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Introduction
Thank you Mike [Schlanger] for that introduction, and thank you for inviting me to speak at this year’s
conference. I want to note at the outset that I appreciate all the work this organization does to support
structured data, including enhancing the usefulness of the data in SEC filings. The work you do benefits the
users of that data, including investors, academics, and of course, the SEC staff and other regulators. You have
been vocal and energetic advocates for XBRL, and I appreciate that. So thank you.
And before I begin my remarks, I need to mention that the views I express today are my own and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Commission or its staff.
In putting together my remarks for today, I reflected on the history of XBRL and the SEC, including the series
of decisions that the SEC made to require the use of structured data formats, and XBRL in particular, in data
filed with us.
Our history with XBRL began when the Commission established a voluntary XBRL filing program for corporate
financial statements in 2005. Then, in 2007, the voluntary program was expanded to permit mutual funds to
submit their risk/return summary information as XBRL exhibits. These voluntary programs for operating
companies and mutual funds were made mandatory in 2009.
The SEC followed with rules in 2009 requiring rating agencies to provide certain credit rating histories in XBRL
on their websites. In 2018, the Commission adopted rules requiring operating company financial information
and mutual fund risk/return summary information to be submitted in Inline XBRL, a specification of XBRL that
is both human-readable and machine-readable. And in 2020, the Commission adopted rules that added Inline
XBRL requirements for certain disclosures submitted by registered variable annuity and life insurance separate
accounts, registered closed-end funds, and business development companies.[1]
Requiring entities to change their filing and disclosure practices is not costless, and at every point, we carefully
considered the costs and benefits of imposing these requirements. Today, looking back at this history, I believe
it is clear that implementing structured data requirements has been a success. While there are certainly areas
where data quality could be improved, XBRL has made it easier and less costly to extract, filter, compare, and
analyze the information in SEC filings. XBRL facilitates the comparison of a company’s information across time
periods, against other companies, and between data in SEC filings and other agency filings. It allows for faster
and more sophisticated analysis by regulators, investors, and academics. This increased usability has benefits
for investors of all types.
I gave a speech earlier this year pointing out some areas in which I believe there are gaps in the information
available to the SEC and investors.[2] I believe one of the lessons of XBRL is that the Commission should not
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hesitate to take action to fill those gaps, in order to get data we need to fulfill our mission of protecting
investors, maintaining fair, orderly, and efficient markets, and facilitating capital formation.
Now, turning to the theme of today’s event, I want to talk a bit about what XBRL delivers for the SEC and
investors, how we can all work together to ensure shared access to higher quality data, and what XBRL might
be able to deliver in the future.
What Does XBRL Data Deliver?
The Commission’s implementation of XBRL requirements has allowed EDGAR to provide machine-readable
data that have improved transparency in a number of ways. For example, XBRL has enabled automatic
processing and analysis by software tools, which lowers costs and offers more timely insights. Users can
access better and more granular information about these data, like the accounting codifications and guidance
associated with it. Machine-readable languages like XBRL and iXBRL allow machine learning and artificial
intelligence programs to leverage both numeric and narrative disclosures.[3] It allows the automation of all
manner of disclosure analysis – identifying what is and is not reported, identifying data quality errors,
comparing results across data sets, performing other analytics, generating time series charting and
benchmarking, and much more.
While this is all fairly technical, for me anyway, the bottom line is that it makes these data more useful. And we
know that XBRL data are used by investors – institutional investors of course, but also retail investors, who rely
on tools and analyses that are facilitated by structured data.[4] The SEC is, of course, a user of the data, and I
know that later today you will hear more about some or our recent use cases. But we also know that XBRL
data are used by other regulatory agencies, including the IRS, Treasury, and the Census Bureau, to name a
few.[5] XBRL data are used in academic research,[6] and are also used by financial analysts,[7] news media,
[8] data aggregators,[9] operating companies,[10] and a host of others.
All of this user activity adds up to more market transparency and more efficient markets. For example, since
the implementation of the XBRL mandate, we have seen stock prices become more reflective of firm-specific
disclosures;[11] we’ve seen increased quantitative disclosure from firms;[12] and we’ve seen decreased
earnings smoothing.[13] It also adds up to fairer, more competitive markets. Research indicates that XBRL
disclosures reduce the advantages enjoyed by insiders, relative to non-insiders,[14] as well as the advantages
of locals relative to non-locals.[15]
Some research has indicated that the use of XBRL leads to more equal outcomes between large investors and
analysts and small ones,[16] and reduces the advantages enjoyed by institutional investors as compared to
individuals.[17] Research has also suggested that XBRL leads to a better-informed investing public, as a result
of improved financial analysis.[18] We know that this is especially relevant to retail investors, who often rely on
analysts and media to inform them about the markets.[19]
XBRL disclosures may also facilitate capital formation, as some academics have found that companies that
use it enjoy a lower cost of capital.[20] This is particularly true for smaller companies, which tend to receive
more analyst attention following XBRL adoption.[21] It also results in higher investment efficiency for
companies,[22] and enables improved performance benchmarking and acquisition analysis.[23]
Finally, the SEC’s use of the data facilitates better investor protection; our staff leverages structured data tools
in enforcement, examinations, and policymaking.[24] And I believe you will be hearing more about that later
today.
I know that was a bit of a laundry list, and thank you for bearing with me. Ultimately, the point I want to make is
that, while there are costs associated with complying with the XBRL mandate, the benefits are welldocumented and extensive. And that is why I feel very comfortable saying that the story of the XBRL mandate
is a successful one.
How Can We Deliver Better Data?
However, while I believe XBRL data are delivering myriad benefits, there is room for improvement in terms of
the quality and accuracy of the data. Some users have found material error rates in data tagged in our filings,
including errors in tags that are likely to be crucially important to investors like Revenues, Net Income, and
Assets, and scaling errors that can be impactful.[25]
https://www.sec.gov/news/speech/crenshaw-lessons-structured-data-111021

2/6

11/12/21, 8:56 PM

SEC.gov | The Lessons of Structured Data

Both filers and the SEC have roles to play in mitigating these errors. The primary responsibility lies with filers,
of course, and there are many tools available to aid with the submission of high-quality, accurate data. For
example, EDGAR provides validation warnings which flag data quality issues, such as the use of outdated
tags.[26] When submitting filings to the Commission, filers should ensure that they address those warnings.
In addition, the organization hosting us today, XBRL US, provides data quality validation rules registrants can
use before submitting filings.[27] Use of these is not required but can assist in identifying errors, and I would
encourage filers to take advantage of this free resource. XBRL US also publishes information about which
filings have data quality errors, as measured against their validation rules – that information is available to the
public, and I would encourage filers to take a look.[28]
XBRL allows for the use of individualized, custom tags. Custom tags have informational value, when used
appropriately, and can increase investor understanding. However, some filers may overuse these tags. Filers
should make an effort to use standard tags, and only use custom tags when appropriate – that is, when no
standard tag is applicable.[29]
The SEC’s Office of Structured Disclosure publishes staff guidance and regular data quality reminders, that I
encourage filers to review.[30] Recent alerts have flagged issues like scaling errors on public float data and
incorrect period end dates. And of course, if filers or others have technical questions on structured data and
data quality, they can always reach out to the Office of Structured Disclosure by email.[31]
As I noted earlier, data quality is primarily the responsibility of filers. However, there are things that the SEC
can do to help, as well. In addition to the resources offered by the Office of Structured Disclosure that I just
mentioned, the SEC staff has released public comment letters regarding deficiencies in XBRL filings. The SEC
staff should utilize this tool as much as possible, to help highlight and address common errors. The SEC could
also consider expanding the requirements for auditor assurance, to provide for more third-party verification and
validation of tags.
Delivering More
Looking ahead, I want to briefly mention a few areas where I think XBRL can play a role in delivering even
greater benefits to investors and the market.
In her remarks at this conference last year, my fellow Commissioner Allison Herren Lee noted that structured
data could play a role in making disclosures of climate change and other ESG risks and impacts usable and
comparable.[32]
Since then, we have requested comment on climate change disclosures in particular, and have heard from a
number of commenters who support structuring that data.[33] I look forward to working with the staff in
carefully considering those comments and the potential benefits.
Similarly, Commissioner Lee mentioned the potential benefits of using structured data in Form N-PX, which
provides information about proxy voting by investment funds. Since then, we have re-proposed amendments
to that form, including a requirement to report information in a structured data language.[34] Again,
commenters have supported that potential requirement, and I look forward to working with the staff to consider
potential approaches.[35]
Now, as I’ve discussed at length today, the potential benefits of tagging data are extensive. So we at the SEC
should continue to investigate where else data structuring can improve our disclosure ecosystem. The tagging
of narrative disclosures, even just block tagging,[36] could enable data users to more easily extract and
compare non-structured disclosures, like management discussion and analysis, earnings reports, and
executive compensation. This could be relevant in the context of ESG disclosures, SPAC disclosures, and
elsewhere.
Finally, I would be remiss not to mention the potential benefits of incorporating the Legal Entity Identifier (LEI)
into more of our forms and filings. As most of you undoubtedly know, the LEI is a code that provides a single,
unique, international identifier for legal entities.[37] As such, it facilitates the reliable, consistent identification of
entities within and across data sets.
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Last year, the LEI in XBRL Working Group published an LEI XBRL taxonomy enabling its use in XBRL
applications to unambiguously identify companies.[38] The inclusion of LEIs in XBRL data has the potential to
increase the usefulness of these data in SEC filings in a number of ways – for example, consistently identifying
relevant entities in supply chains, or linking information on an entity across multiple regulatory data sets.
While the SEC has taken steps to incorporate LEIs into our filings,[39] I believe we should continue to leverage
their benefits by incorporating them into our forms and filings wherever it makes sense to do so. The ability to
use LEIs in XBRL data only increases their potential utility for users of our data.
Conclusion
Before I conclude my remarks, I want to return to what I said earlier about reflecting on the lessons of XBRL,
after nearly 15 years. As I’ve outlined today, I believe that, while there is always room for improvements, the
story of XBRL and the SEC is a successful one. The Commission’s decision to require the use of structured
data in our filings has had a host of benefits for investors and the markets.
In the speech I gave earlier this year, I pointed out some areas in which I believe there are gaps in the
information available to the SEC and investors.[40] And, I believe that a key lesson of the SEC’s history with
XBRL is that the Commission should not hesitate to act to ensure that we have the information we need to
fulfill our mission.
The areas I identified for attention included private markets, trade and order data – specifically, the urgency of
completing the Consolidated Audit Trail, or CAT – and investor testing of certain disclosures. In each of those
areas, I think our experience with XBRL offers valuable lessons.
For example, with respect to private markets, I believe it should be a priority to act to finalize the changes the
SEC proposed in 2013 to strengthen filing and disclosure requirements. This would provide some needed
visibility into private issuers and offerings.
We should also take action to get the information we need about the effectiveness of Form CRS and the
disclosures required under Regulation Best Interest, by engaging in investor testing of the actual forms and
disclosures that investors receive in order to determine whether or not they are effective.
Finally, with respect to the CAT, I think it is vital to ensure that it reaches its full potential as a tool for
understanding and analyzing the markets we regulate. The CAT operates pursuant to a National Market
System plan, under which the national securities exchanges and FINRA share responsibility for its operation
and administration. If that approach is not working, we should not hesitate to take whatever action may be
necessary to accomplish the objective of a complete, accurate, and accessible source of market data,
including further rulemaking, if needed.
With XBRL, and with all reporting and disclosure requirements, we need to be cognizant of the impact on
market participants. However, as I’ve noted in the past, the lack of useful data has a cost as well.[41] In the
case of XBRL and structured data formats more generally, the Commission has taken a number of actions
over the years to ensure that investors, academics, the SEC staff and other regulators, and the public more
generally can all benefit from the data filed with us.
While there is more work to be done, I believe our efforts to incorporate structured data formats and opensource identifiers into the data filed with us have been a success. I appreciate all the work of this organization
in helping us get to where we are, and I look forward to working with you as we continue to use these
technologies to improve transparency for investors and others.
Thank you so much, and I look forward to your questions.
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