African J. Accounting, Auditing and Finance, Vol. 7, No. 1, 2020

Exploring the Egyptian accountants’ awareness and
understanding of XBRL

Akrum Helfaya*

Accounting Department,

Keele University, UK

and

Damanhour University,

Damanhour City, Egypt

Email: a.n.ekara.helfaya@keele.ac.uk
*Corresponding author

Essam Amin

Accounting Department,

Faculty of Commerce,

Damanhour University, Egypt

Email: Essam.amin@com.dmu.edu.eg

Abstract: Online reporting is now widespread with 82% of the top 100 listed
companies in Egypt providing a variety of financial data online. However,
much of this information reflects the paper-based versions of annual reports
with little attempt to enhance the usefulness of this data for decision makers.
This online reporting provides the first generation (FG) of online reporting
languages such as PDF, HTML, Excel and Word formats. XBRL has been
developed to provide a second generation (SG) of online reporting to enhance
the data handling and usability of corporate reporting. The findings of a
questionnaire survey in Egypt report that academics’ and bankers’ awareness of
XBRL and SG reporting is very little compared to FG reporting formats.
Additionally, the fast majority of respondents are aware of both the benefits
and problems of adopting XBRL. This study has some recommendations for
Egyptian regulators, standards’ setters, accounting academics and professional
accountants.
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1 Introduction

Due to advances in technology and the search for new ways to improve business
reporting, the way in which corporate reporting has been developed in recent years
enhances the way information is retrieved, stored and managed (Pinsker and Wheeler,
2009; Steenkamp and Nel, 2012). The first level of corporate reporting was traditional
paper-based reporting, which became less useful for decision-making as it is less timely,
not very usable and difficult to be reused electronically (Dunne et al., 2013). Vasarhelyi
et al. (2012) criticised traditional reporting by providing evidence that overwhelming data
volume may force a user to make decisions based on incomplete information (see also
Chen et al., 2015). As a result, the second level of corporate reporting emerged with the
use of technology to vary from the hyper text markup language (HTML), portable
document format (PDF), online Excel and Word documents, the first generation (FG) of
online reporting and finally, the most promising financial reporting language, extensible
markup language (XML) and extensible business reporting language (XBRL) (Chen
et al., 2015; Srivastava and Kogan, 2010).

According to Dunne et al. (2013), XBRL is considered as the second generation (SG)
of online reporting, making it easier for a stakeholder to obtain information and analyse it
accurately, in a timely manner, with the XBRL-enabled software. Accordingly, XBRL
has been adopted in several countries worldwide, such as the USA (Debreceny et al.,
2010), the UK (Boritz and No, 2009; Dunne et al., 2013), Australia (Debreceny and
Farewell, 2010), China (Henderson et al., 2012), South Africa (Steenkamp and Nel,
2012) and other countries. Despite this, much of the literature has found a lack of
awareness about XBRL in different countries. For example, a US survey found that only
33% of the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) and the US
XBRL members has a background in XBRL (Steenkamp and Nel, 2012). In the UK,
Dunne et al. (2013) found that different stakeholders had a lack of awareness about
XBRL; similarly, South Africa has a very low awareness about XBRL (Nel and
Steenkamp, 2008). This will hinder XBRL adoption and perceived usefulness (Bovee
et al., 2002; Henderson et al., 2012).

With increasing attention being dedicated to financial reporting in general and to
online reporting in particular, as well as the development of the SG of the online
reporting, XBRL, it is timely to explore the views of the Egyptian accountants of the SG
digital reporting. It is clearly central to identify the main issues of this innovative
language of corporate reporting for both reporters and users. In particular, detailed
knowledge is required regarding the level of awareness and understanding of XBRL
among key stakeholders, academics and professional bankers to determine the most
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effective strategies to support proper developments in adopting XBRL. This study,
therefore, aims to addressing this omission in the Egyptian context. Egypt was selected,
firstly, because as a developing country it has to increase foreign investment by attracting
more international investors (Aly et al., 2010). As a result, it must look for other
advanced digital financial reporting languages, such as XBRL, to offer different
stakeholders accurate and fast access to corporate information. Secondly, the accounting
information published by the Egyptian companies needs more complementary
information sources to make the information more valuable and useful for
decision-making (Ahmed et al., 2017). Lastly, the lack of knowledge and interest in
adopting the SG of online reporting in the emerging economies (Ahmed et al., 2017) and
the absence of the obligatory adoption of XBRL in the stock exchanges’ listing rules in
most developing nations, including Egypt (e.g., Ahmed et al., 2017; Eni, 2015; Ilias et al.,
2015). Thus, this study is purposefully explorative in nature and tests the Egyptian
awareness and understanding of XBRL. By doing so, this study contributes to the
literature on corporate financial reporting in the emerging economies and extends that
literature by exploring the accountants’ awareness and perceptions of XBRL. Also, the
results of this exploratory study may be useful for Egyptian Financial Supervisory
Authority (EFSA) and standards’ setters as they continue to enhance the usefulness of
disclosed financial statements (Dunne et al., 2013).

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents an overview of the existing
literature on corporate reporting, XBR and the Egyptian reporting environment.
Section 3 describes the research method and sample. Section 4 provides the results of
questionnaire, with discussion and conclusions following in Section 5.

2 Literature review

2.1 Corporate reporting

Companies use different types of financial reporting languages to publish their financial
information to different stakeholders, from the traditional paper documents to PDF,
HTML, Excel and Word documents (Chen et al., 2015; Papa and Luisi, 2014). However,
with the advances in the information technology and need for fast information,
companies need to disclose on the web using a new interactive format such as XML and
XBRL to improve information location and retrieval for better market efficiency and
timely information (Ahmed et al., 2017; Debreceny et al., 2011; Eni, 2015; Valentinetti
and Rea, 2012). Based on prior literature, we can categorise the corporate reporting into
two types, as shown in Figure 1 (e.g., Cohen et al., 2005; Dunne et al., 2013; Valentinetti
and Rea, 2012; Beattie and Pratt, 2003). The first type is the traditional paper, which
includes the paper documents, offline Excel and Word financial reports that are not
available over the internet. The second is the internet financial reporting, which includes
two generations, FG is the HTML, PDF and online Excel documents and the SG is the
XML and XBRL reporting (see Dunne et al., 2013).

Corporate reporting is of great importance. For example, companies use financial
reporting to justify their actions to stakeholders, reduce information asymmetry and
disseminate financial information to tell outsiders about the qualities of their firms
(Bovee et al., 2002). It allows for better communication between corporations and
stakeholders, and facilitates the direct transmission of information in different forms
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(Bovee et al., 2002; Debreceny et al., 2010). Additionally, the quality features of
financial information as identified in the Financial Accounting Concept Statement
(SFAC) No. 2 (FASB, 1980) are consistency, comparability, reliability, relevance and
decision usefulness. Baldwin and Trinkle (2011) found that XBRL could improve these
characteristics for different users of electronic media (see also, Dunne et al., 2013).
Cohen et al. (2005) and Henderson et al. (2012) argued that XBRL will increase the
quality of disclosed information by enhancing its timeliness and accuracy. Similarly,
Vasarhelyi et al. (2012) and Ilias et al. (2015) declared that XBRL will increase both the
comparability and consistency of accounting information over different periods and
industries. Recently, the Certified Financial Accountants (CFA, 2016) survey found that
XBRL tagged data will increase the reliability, consistency, and comparability for
analysing company’s financial position and enhance the timeliness of the valuation
process. Finally, Birt et al. (2017) found that XBRL will increase the understandability
and confidence level of the information disclosed to different stakeholders.

Figure 1 Corporate reporting types

Corporate reporting types
- \
Traditional financial reports Internet financial reports
format format
Il / R
! r \
First generation Second generation
Paper documents,
offline Excel and l l
Word documents )
HTML, PDF, online XML and XBRL
Excel and Word
documents

2.2 Digital reporting and XBRL

Digital reporting has been developed over many years on two levels, the ‘first level’, FG
digital reporting, which includes the HTML, Excel and PDF files (Chen et al., 2015).
This means that the companies use a PDF file, or HTML or Excel to display an online
version of traditional paper financial statements on the internet (Dunne et al., 2013; Papa
and Luisi, 2014). Despite this, there are some problems facing both the FG reporting and
the traditional reporting. For example, different interfaces of the search engine lead to
difficulty of finding information and their lack of electronic usability (Dunne et al.,
2013). Also, these formats cannot be indexed by a search engine or any other intelligent
agents that hinder the speed of accessing this information in the financial reports (Janvrin
et al., 2013; Troshani and Lymer, 2010).
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Consequently, the SG of digital reporting took place to allow a more automated and
effective analysis and understanding of information in corporate reports across multiple
platforms including XML and XBRL, to overcome the previously stated drawbacks of
the FG of digital reporting (Dunne et al., 2013). On the one hand, XML is considered as a
markup language for the next generation of HTML which allows the information to
include numbers and words with attached meaning and context (Beattie and Pratt, 2003;
Eierle et al., 2014; Fedorowicz, 2011). On the other hand, XBRL is based on XML
language, however, it was designed specifically for business reporting to exchange
financial information both within organisations and with other organisations on different
platforms (Alles and Debreceny, 2012; Bonson et al., 2009; Papa and Luisi, 2014).

XBRL was developed in April 1998 by a certified public accountant named
Charles Hoffman, by using XML technical standard in accounting to prepare financial
reports in the USA (Cohen et al., 2005). Later, Wayne Harding, chair of the AICPA,
worked with Hoffman to develop the XML-tagged financial reports. Earlier in 1999,
AICPA became involved with other stakeholders (e.g., Microsoft, the ‘big 5’ professional
service firms and others) to create the XML-based Financial Reporting Markup Language
(XFRML) project, known as XBRL. In 2009, XBRL was adopted by the Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC), requiring corporate filers to prepare and disclose their
reports in XBRL as a multi-year program in EDGAR disclosure instead of HTML and
plain text disclosures, in order to change the relationship between preparers and users of
financial reports (Debreceny et al., 2010; Debreceny and Farewell, 2010; Vasarhelyi
et al.,, 2012). In the same context, the UK announced that it planned to make XBRL
mandatory for company tax filings in 2010 (Boritz and No, 2009; Kim et al., 2012).

Figure 2 XBRL main components

XBRL main components

[ |

XBRL taxonomy (input) Tagging (process)

contains: . contains: . Instance document

1 - Linkbases (label, items of the business (output) contains:
representation, facts tagged financial facts
calculations and XBRL corporate
dimensions) [ > reports

2 — Extended taxonomy

As demonstrated in Figure 2, XBRL consists of three main components:

a The XBRL taxonomy, which is a set of different elements used in business reporting
for tagging the data such as item definition, calculation and summarisation which can
be considered as the input for the XBRL tagging process.

b  The tagging process, which includes an item that refers to the company that issues
the information using XBRL.
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¢ The instance document, which is the output of the taxonomy after adding the
business facts tagged in XBRL to the taxonomy (Bonson et al., 2009; Cohen et al.,
2005; Valentinetti and Rea, 2012; Fedorowicz, 2011).

Taxonomies can be reported under single generally accepted accounting principles
(GAAP) worldwide or IFRS taxonomy and can be defined as the XBRL representation of
GAAP or IFRS accounting standards in taxonomy file to be used to enter financial facts
of the company. The tagged taxonomy with the representation of corporate data and
financial facts results in the instance document, where it is more readable and easy to
reuse by any application (Debreceny and Farewell, 2010; Eni, 2015; Valentinetti and
Rea, 2012).

2.3 Benefits and problems of adopting XBRL

Prior literature stated the potential benefits of XBRL by differentiating XBRL from other
reporting languages (e.g., HTML and PDF). For example, HTML reporting language
describes how the information font type, size and colour appear on the web with no real
context or meaning for the data presented (Dunne et al., 2013; Beattie and Pratt, 2003;
Fedorowicz, 2011). While PDF files help in controlling the display of the information
on a various platform using software application, XBRL is prepared for computer
consumption and not designed for human readability (Cohen et al., 2005; Dunne et al.,
2013). Similarly, Janvrin et al. (2013) found that users prefer XBRL over Excel, HTML
and PDF formats due to its usefulness and convenience over other reporting formats.
Furthermore, XBRL allows a decrease in the assembly and re-entry of data processing,
which allows stakeholders to focus on analysing data rather than collecting it (Apostolou
and Nanopoulos, 2009; Kim et al., 2012; Pinsker and Li, 2008).

XBRL enhances the financial reporting cycle in an efficient and effective way. For
example, Henderson et al. (2012) point out that the organisation can process the
traditional manual transactions automatically and improve the communication between
an organisation and its auditors in a timely manner, which in turn lowers auditing fees,
improves both continuous auditing and the performance of internal control (Eierle et al.,
2014; TIlias et al., 2015; Fedorowicz, 2011). Likewise, XBRL prepares integrate the
financial data between different platforms and software application from different
organisations with the least amount of effort (Kim et al., 2012; Pinsker and Li, 2008;
Troshani and Lymer, 2010). This can be done by creating vocabulary of common
financial data in the organisation to facilitate data transfer through various systems
(Henderson et al., 2012), which increases the added value of business information
for different users’ needs (Dunne et al., 2013; SEC, 2005). Furthermore, it improves
corporate governance, credit agency ratings and reduces their cost of capital by
increasing information transparency (Ilias et al., 2015; Birt et al., 2017). Using XBRL can
also enhance the financial report usability by keeping the same accounting standards
through its extensibility (Troshani and Lymer, 2010). Furthermore, investors and
financial analysts will be able to perform faster analysis by retrieving data directly
from corporate financial reports, providing useful, comparable and timely information
(Baldwin and Trinkle, 2011; Henderson et al., 2012; Birt et al., 2017). Using tagged data,
lenders, financial analysts and other stakeholders can combine different financial reports
in a simultaneous presentation to increases the efficiency of analysing and reveals the
lack of similarity between companies (Kim et al., 2012).
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However, many academic researches cited the problems related to XBRL adoption.
For example, Dunne et al. (2013) assert that the major obstacles in applying XBRL are
the time and effort required to learn it and the knowhow needed to apply it. Additionally,
Eierle et al. (2014) claim that there are certain factors affecting the application of XBRL
such as, the cost of integrating XBRL with the company reporting system reflects a high
level of investment, the existing reporting system, firm size and the way of integrating
XBRL whether for the internal or external reporting system or both. Troshani and Lymer
(2010) mentioned the need for different software to support the application of XBRL and
that the level of technical knowledge may hinder the usability and spread of XBRL.
Finally, yet, importantly, the level of understanding XBRL and its technical details
consider the main problem to get the most benefit of its adoption (see Rawashdeh and
Selamat, 2013).

2.4 Awareness and perceptions of XBRL

The widespread use of XBRL and the perceived usefulness of its benefits depend on
two things. The first is the different stakeholders’ awareness and perception concerning
the usefulness and efficiency of XBRL (Bovee et al., 2002; Henderson et al., 2012;
Rawashdeh and Selamat, 2013). The second is the lack of user awareness about the
abilities and advantages of XBRL (Henderson et al., 2012). Pinsker and Wheeler (2009)
found that a lack of perception on XBRL abilities will negatively affect its adoption
within a different organisation and increase implementation costs. So, many studies
surveyed the perception of different stakeholders concerning XBRL. For example, in the
USA, Pinsker (2003) examined the perceptions of different accountants and auditors and
found that 33% of the sample has a background of XBRL fillings. In 2016, the Certified
Financial Analyst (CFA) Institute survey found a slight increase in the awareness of
XBRL to be 45% compared to 41% in 2007 survey. Additionally, the majority of the
participants are still not aware of XBRL including academics, credit analysts, financial
advisors, portfolio managers, bankers and research analysts (CFA, 2016).

Dunne et al. (2013) surveyed the level of awareness in the UK stakeholders including
accountants, tax practitioners, auditors and different users of financial reports and found a
low level of awareness concerning the SG of reporting in general and XBRL in
particular. Additionally, they reported that only 45% of investment professionals
worldwide were aware of XBRL and 1% of companies in the UK had adopted XBRL for
financial reporting. In South Africa, Steenkamp and Nel (2012) found that 49% of South
African charted accountants did not actually know what XBRL was, 45% had a slight
idea and just 6% had some knowledge about it. In Italy, despite the obligatory adoption
of XBRL for non-listed companies from 2009, there is a low level of awareness
among different stakeholders. For instance, Avallone et al. (2016) found a low level of
awareness of XBRL among Italian chartered accountants, auditors and bankers. Such low
level of awareness is due to the limited use of XBRL by reporters and/or most
practitioners are tagging the financial statements to XBRL. In the Malaysian context, Ilias
et al. (2015) surveyed the knowledge level of XBRL from the Malaysian auditors,
regulators and other users of financial reports and found that only 3% of the respondents
have awareness of XBRL.
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Table 1 EGX-100 index of listed Egyptian companies and formats of financial reports
No. Industry name com[i\ZIZi(e){ %) Report format ]}g;’;{z ;;e;;z)rt
1 Real estate 21 (21%) PDF 17 (17%)

PHP 2 (2%)

NA 2 (2%)

2 Financial services 13 (13%) PDF 7 (7%)

HTML 2 (2%)

PHP 2 (2%)

NA 2 (2%)

3 Food and beverage 12 (12%) PDF 8 (8%)

HTML 2 (2%)

NA 2 (2%)

4 Industrial goods and services 11 (11%) PDF 9 (9%)

and automobiles NA 2 (2%)

5 Personal and household products 8 (8%) PDF 7 (7%)

HTML 1 (1%)

6 Construction and materials 8 (8%) PDF 5 (5%)

NA 1 (1%)

No website 2 (2%)

7 Travel and leisure 7 (7%) PDF 3 (3%)

HTML 1 (1%)

NA 2 (2%)

No website 1 (1%)

8 Chemicals 4 (4%) PDF 3 (3%)

PHP 1 (1%)

9 Banks 4 (4%) PDF 4 (4%)

10 Basic resources 3 (3%) PDF 2 (2%)

NA 1 (1%)

11 Healthcare and pharmaceuticals 2 (2%) NA 1 (1%)

No website 1 (1%)

12 Oil and gas 2 (2%) Excel/Word 1 (1%)

NA 1 (1%)

13 Telecommunications 2 (2%) PDF 2 (2%)

14 Technology 1 (1%) PDF 1 (1%)

15 Retail 1 (1%) PDF 1 (1%)

16 Media 1 (1%) PDF 1 (1%)
Total 16 industries 100 (100%) PDF 70 (70%)
NA 14 (14%)

HTML 6 (6%)

PHP 5 (5%)

No website 4 (4%)

Excel/Word 1 (1%)

XBRL 0 (0%)
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2.5 [Egyptian reporting environment

The Egyptian Stock Exchange (EGX) considers one of the eldest and leading markets in
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region (Ahmed et al., 2017). Also, the
formulation of the Egyptian accounting standards (EAS) which is developed taking into
account the international accounting standards (IASs) that existed in 2005 (IFRS, 2013)
where all registered Egyptian companies are obligated to apply EAS. Due to the 2011
revolution, the EGX market lost 194 billion LE of its value (Ahmed et al., 2017).
Accordingly, in March 2011, the Egyptian Institute of Directors (EIoD) issued the revised
version of the Egyptian Code of Governance and its guidelines to improve the quality of
information issued by the registered companies, increase competition and attract foreign
investment. For example, Section 5, Guideline number 5.6.3, also by the Decision No. 15
in 2012 by the EFSA stated that the listed companies should have their own website on
the internet, preferably in both Arabic and English languages, including financial and
non-financial disclosure (EloD, 2011; EFSA, 2014). Although, these mandatory
guidelines did not mention the language of the online financial reporting whether HTML,
PDF, Word or XBRL (EAS, 2006; EFSA, 2014; EGX, 2014).

In practice, during August 2016, the current study surveyed the top 100 Egyptian
listed companies (EGX-100) by accessing their websites to investigate:

1 whether the companies’ sites are available or not
2 what the format of financial reports provided is (e.g., PDF, HTML, XBRL, etc.).

Table | indicates that 70% of the financial reports were PDF formats, six companies used
HTML format; only one company used both HTML and PDF formats. Additionally,
five companies used hypertext pre-processor (PHP), which is a free open source scripting
language, used to design interactive webpages to disclose financial reports online. Only
one company used HTML and Excel reporting format. For the rest of the EGX-100
sample, we found that 14 companies have a website but do not disclose financial reports
on them. Four companies do not have a website. Therefore, the EGX-100 did not use
XBRL for preparing and presenting their financial reports. This result is consistent with
the absence of the obligatory adoption of XBRL in the EGX listing rules (see Ahmed
etal., 2017).

2.6 Research questions

It is noted from the discussion above that XBRL is mainly focused on a number of
key stakeholder groups (e.g., reporters, investors, financial analysts, fund managers,
regulators, auditors, tax practitioners, academics and other users) (e.g., Dunne et al.,
2013; Debreceny and Farewell, 2010; Steenkamp and Nel, 2012; CFA, 2016; Papa and
Luisi, 2014). These stakeholder groups are therefore the key actors who need to
participate in this reporting technology for effective adoption to occur for reporters. The
digital reporting system involves a number of functions other than the traditional
accounting process, such as information technology, internal auditing, management
reports, company and data process units (Dunne et al., 2013). In practice, these groups
have different perceptions on XBRL. Additionally, the Egyptian capital market law does
not require listed companies to adopt XBRL. This study aims to explore the level of
awareness and understanding of XBRL among Egyptian accounting academics teaching
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faculty students who will use and develop XBRL (Fedorowicz, 2011) and professional
bankers as a representative sample of corporate stakeholders in this exploratory study.
Specifically, three research questions are addressed:

RQ1 How aware are the Egyptian academics and bankers of different reporting
languages?

RQ2 How do the Egyptian academics and bankers view the pros of using XBRL?

RQ3 How do the Egyptian academics and bankers view the cons of using XBRL?

3 Research methodology

3.1 Research method

A literature review on academic and professional research on the different languages of
corporate reporting, stakeholders’ awareness and understanding of XBRL, and potential
benefits and problems of adopting XBRL, was conducted. On the basis of this literature
(e.g., Dunne et al., 2013; Janvrin et al., 2013; Steenkamp and Nel, 2012; Ilias et al.,
2015), a questionnaire was developed and distributed to the two stakeholder groups
covering the three research questions. The questionnaire was piloted and reviewed by
five accounting professors at Alexandria University, Egypt. After this step, changes were
made to refine the questions asked and the manner in which these questions were
presented.

The questionnaire consisted of five sections, with a brief introduction to XBRL and
the steps of its application. Section 1 dealt with the respondents’ demographic traits.
Section 2 covered the respondents’ awareness of different reporting languages. Section 3
presented two groups of balance sheets of six Egyptian banks, one prepared in
accordance with the traditional reporting system and the other prepared using XBRL with
FUJITSU Software Interstage XW, as this is not applicable in Egypt yet. In this section,
respondents were asked questions to distinguish the difference of both reporting
languages. Finally, Section 4 and Section 5 covered the respondents’ views of both the
pros and cons of XBRL, respectively.

3.2 Research sample

The questionnaire was distributed to 340 accounting staff at both Alexandria and
Damanhour universities and 93 professional bankers in three banks in the Alexandria
Governorate. The second author distributed and collected the completed responses. In
total, 106 questionnaires were obtained from respondents, 57 from accounting academics
(17%) and 49 from professional bankers (53%), providing a successful response rate of
24%. Compared with the poor response rate in other business-related questionnaires
(Dunne et al., 2013; Nel and Steenkamp, 2008; Pinsker, 2003; CFA, 2016; Eni, 2015;
Beattie and Pratt, 2003; Papa and Luisi, 2014), this is considered a good response rate
from a limited sample. To establish questionnaire reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha test
was used (Field, 2013). The results showed that there is a reasonable degree of reliability
for the information obtained from the questionnaire; the overall reliability scale is > 73.
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4 Research results

4.1 Respondents’ demographic traits

As Table 2 shows, the total usable responses totalled 106, comprising 57 academics
(54%) and 49 bankers (46%). From Table 2, it is evident that 91% of respondents were
less than 37 years old, while 72% were male. When respondents were asked to indicate
their educational qualifications, a greater proportion of academics had MScs and/or PhDs
(53%), while a greater proportion of bankers were professionally qualified (41%). For job
experience, more than 86% of the academics reported that they had between 1 and
10 years’, compared with 80% of bankers. Chi-squared and Z-tests were undertaken in
order to determine whether the personal characteristics of academics and bankers were
statistically different. Interestingly, age, gender and job experience showed no significant
different between the two groups. However, the evidence for academics having a higher
level of academic achievement was significant at the 5% level; therefore, the bankers
were more likely to be professionally qualified.

4.2 Respondents’ awareness of the financial reporting languages

The first research question investigated the extent to which both accounting academics
and professional bankers were aware of the different financial reporting languages. From
the questionnaire findings, Table 3 presents the respondents’ awareness of the different
financial reporting languages. The results related to the respondents’ awareness of
different formats of financial reporting in the digital environment show that all mean
statistics among academics and bankers are ranged between 3.60 and 3.87 across the
three formats: Excel, PDF and HTML and standard deviations averaged around 1.12,
suggesting a large harmony between the two groups. It appears that more than 60% of
both groups are clearly aware of both Excel and PDF formats, compared with the 53% of
academics and 58% of bankers who are aware of the HTML format. It is evident that
professional bankers are more aware of Excel and PDF (69% and 76%, respectively),
compared with academics (65% and 60%, respectively). For XBRL, the result indicates
that more than two-thirds of the respondents are not aware of XBRL, with an average
of 2.06. As shown in Table 3, no significant differences were detected between both
academics and bankers for the four formats of financial reporting languages, as measured
by the Kruskal-Wallis test.

4.3 Respondents’ answers to some financial tasks

To examine the two groups’ views of the benefits and problems of XBRL, the
respondents were firstly given two groups of balance sheets for six Egyptian banks
(A, B, C, D, E and F), the first group (A, B and C banks), was prepared by traditional
reporting language, while the second group (D, E and F banks) in XBRL format. The first
group of balance sheets for the A, B and C banks were printed individually, in Arabic,
and using EGP pound. The second group of the balance sheets for the D, E and F banks
were printed on the same paper, in Arabic and English, with both currencies (EGP pound
and US dollar), using the features of the XBRL format in order to facilitate the searching
and comparing process to provide the users with a general idea of the practical benefits of
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XBRL. As seen in Tables 4 and 5, the respondents were asked some questions based on
the information available on the two groups of balance sheets to contextualise their
responses about the SG of corporate reporting, XBRL and its benefits and problems
(Tables 6 and 7).

Table 2 Respondents’ demographic traits

Demographical

information Academics (%) Bankers (%) Total (%)
Age
21-28 years 32 (56%) 24 (49%) 56 (53%)
29-36 years 16 (28%) 19 (39%) 35 (33%)
37-44 years 7 (12%) 6 (12%) 13 (12%)
45-52 years 2 (4%) 0 (0%) 2 (2%)
53-60 years 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
60 and above 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Gender
Male 37 (65%) 39 (80%) 76 (72%)
Female 20 (35%) 10 (20%) 30 (28%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Academic qualification
BSc 27 (47%) 27 (55%) 54 (51%)
Diploma 0 (0%) 20 (41%) 20 (19%)
MSc 22 (39%) 2 (4%) 24 (22%)
PhD 8 (14%) 0 (0%) 8 (8%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Job description
Tutor 27 (47%) Accountant 39 (80%) N/A
Assistant 22 (39%) Loan manager 9 (18%) N/A
lecturer
Lecturer 3 (5%) Sales manager 1 (2%) N/A
Professor 5(9%) N/A
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) N/A
Job experience
Less than 5 years 30 (53%) 23 (47%) 53 (50%)
5-10 years 19 (33%) 16 (33%) 35 (33%)
11-15 years 5 (9%) 7 (14%) 12 (11%)
16-20 years 1 (2%) 3 (6%) 4 (4%)
21 and above 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 2 (2%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
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Respondents’ awareness of the financial reporting languages

Table 3
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Table 4 Group 1 — traditional balance sheets for A, B and C banks
Group 1: traditional balance sheet Academics (%)  Bankers (%) Total (%)
Q5 Which bank from the above banks has
the highest balance in ‘cash and due
from Central Bank of Egypt’ in 2010
Bank A 44 (78%) 34 (70%) 78 (74%)
Bank B 3 (5%) 10 (20%) 13 (12%)
Bank C 7 (12%) 3 (6%) 10 (9%)
Not exist 3 (5%) 2 (4%) 5 (5%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q6 I thought that the task was very easy
Strongly agree/agree 33 (57%) 23 (47%) 56 (53%)
Neither agree nor disagree 10 (18%) 10 (20%) 20 (19%)
Disagree/strongly disagree 14 (25%) 16 (33%) 30 (28%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q7 Which bank from the above banks’
balance of $25,155,762.4 in ‘available
for sale investment’ account in 2010?
Knowing that the exchange rate is
$1=58LE
Bank A 6 (11%) 1 (2%) 7 (7%)
Bank B 14 (24%) 10 (20%) 24 (22%)
Bank C 6 (11%) 8 (16%) 14 (13%)
Not exist 31 (54%) 30 (62%) 61 (58%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q8 I thought that the task was very easy
Strongly agree/agree 20 (35%) 19 (39%) 39 (37%)
Neither agree nor disagree 12 (21%) 14 (29%) 26 (25%)
Disagree/strongly disagree 25 (44%) 16 (33%) 41 (38%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q9 Which bank from the above banks has
the highest balance in ‘debt ratio’ in
2010? Knowing that debt ratio = total
liabilities / total assets
Bank A 7 (12%) 3 (6%) 10 (9%)
Bank B 8 (14%) 8 (15%) 16 (15%)
Bank C 38 (67%) 34 (69%) 72 (68%)
Not exist 4 (7%) 4 (8%) 8 (8%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q10 I thought that the task was very easy
Strongly agree/agree 21 (37%) 8 (16%) 29 (27%)
Neither agree nor disagree 12 (21%) 18 (37%) 30 (28%)
Disagree/strongly disagree 24 (42%) 23 (47%) 47 (45%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
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Table 5 Group 2 — balance sheets for D, E and F banks in XBRL format

Group 2: balance sheet in XBRL format Academics (%6)  Bankers (%) Total (%)

Q11 Which bank from the above banks has
the highest balance in ‘cash and due
from Central Bank of Egypt’ in 2010

Bank D 4 (7%) 5 (10%) 9 (8%)
Bank E 1 (2%) 11 (22%) 12 (11%)
Bank F 50 (87%) 32 (66%) 82 (78%)
Not exist 2 (4%) 1 (2%) 3 (3%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q12 I thought that the task was very easy

Strongly agree/agree 52 (91%) 43 (88%) 95 (89%)
Neither agree nor disagree 4 (7%) 3 (6%) 7 (7%)
Disagree/strongly disagree 1 (2%) 3 (6%) 4 (4%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)

Q13  Which bank from the above banks’
balance of $15,713,719,057 in
‘available for sale investment’ account
in 2010? Knowing that the exchange
rate is $1 =5.8 LE

Bank D 4 (7%) 1 (2%) 5 (5%)
Bank E 1 (2%) 3 (6%) 4 (4%)
Bank F 43 (75%) 41 (84%) 84 (79%)
Not exist 9 (16%) 4 (8%) 13 (12%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q14 I thought that the task was very easy

Strongly agree/agree 50 (88%) 45 (92%) 95 (90%)
Neither agree nor disagree 6 (10%) 2 (4%) 8 (7%)
Disagree/strongly disagree 1 (2%) 2 (4%) 3 (3%)
Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)

Q15 Which bank from the above banks has
the highest balance in ‘debt ratio’ in
2010? Knowing that the showing
diagram for debt ratio produced by

XBRL program

Bank D 2 (4%) 1 (2%) 3 (3%)

Bank E 2 (4%) 1 (2%) 3 (3%)

Bank F 53 (92%) 44 (90%) 97 91%

Not exist 0 (0%) 3 (6%) 3(3%

Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
Q16 I thought that the task was very easy

Strongly agree/agree 53 (93%) 44 (90%) 97 (92%)

Neither agree nor disagree 1 (2%) 2 (4%) 3 (3%)

Disagree/strongly disagree 3 (5%) 3 (6%) 6 (5%)

Total (%) 57 (100%) 49 (100%) 106 (100%)
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For the traditional balance sheets, the respondents were asked three questions (tasks) to
extract and calculate some financial information from the balance sheets with gradual
increases in the work needed to provide the right answer, followed by three questions
concerning their agreement/disagreement about the easiness of these tasks. As shown in
Table 4, there is a general consensus between the two groups for the three tasks where the
correct answers for questions 5, 7 and 9 have the highest degree in both groups, as
follows, 78%, 58% and 68%, respectively. As predicted, there is an overall decrease in
the respondents’ agreement about the easiness of the task for questions 6, 8 and 10, as
follows, 58%, 37% and 27%. Contrarily, there is a gradual increase in the respondents’
disagreement about the easiness of the task, 28%, 38% and 45%, respectively, meaning
the task became harder.

For the XBRL balance sheets, as shown in Table 5, there is an overall consistency
between the two groups for the three tasks where the correct answers of questions 11, 13
and 15 have the highest degree in both groups, as follows, 78%, 79% and 91%,
respectively. As predicted, there is overall a tremendous increase in the respondents’
agreement about the easiness of the task for questions 12, 14 and 16, as follows, 89%,
90% and 92%, while the disagreement of the respondents about the task easiness has the
lowest ratios, as follows, 4%, 3% and 5%, respectively.

An overall comparison between the two groups reveals that the correct answers
increased for the XBRL balance sheet tasks (i.e., questions 11, 13 and 15) more than the
traditional balance sheets tasks (i.e., questions 5, 7 and 9), with approximately 0%, 21%
and 23% for both groups, noting that the 0% for questions 5 and 11 reflects the easiness
of both questions. Regarding the agreement and disagreement questions, there is a
significant increase in the respondents’ agreement in the easiness of the task by
approximately 36%, 53% and 65% for both questions agreements groups’ questions.
There was a dramatic decrease in the response to the disagreement of the task easiness by
approximately 24%, 35% and 18%, respectively. As a result, we can conclude that the
XBRL format can significantly facilitate the financial tasks with more accurate and
efficient answers.

4.4 Respondents’ views of the pros and cons of using XBRL

The second research question examined both academics’ and bankers’ views of the pros
of adopting XBRL. While the vast majority of respondents reported little knowledge of
XBRL, it could not unconsciously be deduced that would not know about its benefits
and/or obstacles (e.g., Dunne et al., 2013). With regard to the benefits of XBRL,
respondents were asked 13 questions on specific benefits suggested in the literature.
The vast majority of respondents (78% or more) claimed that they knew enough
about the advantages of XBRL to answer the relevant questions. For example,
Table 6 shows a significant acknowledgement that XBRL speed-up ‘the reporting cycle
and decision-making process’, ‘reduced re-entering data errors’, ‘was interoperable’,
‘eliminated the effort of re-key information’, etc. Although, the two groups were very
positive, the bankers respondents were more knowledgeable with the practical matters of
XBRL such as how it can ‘reduce efforts of re-keying’, ‘solve the problems of different
reporting languages’, ‘solve the problems of different currencies’ and ‘speed-up the
process of finding information’. From Table 6, it is evident that all mean statistics of the
total respondents are ranged between 4.17 and 4.60 across the 13 benefits and standard
deviations averaged around 0.82, suggesting a general consensus between both groups on
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the benefits of XBRL. Additionally, the Kruskal-Wallis test suggested that there are no
significant differences between the two groups.

The third research question examined the cons of XBRL, the questionnaire therefore
asked about the problems of its adoption. The list of potential problems for take-up of the
technology was based on a review of prior relevant literature, as shown in Table 7. All
means are greater than three and less than four. These results reflect that all respondents
knew a little about the problems of adopting XBRL (Dunne et al., 2013). However, those
who did respond reported that across the two groups a number of key problems impeded
the adoption of XBRL in corporate financial reporting. The bankers agreed more
strongly than academics that ‘difficulty to create XBRL Egyptian official taxonomy’ was
a problem, although this may have reflected their greater knowledge of the Egyptian
context for adopting XBRL. Approximately two-thirds of academics and bankers also
thought that the ‘low level of users’ awareness about XBRL’ and ‘lack of training courses
for developing required skills to apply XBRL’ issues hindered the implementation of
XBRL. In contrast, less than 40% of the two groups agreed that the ‘difficulty to create
extension taxonomy for each company’ issue could delay the adoption of XBRL.
The Kruskal-Wallis test shows that there are no significant differences between the
two groups on any of these problems.

5 Discussion and conclusions

XBRL is an important technology for the electronic reporting of business information and
its relevance to different stakeholders. After reviewing the XBRL literature in different
countries, in which low levels of awareness and understanding of XBRL and its benefits
and risks were reported (e.g., Dunne et al., 2013; Janvrin et al., 2013; CFA, 2016; Eni,
2015; Avallone et al., 2016), this study explored the Egyptian accounting academics’ and
bankers’ awareness and understanding of XBRL. A questionnaire was developed and
distributed to accounting staff at two Egyptian universities and three commercial banks at
Alexandria Governorate, Egypt.

Our findings revealed that the majority of respondents were aware of the
three reporting languages, namely, Excel, PDF and HTML which are consistent with Ilias
et al.’s (2015) findings. These results also demonstrated a significant lack of knowledge
about XBRL among the majority of both academics and professional bankers. Again,
these results support the findings of the EGX-100 companies survey as seen in Table 1
and prior XBRL literature (e.g., Avallone et al., 2016; Eni, 2015). The PDF reporting was
the highest language used. This is perhaps not surprising given that using XBRL is not
required in Egypt. For the potential benefits of adopting XBRL, it was found that there is
a general consensus between the two groups about the benefits of XBRL and its major
impact on their companies’ reporting system. Most respondents had a sound
understanding of using XBRL to enhance the searching, comparing and analysing a
different set of financial reports to assess performance and make investment decisions
(e.g., CFA, 2016; Eni, 2015; Papa and Luisi, 2014; Birt et al., 2017). Similarly, the
problems related to adopting XBRL were perceived to be high. For example, cost and
difficulty, user awareness, technical matters, absence of Egyptian-regulated standards and
taxonomy and training costs, were perceived to be the barriers to using XBRL (see
Dunne et al., 2013; Eni, 2015; Rawashdeh and Selamat, 2013).
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From the results of this study, the following policy and societal implications arise.
According to Dunne et al. (2013), electronic information is viewed by its potential users
as being comprehensive, material and truthful, and those users can be assured about the
credibility of XBRL information. For full adoption of XBRL to occur, the Egyptian
accounting regulators need to mandate XBRL for listed companies to improve
efficiencies in data handling for reporters and usability of published information for
readers. Additionally, Egyptian professional bodies (e.g., the EloD, the EGX; the EFSA,
the Accountability State Authority and the Egyptian Society of Accountants and
Auditors) need to raise the profile of XBRL. Other professional practitioners, such as
auditors, tax accountants and IT experts, should be involved in XBRL government-led
initiatives to make recommendations to their clients (see Eni, 2015; Ilias et al., 2015).
Similarly, accounting academics could play an important role in the diffusion of XBRL
by impeding XBRL into the accounting curriculum and introducing new accounting
modules, such as computerised accounting, cloud accounting and computer-assisted
reporting (e.g., Fedorowicz, 2011). XBRL also has numerous and diverse societal
impacts. For example, XBRL enables the unified integration of disparate technologies,
platforms and software applications of preparing the financial statements within
companies and among stakeholders. This will lead to significant reductions in the
processing of financial information for all stakeholders and then enhance the efficiency
of the capital markets. Overall, the benefits of XBRL need to be viewed far more
transparent so that the XBRL business case becomes well known for the large business
society (see Dunne et al., 2013).

Some limitations are acknowledged in this exploratory study, such as the small
sample of the relevant XBRL community, accounting academics and professional
bankers and the low response rate and findings discussed here should be interpreted
with this in mind. Additionally, the respondents represent only two governmental
universities and three banks in Alexandria governance. Another limitation is the use of a
questionnaire instead of an experimental design, due to the low incentives for participants
to take part in an experimental design, especially in Egypt. Future research, therefore,
could be useful to increase the scope of this study by examining the different insights
from the perspective of other stakeholder groups, such as reporters, professional
accountants, financial analysts, portfolio managers, auditors, tax practitioners, IT experts,
regulators, etc. and representing the whole country. In addition, future research should
consider experiments of users’ choice (e.g., financial analysts, institutional investors and
auditors) for multiple tasks where financial items are presented using both traditional and
XBRL formats. As this study only explores the perception and understanding of XBRL in
Egypt, it would be fruitful to address this matter in the MENA region. Such cross-country
study comparing the adoption rates and levels of stakeholders’ perceptions and
understandings of XBRL would be revealing for comparative aims and to discover
transferable experiences taught (Dunne et al., 2013).
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