specialized reporting format such as credit reports or loan documents.
XBRL allows companies, analysts, investors and other audiences to make better informed financial and management decisions and to leverage the capabilities of the Internet to facilitate the exchange of financial information. XBRL does not change existing accounting standards, it merely provides an efficient and reliable means for the exchange, based on standardized, underlying data tags. It should be noted that XBRL does not require a company to disclose any additional information beyond that which they normally disclose in their current financial statements.
Quick reference

· Lowers operating costs, reduces errors and streamlines the financial information supply chain

· Increases the speed and efficiency of business decisions 

· Enables financial reporting that leverages the power of the Internet – allowing for enhanced searches using common Web browsers

· Enhances the distribution of and access to existing financial statement information and significantly improves communications with stakeholders

· Integrates software tools and disparate systems to exchange information allowing for better analysis

· Frees up valuable resources within an organization by streamlining the financial information supply chain

· Lowers risk of investing by enhancing delivery of credible, reliable information

· Provides a means to separate data from style so a single source can be output for multiple uses

· Doesn’t require disclosure of additional information in a company’s financial reports
See www.xbrl.org for further information.

What benefits does XBRL offer?

The benefits XBRL offers can be roughly grouped into one or more of the following categories; technological, cost/efficiency, and new opportunities. Some of these benefits may be applicable for some Microsoft Navision customers, others less so, and others irrelevant.
Preparing and publishing information

For most enterprises, there are numerous demands imposed by regulators or other external shareholders for financial information. Unfortunately, the format in which information is to be received or the actual information required often varies, meaning that information providers are forced to package data from their internal accounts a number of times to satisfy all information receivers.



Figure 1: Without XBRL, the same or similar information from the ERP system has to be re-formatted for each user/purpose.
By using taxonomies and the XML tags included therein, information can be gathered once only and then sent to the receiving systems as an XML file, where the required information will be drawn from the taxonomy in the required format. This makes the production of information far less time-consuming and more cost-effective, leaving employees more time for value-creating tasks instead. It will also make new ways of presenting information more attractive, for example the regular publishing of financial information on a company Web site or intranet.
Receiving and Aggregating Information

One of the major problems in exchanging information is that a number of mechanisms and formats exist to do this, each within various proprietary systems, making data exchange difficult and time-consuming. For some, this means exchange is simply costly and frustrating. For others it is so restrictive that it is simply not done – either paper exchange is used, or in cases where exchange is voluntary, companies simply do not bother.

Even in large stock exchanges, paper filings are still extremely common. Each document then has to be either scanned in or retyped into the receiving system. If the document is scanned, analysis across documents clearly becomes extremely difficult, and rekeying is a hugely time-consuming task that can often involve data entry mistakes. Not only this, but many receivers of data will then send this data further up the information supply-chain and potentially compound the mistakes or involve further manual work to put financial information into the new system.
While data rekeying is clearly a costly and ‘worthless’ task, another problem is that receivers of information forced to do this spend a disproportionate amount of time putting data into their systems compared with the amount of time spent on data analysis. A company processing loans can spend as much as 90% of their time rekeying the prospect data they receive and as little as 10% of their time deciding whether the loan should be granted. If companies received data in a form they could immediately import into their systems, they would be able to either spend more time ensuring the security of a loan or on processing more loans in the same time frame. The same example could be used for the time spent by CPAs on rekeying data instead of on analyzing a company’s books.

An example of how this might be used by our customers could be for reporting to a holding company or mother company that runs a system other than Microsoft Navision.
Benchmarking

If information is easier to send and easier to receive and consolidate in a relatively standardized form as with XBRL, benchmarking within industries, sectors, geographic areas and so on immediately becomes more attractive because the findings immediately become more reliable. The lower the cost of labor involved in benchmarking, the less expensive such services are likely to be, enabling the kind of customers that lie in the Microsoft Navision market to use benchmarking more easily and more cost-effectively to improve their businesses. 
Analyst Opportunity

Without XBRL, the exchange and analysis of data sent between systems is time-consuming, so many analysts and opinion-makers monitor a relatively small number of companies, since to monitor more would over-burden their resources. XBRL enthusiasts argue that the ability to easily send and receive financial information provided by XBRL could be a competitive advantage to smaller or newer businesses. These businesses will find it easier to make their figures more available (e.g. via the Internet) and be more proactive in nurturing investor attention because it is so easy to reproduce information, while analysts will be more willing to monitor companies that can provide them with easily comparable and accessible information. In the best situation, many more enterprises will be able to put themselves on the radars of prospective investors.

How does it work?

XBRL is based upon XML tags. By mapping financial information to these tags, when distributing financial information a standard method of communication is used that allows dialogue between completely different systems and which separates content from format, making the exchange of information a much easier task.
Within the XBRL organization, the International Accounting Standards Board has mapped all acceptable IAS accounting terms to XML markup tags and made these markup tags available to individual jurisdictions (such as USA, Germany, Australia). In these jurisdictions, the IAS tags may be slightly adapted to suit local accounting standards (normally by adding additional tags rather than removing them) and a series of tags are gathered according to that country’s general accounting principles in what is called a taxonomy. An example of a taxonomy is the US GAAP taxonomy released by the XBRL organization in 2000.
These taxonomies are then made available to be exported into individual computer systems, where financial information is mapped from the internal data to the related taxonomy tags. By updating a taxonomy, you basically populate all the relevant taxonomy fields with up-to-date financial information from the internal system. This data can then simply be exported to the users of this financial information, for example a regulator, accountant or investor.

As XBRL proliferates, individual national accounting organizations like CPA groups will create taxonomies for their major national accounting standards, but it is highly likely that individual industrial standards organizations and even individual companies will eventually begin to create their own taxonomies for their specific purposes, based on the IAS markup tags, country-specific and industry-specific tags.
It should be noted that XBRL originally released a specification for taxonomy creation (Spec 1) which has since been replaced by a second specification (Spec 2), with some important technical XML-related differences between the two specifications. This has meant that taxonomies created using Spec 2 cannot be imported by software based on Spec 1. For example, the new German GAAP taxonomy is created using Spec 2. XBRL in Microsoft Navision 3.10 was based on Spec 1 and therefore this taxonomy could not have been imported into Attain.
However, from Attain 3.60 it will be possible to import both Spec 1 and Spec 2 based taxonomies. This point is important because some vendors may be slow to upgrade their XBRL offering to take account of Spec 2 and their customers will be cut off from new taxonomies created using that specification.
XBRL – Navision View

Up until recently, much of the work on XBRL has been more theoretical than practical, for example the creation of the IAS mark-up tags. However, more and more attention is being paid to XBRL – the Big Five accounting firms, the Australian stock exchange and Edgar Online, Microsoft, Reuters and numerous other major actors have become involved with XBRL. Interest for XBRL is especially prevalent amongst information aggregators and regulators, as it is here that problems of receiving and inputting information are most acute and where the most rapid benefits of XBRL can be achieved.
The XBRL solution available in Microsoft Navision does not enable the creation of taxonomies nor the importing of XBRL documents. This means that the solution is designed for enterprises that are providers of information, rather than gatherers and are therefore at the lower end of the supply chain. However, this fits with the needs of many of our customers, given that they Microsoft Navision tends not to be used in larger institutions where information is demanded rather than supplied. However, this does not mean that XBRL is not of relevance for Navision customers:

· The focus for XBRL may lie towards the upper end of the information supply chain at present, but as XBRL gains momentum the effects of implementation here will trickle down the supply chain. For example, if financial institutions are required to report to regulators using XBRL, at some point it is likely that they also will require the same of their information providers, i.e. their customers. These customers may potentially run Microsoft Navision.

· The trickle down may be far more rapid than above. If a government body like the IRS begins to demand returns via XBRL, businesses of all sizes will immediately be affected. Either they will be expected to deliver returns themselves via XBRL, or their accountant will expect to receive information via XBRL before forwarding the final returns to the IRS.

· XBRL also has applications simply as a means of exchanging financial information for general business purposes where a non-Attain system is involved. As mentioned earlier, this could be for the consolidation of monthly financial results being sent from a subsidiary running Microsoft Navision to a controlling company or the like running SAP.

· As with other functionality areas, XBRL could develop into a ‘check mark’ that prospects require, even though they currently don’t have a demand for such functionality.
At present, XBRL is in its infancy, but with prospects for rapid growth. To encourage adoption, a relatively small charge of 500 C/Shells will be required for the XBRL granule.

The competitive situation is currently that Great Plains has access to XBRL via FRx and does not charge directly for XBRL functionality. The XBRL functionality available from FRx is very similar to that available in Attain, though in Attain this is an integrated part of the product.

SAP has added XBRL Spec 2 features to their product, but has not yet released this. SAP’s offering is slightly more advanced than our own, but this simply reflects the position of many SAP customers further up the information supply chain and should not be regarded as ‘superior’, as it most likely fulfils needs the majority of our customers do not yet have.
There are some other XBRL-specific software vendors producing software that is meant as a tool in more advanced XBRL implementations, rather than as a simple capability. These products are at present unlikely to be attractive to Navision customers.
Where applicable, potential customers should be reminded that to get the full advantages of XBRL, their chosen product should be capable of handling Spec 2 taxonomies – this will in some cases differentiate Attain from other ERP products that have not been as quick to upgrade their XBRL offering to Spec 2.
XBRL – Navision Opportunities

This section lists some of the areas that might be targeted and opportunities that can be exploited as a result of the inclusion of XBRL in Microsoft Navision.

XBRL Forums

Given the relative immaturity of XBRL, in many XBRL jurisdictions it will be possible to gain an influential position in XBRL activities and make sure that Navision’s name is associated with XBRL whenever mentioned in the media, at conferences and so on. This is important, as it gives a unique opportunity for Navision to present itself as a technologically advanced company that is fully aware of developments in its market as well as actively influencing them.

XBRL Stakeholders

Organizations, industry-specific groups and so on can be very relevant to target. This may not be to sell our XBRL solution, but to use XBRL as a means of obtaining invitations to forums where we otherwise might not be present. Navision US and FRx have used XBRL as a means to attend conferences and give demonstrations of Microsoft Navision in an XBRL context, thereby exposing the product and the Navision name to new groups. At a recent conference, FRx used around 25 minutes of a 30-minute presentation to show the FRx product and ‘how it fits with XBRL’. With a little creativity, XBRL can be used as an excellent opportunity to talk about Microsoft Navision in general.
Relevant groups could be:

· Accountants, as they have much to gain by their clients sending them financial information via XBRL. The ease of data collection also opens up new business areas for CPAs, such as benchmarking and industry analysis. CPAs can also be influential in the rating of ERP products for their customers and will have a vested interest in recommending Microsoft Navision, given its XBRL functionality.

· Data aggregators of all kinds, be they regulators, banks or companies dealing with business analysis, for whom XBRL is extremely relevant. They again will be vocal proponents of XBRL and their knowledge of Attain as an XBRL deliverer can give extra media coverage for Navision.

· Government, as it will often be state departments that drive the development of XBRL reporting in segments like taxation, foreign transactions and so on.

Subsidiaries

One solution for companies that are conducting financial information exchanges regularly is XBRL. While the Microsoft Navision XBRL solution is not designed for receiving XBRL information, it is designed for processing and sending it. Thus, subsidiaries running Attain but reporting to a business unit not using Attain will benefit from XBRL exchanges. This could also be material in acquisitions or mergers, where the Navision system need not necessarily be replaced simply because one of the companies runs a different ERP system.

Public Companies

Public companies benefit from XBRL because they in general have to report to a greater number of regulators than non-listed companies, and because investor relations are generally a priority. XBRL often enables one taxonomy to be used for various output formats, including for the Internet, where visibility attracts new, and informs current investors.

General Information Exchange

Any enterprise making regular exchanges of financial information will benefit from the many interactive relationships a taxonomy can have, while the use of the XML standard facilitates all cross-application exchanges.

Internet-aware Businesses

When approaching a business with an e-business strategy or an interest in e-business, it may be relevant to package XBRL as part of the Microsoft Navision overall e-business offering rather than as a financial management tool. One can argue that XBRL offers an electronic output potential for financial information to the Internet, providing a start-to-finish e-business solution where Attain is not just a receiver of electronic information, but also a provider.

Investment-dependent Businesses

Businesses that rely heavily on investment from outside such as new or start-up businesses can gain from XBRL. XBRL enables the production of financial information for the Internet. As argued in the paragraph about “Analyst Opportunity” (page 3), analysts may pay more attention to XBRL-enabled companies, and finally banks and loan companies are expected to be early adopters of XBRL and may feel more secure lending to companies that can offer financial information regularly, easily and up-to-date.
FAQ

The following is a list of ‘tricky’ or negative questions regarding XBRL and how it will impact those who prepare and use financial statements.
Question:  Aren't you just creating more work for internal staff of companies?

No, XBRL will streamline the entire financial reporting process and decrease work for internal staff.  With XBRL, information will be entered one time and the same information will be “rendered” as a printed financial statement, an HTML document for your Web site, an EDGAR filing file, a raw XML file, or a specialized reporting format that you may use for internal reporting purposes.
Question: Doesn't this mean that investors will have more access to my company's financial information?

No. XBRL does not require disclosure of information beyond that which you normally provide to existing external audiences.  XBRL does not change accounting standards in any way.
Question:  This seems like an initiative that won't provide small firms any real benefits?

We see small companies as first adopters using XBRL financial statements because XBRL will provide greater efficiencies and affect their bottom line more dramatically than larger firms that have expensive specialized systems in place to exchange data between different operating systems.
Question:  My Company has a very advanced EDI System that makes XBRL irrelevant.  Why do I need XBRL if I have the systems in place? 

EDI systems provide systems to a "controlled" group of users.  XBRL provides information that is extensible and usable by those outside of the reporting entity. As B2B marketplaces expand, XML and XBRL will be important tools that can be used to expand e-commerce opportunities because it allows companies to communicate across all software formats. 

Question:  Isn't XBRL eliminating jobs in companies and organizations using it?

XBRL frees up manual data-entry resources to provide more value-oriented contributions to the analysis.
Question:  Will my overseas offices and divisions be able to use XBRL? Doesn’t this only work in the United States?

The first XBRL-based specification was for US GAAP reporting of annual financial results for commercial and industrial companies.  The IASB released its taxonomy for public comment in February 2001.  In October 2001, this taxonomy was completed and countries like Australia and New Zealand began to move forward by taking this taxonomy and using it as a base to develop their own taxonomies.  Other closely related specifications - for Canadian GAAP, Singapore GAAP, UK GAPP, Germany GAPP and others are now in development and will be released in the near future.  
Question: XBRL adoption could take years with little guarantee that it will be adopted universally?

We predict that XBRL will be adopted in North America within the first year and shortly thereafter in most other countries of the world.   
XBRL will solve two significant problems: efficient preparation of financial statements in many forms and reliable extraction of specific detailed information from the different forms of financial statements.  
More than 80% of major US companies provide some type of financial disclosure on the Internet.  As Internet usage grows internationally, investors and users of the Internet need accurate and reliable financial information that can be delivered promptly to help them make informed financial decisions from companies located around the world.  
Question:  As a small accounting firm or business organization I don't see the benefit of adopting XBRL.

Small companies will be significant beneficiaries because it will allow them to exchange financial data to a variety of organizations and in a variety formats and not have to create specific EDI-like systems to talk to other organizations.    
Question:  Will XBRL provide too much information to creditors and regulators?

No. XBRL does not require disclosure of information beyond that which you normally provide to existing external audiences.  XBRL does not change accounting standards or provide any additional information in any way.
Question:  I'm being told that XBRL will improve the quality of my financial information released to external audiences.  How is this so?

XBRL will not improve the quality of financial information distributed to external audiences. 
An XBRL-based financial statement is just like the current paper-based financial statements that include the accountant’s report, balance sheet, income statement, statement of equity, statement of cash flows, and the notes to the financial statements.  XBRL doesn't improve the quality of data entered into the specifications but the use of XBRL-based financial statements will enhance the time and resources available for analysis.  It may help to reduce manual errors by reducing the need to enter data different times into various software formats.
Additional Reading

XBRL Essentials, Hoffman and Strand, AICPA, 2001

XBRL Special Section, Strategic Finance, June 2001
About Microsoft Business Solutions

Microsoft Business Solutions, a division of Microsoft, offers a wide range of integrated, end-to-end business applications and services designed to help small, midmarket and corporate businesses become more connected with customers, employees, partners and suppliers. Microsoft Business Solutions' applications optimize strategic business processes across financial management, analytics, human resources management, project management, customer relationship management, field service management, supply chain management, e-commerce, manufacturing and retail management. The applications are designed to provide insight to help customers achieve business success. More information about Microsoft Business Solutions can be found at www.microsoft.com/BusinessSolutions.
Address:

Microsoft Business Solutions 
Frydenlunds Allé 6 
2950 Vedbaek 
Denmark 
Tel +45 45 67 80 00 
Fax +45 45 67 80 01 
www.microsoft.com/BusinessSolutions
16.06.2004
© 2004 Microsoft Business Solutions ApS, Denmark. All rights reserved. Microsoft, Great Plains, Navision, Visual Studio, and Windows are either registered trademarks or trademarks of Microsoft Corporation, Great Plains Software, Inc., FRx Software Corporation, or Microsoft Business Solutions ApS or their affiliates in the United States and/or other countries.  Great Plains Software, Inc., FRx Software Corporation, and Microsoft Business Solutions ApS are subsidiaries of Microsoft Corporation. The names of actual companies and products mentioned herein may be the trademarks of their respective owners. The example companies, organizations, products, domain names, email addresses, logos, people and events depicted herein are fictitious. No association with any real company, organization, product, domain name, e-mail address, logo, person, or event is intended or should be inferred.
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Figure 2: Similar to account schedules in  Microsoft Navision, g/l accounts or groups of accounts are mapped to each taxonomy line or markup tag. With Navision, all this is done within the ERP system.
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