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Examiners:  Professor Satu Pätäri and Associate Professor Helena Sjögrén 
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automation 
 
Digitalization and technology have shaped the accounting field. These have also impacted fi-
nancial reporting. Initially, from 2020 annual financial reports, listed companies in the Euro-
pean Union (EU) were required to report their annual financial reports in a European Single 
Electronic Format (ESEF) and tag the financial statements using eXtensible Business Reporting 
Language (XBRL). The change impacted the way listed companies communicate their financial 
information but also enables automation of the reporting process in the reporting companies. 
 
This thesis aimed to research how the ESEF reporting is implemented in a Finnish listed com-
pany and understand the impact of the new requirements on the financial reporting process. 
The research method used in the thesis was qualitative research method and the data was 
collected with semi-structured theme interviews and from XBRL and ESEF meeting notes. Six 
people participated in the research. Three of the interviewees were working at the case com-
pany, two were service providers and one was the assurance provider for the ESEF report. All 
the interviewees were involved with the case company’s ESEF reporting process. 
 
According to the research findings, XBRL tool was acquired to fulfill the regulatory require-
ments while automating the external reporting process. The case company selected medium 
adoption level which enabled the change in the reporting process. The XBRL tool had stream-
lined and eliminated redundant steps in the reporting process. The tagging processes was out-
sourced to a service provider for cost-efficiency reasons and to access the expertise. However, 
even though the tagging process was outsourced, the reviewing of the tag was essential. The 
review required understanding of ESEF taxonomy and some knowledge of the tagging process. 
The voluntary assurance on the ESEF report was acquired and it was found beneficial because 
of the uncertainty related to the first-time adoption. Findings indicate that the practical in-
structions regarding ESEF are limited, and the interpretation of the mandate depended on the 
preparer.  
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Digitalisaatio ja teknologia ovat muokanneet laskentatoimen alaa. Nämä ovat vaikuttaneet 
myös taloudelliseen raportointiin. Alun perin vuodesta 2020 alkaen vuotuisista tilinpäätök-
sistä Euroopan Unionin (EU) pörssiyhtiöiden täytyi raportoida vuosikertomuksensa European 
Single Electronic Format (ESEF) -vaatimusten mukaisesti ja merkitä tilinpäätös eXtensible Bu-
siness Reporting Language (XBRL) -raportointikielellä. Muutos vaikutti tapaan, jolla pörssiyh-
tiöt välittävät taloustietonsa, mutta mahdollistaa myös raportointiprosessin automatisoinnin 
raportoivissa yrityksissä. 
 
Tämän tutkielman tarkoituksena oli tutkia, miten ESEF-raportointi toteutetaan suomalaisessa 
pörssiyhtiössä, sekä ymmärtää uusien vaatimusten vaikutukset taloudelliseen raportointipro-
sessiin. Tutkielmassa käytetty tutkimusmenetelmä oli kvalitatiivinen tutkimusmenetelmä, ja 
tiedot kerättiin puolistrukturoiduilla teemahaastatteluilla sekä XBRL: n ja ESEF: n kokousmuis-
tioista. Kuusi henkilöä osallistui tutkimukseen. Kolme haastateltavaa työskenteli tapausyrityk-
sessä, kaksi palveluntarjoajalla ja yksi ESEF:n varmennuksen antajana. Kaikki haastateltavat 
olivat mukana tapausyrityksen ESEF:n raportointiprosessissa. 
 
Tutkimustulosten mukaan XBRL-työkalu hankittiin täyttämään lakisääteiset vaatimukset ja sa-
malla automatisoimaan ulkoinen raportointiprosessi. Tapausyritys valitsi keskitason käyttöön-
ottotason, joka mahdollisti muutoksen raportointiprosessissa. XBRL-työkalu oli yksinkertaista-
nut ja poistanut tarpeettomia vaiheita raportointiprosessissa. Tunnisteiden merkintäprosessit 
ulkoistettiin palveluntarjoajalle kustannustehokkuussyistä sekä asiantuntemuksen vuoksi. 
Vaikka merkintäprosessi oli ulkoistettu, merkintöjen tarkistus oli välttämätöntä. Tarkastami-
nen vaati ymmärrystä ESEF-taksonomiasta sekä jonkin verran tietoa merkintäprosessista. 
ESEF-raportille hankittiin vapaaehtoinen varmennus, ja se todettiin hyödylliseksi ensimmäi-
seen käyttöönottoon liittyvän epävarmuuden vuoksi. Tulokset osoittavat, että ESEF:ä koske-
vat käytännön ohjeet ovat vähäiset, ja mandaatin tulkinta riippui valmistelijasta. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 

Accounting as a field has changed significantly over the years. The change is enabled by tech-

nological development which has been a driver for digitalization and automation (Galarza 

2017; Güney 2014; Kaarlejärvi & Salminen 2018; Knudsen 2020; Lehner et al. 2019). This 

change has also impacted financial reporting by first changing the reporting to electronic for-

mat and later to digital format.  Previously companies’ financial reporting has been intended 

to be read by humans but today it is as important that computers are able to read the reports. 

(Cohen et al. 2005; Troshani et al. 2018) 

 

Financial reporting is an important channel for internal and external stakeholders to attain 

information of the company for which the information needs to be useful, relevant, reliable, 

and timely communicated (Troshani & Rao 2007).  Financial reports have usually been pub-

lished in an electronic format from where the information has been re-entered to different 

tools to be able to analyze the data (Janvier and No 2012). Standardizing financial reporting 

has been important to regulators and investors in terms of what is reported, by creating in-

ternational financial reporting standards (IFRS), but also in terms of the format in which the 

reported data is communicated (Beattie & Pratt 2003, 157; Gostimir 2015, 31). 

 

European Single Electronic Format (ESEF) is a unified reporting format for European stock 

listed companies originally intended to be effective for 2020 annual reports. However, the 

regulatory obligation was postponed by a year. (FIN-FSA 2020a) ESEF reporting is part of the 

Transparency Directive, amended in 2013, stating that annual financial report issuers in the 

regulated markets must prepare the reports in a single electronic format (ESMA 2020). When 

the financial information is reported in a structured format, the information can be efficiently 

analyzed using technology (FIN-FSA 2020a). 

 

To comply with the ESEF reporting mandate, eXtensible Business Reporting Language (XBRL) 

technology is used. XBRL transforms the financial reporting and communication with compa-

nies’ stakeholders by allowing financial reports to be read by computer (Troshani, Locke & 

Rowbottom 2019). XBRL digitalizes the financial reporting which is considered to improve 
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quality of financial reporting, but it may also impact the business reporting process by improv-

ing information and communication flows (Baldwin et al. 2006; Troshani & Doolin 2007). 

 

1.1 Theoretical framework and focus of this study  

 

The main concepts are introduced in this section to create the theoretical framework for this 

study and establish the scientific discussion to which this study is aimed to participate. Impact 

of technology on accounting has been previously discussed and researched substantially in 

literature (Rom & Rohde 2007; Knudsen 2020). But because technology is evolving rapidly, 

more research is demanded to understand the impact on accounting, which is consequently 

also changing (Prasad & Green 2015; Knudsen 2020). Changes in technology impact the pro-

cesses within organizations leading to need to modify them (Baldwin et al. 2006). 

 

The ESEF reporting mandate and reporting requirements regarding the use of technology in 

the European Union (EU) has initiated this study. Even though XBRL is fairly new in Finnish 

context, it has been widely adopted around the world either on mandatory basis, such as Den-

mark, Japan and the United States, or on voluntary basis, such as Australia, Germany and the 

Netherlands (Britt et al. 2017). Many countries have started XBRL voluntary filings already in 

the 2000’s (Boritz & No 2009). The United States Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 

has mandated filers to report their financial information in XBRL format from 2009 onwards 

(Janvrin & No 2012). 

 

XBRL has been researched from the beginning of 2000, focusing first on XBRL’s potential to 

improve business processes, but empirical evidence on the XBRL implementation has since 

then become a trend in academic journals (Perdana et al. 2015). Even though XBRL has been 

researched from several different perspectives, the research emphasis has often been on im-

pact on financial statement preparers and users (Baldwin et al. 2006; Liu et al. 2017; Nel & 

Steenkamp 2008), implementation process (Garbellotto 2009a; Janvrin and No 2012; Hsieh et 

al. 2019) and assurance (Boritz & No 2009; Plumlee & Plumlee 2008; Srivastava & Kogan 2010). 

XBRL’s impact on business reporting supply chain and reporting process has also been re-

searched (Cohen et al. 2005; Eierle et al. 2014; Enofe & Amaria 2011; Roohani et al. 2009) in 
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a broad context. However, empirical evidence on the ESEF taxonomy adoption is limited be-

cause of the novelty of the mandate and furthermore, the research literature on detailed 

XBRL’s impacts on annual financial reporting process from Finnish perspective is limited. 

 

Based on the identified research gap, this study focuses on gathering detailed evidence on 

XBRL implementation process in regulatory requirement context from a Finnish listed com-

pany, limiting the evidence to the case company. To gain comprehensive view on the process, 

the data is gathered from XBRL implementation project team members within the company 

and from external stakeholders to the project, and through observations. The conceptual 

framework of this study is presented in Figure 1. The framework is based on European Secu-

rities and Market Authority’s (ESMA) regulation to report the annual reports in XBRL using 

ESEF taxonomy. ESEF reporting mandate is the driver for implementing the XBRL tool. In 

broader context, the study is linked to the changes in accounting field, more precisely techno-

logical development, and digitalization of financial reporting of which the XBRL is seen as con-

tinuum.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 Conceptual framework 
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The XBRL reporting is seen as the result of change in accounting, digital financial reporting, 

and regulation. The framework for the empirical part is created by viewing previous studies 

on changes in accounting triggered by technological developments and digitalization, and by 

familiarizing with the concept more carefully. To understand digital financial reporting, the 

framework consists of previous studies on digital financial reporting to view how digital finan-

cial reporting has improved information flow and automatization, and how digitalization of 

financial reporting has changed processes.  

 

XBRL reporting adoption is seen to be driven by the regulatory requirements. To understand 

ESEF, the framework for the empirical part views the regulatory requirements. To build un-

derstanding on XBRL, the framework is built on previous studies on XBRL, its implementation, 

its impact on financial reporting and assurance of XBRL reports. These main concepts will be 

covered to understand the development and justification of XBRL and ESEF reporting obliga-

tions while critically viewing the impact on annual financial reporting process. 

 

1.2 Research questions and objectives 

 

The objective of this study is to research ESEF mandate impact on annual financial reporting 

process in a case company that has been listed in Finnish stock exchange. The focus is to un-

derstand how the regulatory taxonomy is adopted in financial reporting and how the imple-

mentation of XBRL affects financial reporting process. The main research question is aimed to 

be answered with three sub research questions. 

 

How is ESEF reporting implemented in a Finnish listed company?  

1. How is XBRL implemented? 

2. How is ESEF taxonomy embedded to financial statements? 

3. What changes take place in annual financial reporting process? 

 

The first sub question aims to view the implementation strategy and understand the imple-

mentation process as the implementation strategy affects the adoption of ESEF taxonomy and 
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the impact on the financial reporting process. The second sub question aims to understand 

the process of tagging the financial statements and identify challenges.  The third sub question 

aims to answer the impact of XBRL to the external financial reporting process and to identify 

the benefits and challenges related to the process. 

 

1.3 Delimitations 

 

ESEF mandate is implemented in the EU but this study is delimitated to Finnish context. More 

precisely, this study is delimited to the case company, which is a large, Finnish listed company 

for which the ESEF reporting is mandatory. Because of this delimitation, voluntary and small 

and medium sized companies’ XBRL filings are out of scope of this research. Delimitating the 

study to the case company allows to study the annual financial reporting process more thor-

oughly in a specific context.  

 

Theoretically this study is limited to technological changes impacting accounting and XBRL in 

external financial reporting, but also to the internal processes needed to produce compliant 

annual report for external distribution. The delimitation is done mainly because the study re-

searches the impact of regulatory requirement on financial reporting process. For the techno-

logical development impacting accounting field and digital financial reporting sections, the 

technological change is delimitated to broader view on the technological development and 

does not include detailed technical description on information systems. In XBRL section, the 

study is delimitated to impact and the implementation of XBRL and does not include detailed 

technical description. 

 

1.4 Methodology 

 

The research methodology used in this study is qualitative. Qualitative research usually aims 

to interpret, understand, and provide detailed description of a phenomenon (Eriksson & Ko-

valainen 2008; Creswell 2014). The study is descriptive, and the research aims to provide de-

tailed and in-depth description of the phenomenon. Therefore, qualitative research method 

was suitable research method for this study.  
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The research is conducted as a case study. Case study aims to understand a specific case and 

it can represent complex business issues in more understandable format (Eriksson & Ko-

valainen 2008). The material is collected from observations and semi-structured theme inter-

views and analyzed using content analysis. Content analysis method can be used to analyze 

the data systematically and objectively and get a compressed description of the phenomenon 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). The research questions are aimed to be answered using both theo-

retical and empirical sections. 

 

The interviews are conducted within the case company but also interviews with project’s ex-

ternal stakeholders are conducted. The interviewees are involved with implementing the XBRL 

and ESEF reporting. As the focus is on the statutory reporting, the most relevant interviewees 

work within statutory reporting and are responsible for the financial reporting. The interview-

ees inside the case company have different responsibilities during the XBRL and ESEF imple-

mentation. Two of the interviewees work in the group reporting department and one in in-

vestor relations (IR) department. From the external stakeholders, an auditor, or an assurance 

provider, for the ESEF report and two service providers involved with ESEF mandate are inter-

viewed. The total of six people is interviewed. Interviews are done as semi-structured theme 

interviews. The interviews were conducted in March 2021. 

 

Additional research material was collected from observations. Observations were gathered 

from meetings regarding the process of reporting with XBRL and tagging the financial items 

were collected. The observations were collected from the meetings concerning annual finan-

cial reporting internally and with assurance provider and service providers. Observations were 

collected from September 2020 until February 2021. 

 

1.5 Structure 

 

This study is divided to six sections. The first section the focus of the study, research questions 

and objectives, theoretical framework of the study and delimitations are introduced. Sections 
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two and three introduce the theoretical background for the thesis. The second section pre-

sents the changes in accounting that have impacted the development of XBRL. In addition, the 

section presents digitalization of financial reporting and introduces the reporting supply chain. 

In the third section, the XBRL is introduced and discusses the impact of XBRL, implementation 

and implementation process. In addition, the ESEF reporting mandate is introduced. 

 

In the fourth section, the methodology and data for the research are introduced and reliability 

and validity are assessed. This is followed by section five presenting the results from the re-

search. Section five also includes the summary of the main findings. In the last section, the 

results of the study are answered and concluded, limitations of the research and further re-

search needs are presented.  
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2. CHANGES IN ACCOUNTING AND DIGITALIZATION OF FINANCIAL 
REPORTING 
 

Technological development in the accounting field is the major concept in this thesis. The 

change in accounting affects the accounting processes such as financial reporting. This chapter 

introduces the prior research on technological developments in accounting and digitalization 

of financial reporting. 

 

2.1 Impact of technology on the field of accounting 

 

Accounting has changed over the years because of technology (Bonson 2001). Technology has 

developed rapidly affecting significantly different industries including accounting by changing 

the structure and ways of working of the field (Galarza 2017; Güney 2014; Kaarlejärvi & 

Salminen 2018; Knudsen 2020; Kruskopf et al. 2020). Development in technology, data and 

information in the previous decades has been substantial and has led to transformation in 

accounting (Bhimani & Willcocks 2014). 

 

Digitalization has affected accounting, according to Knudsen’s (2020) research, by widening 

the meaning of accounting in a sense that accounting is more than recording transactions, and 

accounting is utilized also by other professions. This has led to integration and unification 

within organizations (Bhimani & Willcocks 2014). Linked to this shift, digitalization has also 

changed the power dynamics in an organization. Accounting department can impact and be 

impacted by other departments in the organization. Digitalization also allows power shift from 

inside of the organization to outside, for example, the customers through social media. Digi-

talization also impacts the creation of knowledge for decision making because the amount 

and structure of acquired data is diverse. Furthermore, the data is collected and reported real-

time which can minimize the time used for discussing decisions. (Knudsen 2020, 14-16) 
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2.1.1 Development in accounting field 

The third technological advancement is digitalization which has been affecting accounting 

drastically in the 2010’s (Knudsen 2020; Kaarlejärvi & Salminen 2018). Digital accounting 

means automating all the information flows and processes in accounting and processing eve-

rything in digital format. Digital accounting aims to integrate companies’ business processes 

across the value chain. Accounting has developed from paperless bookkeeping in the 1990’s 

and electronic accounting in the 2000’s to digital accounting in the 2010’s (Figure 2). The de-

velopment has enabled companies to comply with legal obligations over the internet by trans-

mitting everything in electronic format such as electronic signatures and declarations. (Güney 

2014, 853). 

 

Digital accounting differs from paperless bookkeeping as paperless bookkeeping used to mean 

scanning of documents to electronic format which was ineffective and manual process. 

(Kaarlejärvi & Salminen 2018, 15-16) Development of information technology has enabled dig-

ital accounting which is more efficient and flexible and allows real-time data management. 

(Güney 2014, 853). In addition to decreased costs, according to Güney (2014), technological 

development enhances management of finance and legal aspects in a company. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Accounting transformation (modified from Kaarlejärvi and Salminen 2018, 15) 

  

 

Kruskopf et al. (2020, 79) uses term Industry 4.0 to describe the digital and artificial intelli-

gence revolution. The third revolution refers to the time when computers were started to use, 
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and processes were automated, and data driven. The fourth revolution can be seen as the 

sequel to that where the computers can interact with each other and make decisions without 

humans. These interconnected computers can share information and analyze it. The charac-

teristics of the revolution are, for example, robotics, artificial intelligence and development of 

analytics. (Kruskopf et al. 2020, 79)  

 

Lehner, Leitner-Hanetseder and Eisl (2019) describe the impact of development of accounting 

by three development levels, illustrated in modified form in figure 3. Before digitalization, the 

accounting was described as simplistic accounting where routine tasks required manual work. 

On the first development level, after simplistic accounting, is the partially digitalized account-

ing, where digitalization is utilized for data processing and decision-making. On this develop-

ment level, technologies such as accounting information systems (AIS) transformed the meth-

ods how data was collected and processed. (Lehner et al. 2019) 

 

On the second development level, accounting is described as partially automated accounting. 

This level presents, according to Lehner et al. (2019) the current status of accounting devel-

opment where digitalization supports the accounting processes increasing efficiency and in-

formation flows. In the second development level, AIS technology has evolved from the first 

development level by utilizing cloud computing and automation technologies such as XBRL 

and robotic process automation (RPA) which enable partial automation. (Lehner et al. 2019) 

 

On the third development level, accounting process workflows will be completely digital. In 

the future, according to Lehner et al. (2019), digital accounting is predicted to move towards 

independent, fully autonomous accounting system (FAAS) applying artificial intelligence. The 

processes are fully automated because the system would utilize artificial intelligence and 

make high-level decisions independently. This is in line with developments and changes in 

societies and fields in general. (Lehner et al. 2019) 
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Figure 3 Digitalization in accounting (modified from Lehner et al. 2019) 

 

 

Lehner et al. (2019) description of digitalization level today is a basis for adopting XBRL. Auto-

mated accounting software tools enable acquiring of the benefits of XBRL because XBRL in-

stance documents are manually difficult to produce (Troshani & Doolin 2007, 186). Many XBRL 

research articles emphases automation and automated processes (e.g., Faboyede 2011; Hoff-

man & Rodriguez 2013; Locke et al. 2018; Troshani et al. 2018). Development of technology 

leads to redesign of processes (Baldwin et al. 2006). 

 

2.1.2 Technical debt  

To understand better the process changes caused by technology, a short introduction to tech-

nical debt is introduced. Technical debt can be described as a gap between current system 

level and the best possible system level (Brown et al. 2010). On the other hand, technical debt 

can incur also because of elapsed time which may include rapid changes in business or tech-

nology making the adopted technology outdated (Kruchten, Nord & Ozkaya 2012, 19). 

 

Technical debt is used as a metaphor for technical decisions to fulfill the short-term needs, 

such as productivity and cost savings, while disregarding the long-term ambitions for the soft-

ware system causing costs with interests in the future (Alves et al. 2016; Brown et al. 2010; Li, 
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Avgeriou & Liang 2015). Originally this metaphor reflected the technical decisions in software 

implementation phase but has since also concerned software architecture, design, documen-

tation, requirements, and testing (Alves et al. 2016; Brown et al. 2010). 

 

Managing technical debt means ultimately balancing the short-term and long-term objectives 

(Brown et al. 2010; Rolland et al. 2018). Managing technical debt is important and to have 

control over it as the debt can otherwise accumulate incrementally as it cannot be completely 

avoided (Li et al. 2015). Technical development will likely incur technical debt continuously in 

systems and this development will only accelerate in the future, accumulating more technical 

debt which can make systems obsolete (Kruchten et al. 2013, 53). However, even though re-

placing such system could be beneficial, replacement may incur risks to processes and with 

accumulated debt in a system may be costly (Furneaux & Wade 2017, 909; Rolland et al. 2018, 

424). 

 

2.2 Financial reporting and reporting process 

 

This section will discuss financial reporting, business reporting supply chain, digitalization, and 

automation. These concepts provide understanding on the current financial reporting envi-

ronment and process to which XBRL has been implemented. Financial reporting is highly reg-

ulated by authorities which is why regulation and objectives of financial reporting is briefly 

discussed. 

 

The objective of financial reporting is to provide information about a company’s assets and its 

future prospect of cash flows. In addition, financial reports provide information about the 

management and how efficiently and effectively the company and its economic resources are 

managed. This information is used by company’s stakeholders, such as potential investors and 

creditors who make decision to do business with the company or provide capital (IFRS 2018). 

Companies collecting capital from the public markets are most dependent on harmonized fi-

nancial reports (Pope & McLeay 2011, 238). 
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Figure 4 clarifies the relationships between different authorities involved with financial re-

porting regulations. IFRS are developed by independent body, International Accounting Stand-

ards Board (IASB) which is part of IFRS Foundation. New standards issued by IASB go through 

endorsement process controlled by the European Commission. The endorsement process is 

conducted together with consultative and advisory organizations European Financial Report-

ing Advisory Group (EFRAG) and Accounting Regulatory Committee (ARC). (EC 2021)  

 

 

Figure 4 The European framework for implementing financial reporting regulation (modified 

from Pope & McLeay 2011, 240) 

 

 

ESMA takes actively part to standard setting. ESMA contributes to endorsement process of 

new amendments by being official observer in EFRAG and ARC and comments exposure drafts 

published by IASB. In these roles, ESMA promotes usefulness and transparency of financial 

information decisions and enforceability of IFRS. (ESMA 2021) European Commission has con-

sistently authorized the execution to domestic securities market regulators (Pope & McLeay 
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2011, 240). FIN-FSA works as national enforcer body in Finland, and it is responsible for finan-

cial market regulation and financial reporting monitoring and compliance (FIN-FSA 2020b). 

 

2.2.1 Reporting supply chain and reporting process 

Traditional business reporting to authorities has been criticized to increase administrative 

work in a company and thus, resulting decrease the resources in the core business (Troshani 

et al. 2018, 17). Development of the internet and World Wide Web (the Web) have also im-

pacted the way companies deliver their business information (Beattie & Pratt 2003; Debre-

cany & Gray 2001; Troshani et al. 2019). This has been affected by lower costs and interna-

tional demand for the financial information (Debrecany & Gray 2001, 48). 

 

XBRL implementation digitalizes financial reporting and affects business reporting supply 

chain (Cohen et al. 2005; Eierle et al. 2014; Roohani et al. 2009). Business reporting supply 

chain includes different participants. Eierle et al. (2014) has defined the filers, regulators and 

stakeholders to be the main participants in the business reporting supply chain. Roohani et al. 

(2009) has also identified these participants but included auditors, financial publisher and data 

aggregators and trading partners. Furthermore, Cohen (2009) has also included software ven-

dors and service providers to be participants in the business reporting supply chain.  

 

According to Roohani et al. (2009), reporting supply chain participants have common interest 

of standardizing business information. By standardization of business reporting, the partici-

pants in the supply chain, internal and external, can use, analyze and share business infor-

mation more efficiently and in timely manner. The standardization can be done using common 

standard for reporting such as XBRL (Roohani et al. 2009, 356). For example, XBRL can improve 

the distribution of financial statements and usage of the information provided in the financial 

statements (Faboyede 2011). 

 

Figure 5 illustrates the business reporting supply chain in a simplified form. Eierle et al. (2014) 

emphases XBRL technology’s ability to streamline the information flow through the supply 

chain and stakeholder’s enhanced ability to compare and analyze data and hence, shorten the 

processing times. ESEF reporting mandate impacts the right side of the reporting supply chain, 
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namely the external business reporting and analysis by digitalizing the business reporting to 

regulators and stakeholders. 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Business reporting supply chain (modified from Eierle et al. 2014) 

 

 

Business reporting process has traditionally required mapping information from multiple dif-

ferent sources to different channels (Enofe & Amaria 2011). This mapping has required man-

ual re-entering of data which has required resources from the company to report all the nec-

essary business information. Participants may need the information in specific format leading 

to the company to make multiple queries in the computer systems. (Farewell 2006, 165). 

Standardized financial statements would ensure that if data has been once inputted to system, 

manual re-entering of data would not be needed in the reporting supply chain (Cohen et al. 

2005, 370).  

 

2.2.2 Digital financial reporting and automation 

Accounting and finance function has been impacted by digitalization and technological mega-

trends including automation and big data. The amount of data processed by companies in-

creases every year by 30-50% and the volume is expected to increase even faster within ten 
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years. Increase in data volume has enabled flexibility in decision making, faster operational 

actions, achieving efficiency and has had impact on companies’ strategies because of im-

proved analytics. Technological development, such as cloud computing, has decreased costs 

of managing and storing data. However, most of the data collected and created today is un-

structured. This means that the data is not in easily retrievable or analyzed format. (Bhimani 

& Willcocks 2014; Beath et al. 2012) 

 

Implementing new technologies has enhanced data supply and improved flexibility in infor-

mation communication (Rom & Rohde 2007). Distributing financial information over the in-

ternet in an electronic format has been beneficial for both the company and the user. For the 

company, communicating financial information on the internet can lead to cost savings. (Beat-

tie & Pratt 2003, 180) The difference between electronic and digital format is that electronic 

reporting refers to publishing reports on the internet and digital reporting refers to format 

that is readable by computer (Locke et al. 2018, 2006). 

 

Even though the data used for internal and external reporting has been digitalized within com-

panies, fundamentally, the digitalized data has been in electronic format (Gostimir 2015, 31-

32). The most used electronic reporting format has been Portable Document Format (PDF) 

(Beattie & Pratt, 2003; Lowe et al. 2012). Already in the beginning of 21st century, most of the 

large companies included their financial information on their website. (Debrecany & Gray 

2001, 48)  

 

The problem with electronic formats is that the business reporting has essentially been paper-

based, designed to be read by humans and not computers (Cohen et al. 2005, 369; Troshani 

et al. 2018, 18). The issue is that the electronic formats are not unified and reading them re-

quire specific software. In addition, electronic formats do not communicate with each other 

very well. XBRL has been created to overcome these issues (Perdana et al.  2015, 120) XBRL 

leads the new era of digital reporting (Faboyede 2011). 

 

Digitalization of financial reporting is the result of overall digitalization development in socie-

ties. (Hoffman & Rodriguez 2013). ESEF reporting mandate drives the digitalization of financial 

statements and implementation of XBRL reporting. Needs of financial report users have 
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changed because of increased amount of information and complexity of financial reporting 

(Hoffman & Rodriguez 2013). Digitalization of financial reports is resulting from regulator ob-

ligations and aimed to satisfy stakeholders’ needs and improve transparency (Debreceny & 

Gray 2001; Hoffman & Rodriguez 2013). 

 

Administrative burden has increased because of increased regulation complexity regarding 

financial reporting (Chen et al. 2018; Troshani et al. 2018) Furthermore, companies communi-

cate increasingly more complex concepts and business transactions to external stakeholders 

which can be a complicated task (Chen et al. 2018). According to Bharosa et al. (2015), gov-

ernments enforce substantial administrative burden on businesses. Because of the ineffi-

ciency and administrative burden, governments have taken actions to transform the business 

reporting to governments (Troshani et al. 2018, 17; Troshani et al. 2019, 133). In XBRL, the 

data is structured, and the data can be extracted and transformed easily and be read by com-

puters regardless of the system it is generated or will be used (Janvier and No 2012, 173; 

Steenkamp and Nel 2012). According to Troshani et al. (2018), digital reporting reduces ad-

ministrative burden. 

 

Digital financial reporting allows computers to read the data on detailed item level which en-

ables automation (Hoffman & Rodriguez 2013). The digitalization of reporting has been found 

to undeniably enable identification and evaluation of business performance and compare the 

data among different companies (Locke et al. 2018; Liu et al. 2017). This digitalization also 

enables to utilize big data for analytics (Bhimani & Willcocks 2014).  However, regulators are 

argued to be the beneficiaries of digital financial reporting as they can automate the monitor-

ing process by mandating the digitalization of reporting (Lowe et al. 2012) 

 

Automation of processes has raised discussion of job descriptions. Rule-based work can be 

automated using RPA which decreases the need for manual human labor resulting some po-

sitions to become obsolete. (Autor 2015; Moffitt et al. 2018) However, Moffitt et al. (2018) 

argue that automating manual routine work will lead to job descriptions that require creativ-

ity, intuition, complicated problem solving and decision-making skills. Furthermore, Kruskopf 

et al. (2020) research results suggested that humans will not become obsolete, but that hu-

mans and computers will cooperate even more in the future. 
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Autor, Levy and Murnane (2003) introduced a two-by-two matrix to categorize work tasks. 

Routine and non-routine tasks are positioned in the horizontal axis and cognitive and manual 

tasks in the vertical axis (Author et al. 2003). Frey and Osborne (2017) used this matrix to 

describe the automation potential enabled by digitalization. In the figure 6 the automation 

potential is demonstrated.  

 

 

Figure 6 Automation potential of a task (Modified from Frey and Osborne 2017, 258) 

 

 

Automating process is beneficial for well-defined work that repeats multiple times. The auto-

mated process should have clear instructions, be rule-based and the process should be recur-

ring. Processes that require human interaction and decision-making and occur occasionally, 

do not usually benefit from automation. (Moffitt et al. 2018, 3; Frey & Osborne 2017) The 

automation potential increases when the tasks are manual, routine work but because of tech-

nological advances, also non-routine tasks can be automated if the tasks are defined well 

enough (Frey & Osborne 2017, 258-259).  
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3. ESEF REPORTING MANDATE AND XBRL REPORTING 

Originally, from the 2020 annual financial report onwards listed companies in the EU were 

required to report in a computer-readable format, ESEF, using XBRL. Mandatory adoption of 

ESEF has, however, been postponed by one year, but applying it for 2020 financial statements 

is still allowed (FIN-FSA 2020a). The mandate has been postponed in order to ease the nega-

tive impact of COVID-19. The postponement is part of the EU’s Capital Markets Recovery Pack-

age. (FIN-FSA 2020c) The objectives for the adoption, according to ESMA (2021), are to sim-

plify reporting for the issuers and to improve availability, analysis, and comparability of finan-

cial reports. 

 

Since the invention in the late 1990’s, research articles have suggested that XBRL will change 

financial reporting and transform reporting process (Enofe & Amaria 2011, 80). XBRL has been 

created to present and communicate business information in digital format, improving infor-

mation flow in the reporting supply chain (Eierle et al. 2014, 161). The main drivers for imple-

menting XBRL has been to gain efficiency and transparency (Perdana et al. 2015, 129). XBRL 

has been specifically developed for business and financial reporting purposes enabling finan-

cial information to be understood by computers without human interaction (Steenkamp & Nel 

2012, 411).  

 

ESEF reporting mandate states that XBRL tagging is done using Inline XBRL (iXBRL) technology 

which is also human-readable (FIN-FSA 2020a). XBRL tags are standardized tags indicating the 

meaning of the data (Steenkamp & Nel 2012, 411). XBRL tagged financial statements are in-

teractive reports, called instance documents, which can be read and processed by XBRL-ena-

bled software tools (Plumlee & Plumlee 2008, 360; Troshani & Rao 2007, 99). 

 

This chapter discusses XBRL, its impact, implementation strategies and implementation pro-

cess. Impact of XBRL discusses both benefits and challenges related to XBRL, implementation 

strategies will introduce main strategies; outsourcing, bolt-on, bolt-in and embedded ap-

proaches. ESMA regulation of ESEF reporting mandate and taxonomy are also discussed in this 

section.  
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3.1 Background of XBRL 

 

There are two types of XBRL, XBRL General Ledger (GL) and XBRL Financial Reporting (FR), of 

which XBRL FR is more common (Via & Garbellotto 2015, 48). XBRL GL is used primarily within 

internal reporting but not limited to that (Cohen 2009, 189, 192). According to Via and Gar-

belletto (2015, 48), XBRL GL standardized the information for internal use but also allows ex-

changing information with external stakeholders by providing standardization for granular in-

formation in company’s systems. XBRL FR is targeted for tagging of financial information for 

external reporting (Via & Garbelletto 2015, 48). XBRL FR is therefore the main focus in the 

study. 

 

XBRL is a standard based on XML (eXtensible Markup Language) or HTML (Hyper Text Markup 

Language) and is designed for business communication (Baldwin et al. 2006, 97, Plumlee & 

Plumlee 2008, 356). The developer for XBRL is XBRL International which is a non-profit con-

sortium that monitors the further development and shares information internationally (Tro-

shani & Doolin 2007, 186). Accounting industry created XBRL through XBRL International and 

it continues to have an important role in further developing the standards (Jones & Willis 

2003, 31). The object of creating XBRL was to create cost-efficient and timely access to infor-

mation (Steenkamp & Nel 2012).   

 

XBRL reporting consists of standardized tags which are part of XBRL taxonomy. XBRL taxonomy 

is a dictionary of reporting elements consisting of label linkbase, calculation linkbase, refer-

ence linkbase, presentation linkbase and definition linkbase. (Plumlee & Plumlee 2008, 360) 

Taxonomy creates a metadata structure for reporting. The taxonomies are categorizations 

aimed to define an individual element in a report, and concepts identify the data position in 

the report enabling computer-readable format. (Steenkamp and Nel 2012, 411) For example, 

a calculation linkbase includes basic validation rule definitions that apply to all instance docu-

ments referring to the same taxonomy (Faboyede 2011, 37).  

 

Concepts that identify the data position are linked with numerical, text and monetary values. 

These concepts connect with other concepts and become meaningful with other information 
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which provide context. When the concept, value and context are combined, they are pre-

sented in instance document which is the XBRL financial report. Taxonomy can be extended 

by altering current concepts or by adding new concepts to current taxonomy. (Gostimir 2015, 

31-32) Because of juridical differences, accounting and technology professionals in different 

countries develop country-specific taxonomies (Eierle et al. 2014, 161). Different industries 

and companies may also have customized taxonomies for business needs (Gostimir 2015, 31-

32). 

 

XBRL itself does not enable automation of processes (Baldwin et al. 2006, 97). In the United 

States, a survey for participants in the “SEC’s Voluntary Financial Reporting Program on the 

EDGAR system” indicated that most of the participants did not include XBRL into their report-

ing process but considered it as an add-on reporting tool, where the financial reports were 

manually produced and formatted to XBRL format afterwards or outsourced the whole XBRL 

process (Cohen 2009, 191). 

 

Companies disclose financial information to many stakeholders which may require re-entering 

of data into different reports. This requires resources and time from a company to fulfill all 

the requirements in a required format (Farewell 2006, 165). XBRL can combine information 

data flows with accounting processes, improve quality of accounting data and information but 

it can also enhance good corporate governance (Perdana et al. 2015). 

 

3.2 ESEF reporting mandate 

 

This section discusses the ESEF mandate and requirements. By combining IFRS and technology 

enabling digital tagging, a standardized process is created. The business reporting infrastruc-

ture and communication are changed by the digital technologies which is enabled by IFRS tax-

onomy. XBRL standardization has been the basis for the IFRS taxonomy.  (Troshani et al. 2019) 

 

ESEF reporting requirements are based on the EU Transparency Directive that aims to harmo-

nize transparency requirements of listed companies (Directive 2004/109/EC) and the amend-
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ments made to the directive in 2013 (Directive 2013/50/EU). In addition, ESEF reporting re-

quirements are specified in the EU Commission Delegated Regulation (2018/815/EU) which 

also includes regulatory technical standards (RTS), created by ESMA, that defines the elec-

tronic format. According to the Securities Markets Act (14.12.2012/746) chapter 7, section 5, 

listed companies are required to publish annual financial report and director’s report accord-

ing to RTS. 

 

European Commission published the accepted regulation in 2019 regarding ESEF (FIN-FSA 

2020a). RTS is aimed to follow IFRS taxonomy which was updated in March 2020 (ESMA 2020). 

IFRS taxonomy validates reporting disclosures based on IFRS Standards (Troshani et al. 2019).  

ESEF taxonomy was updated in 2020 to reflect the most recent version of IFRS taxonomy. This 

promotes electronic reporting that is comparable within the applicable reporting standards 

for European and global report users. (ESMA 2020) In addition to IFRS taxonomy, ESEF taxon-

omy relates to Legal Entity Identifier (LEI) taxonomy which is used to identify the issuer in the 

iXBRL document (ESMA 2019). 

 

ESMA published a reporting manual for ESEF reporting preparers and software vendors (ESMA 

2020). In Finland, the Financial Supervisory Authority (FIN-FSA) provides information, estab-

lishes the national requirements and monitors compliance. XBRL formatted annual financial 

report are delivered as a zip-file to national central storage, Official Appointed Mechanism 

(OAM), which in Finland is maintained by stock exchange Nasdaq Helsinki. (FIN-FSA 2020a) 

 

The regulation requires that the annual financial reports are prepared in extensible Hypertext 

Markup Language (XHTML) and the information in IFRS consolidated financial report included 

in the XHTML document is tagged with XBRL tags. These XBRL tags are produced by using iXBRL 

technology. XBRL tagging requirement does not include parent company’s separate financial 

statements. Financial statement release or half yearly reports are not required to be reported 

according to XBRL and XHTML requirements. (FIN-FSA 2020a) 

 

XBRL technology enables the use of extensions (Troshani et al. 2019) IFRS Standards are prin-

ciple-based for which allowing extensions enable the preparers to include unique information 

(Locke et al. 2018) ESEF reporting allows companies to add extensions to the taxonomy if the 
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existing ESEF taxonomy does not include suitable XBRL tag that would match the item in terms 

of content. However, anchoring the extensions to the nearest accounting meaning in the ESEF 

taxonomy is required. (FIN-FSA  2020a) 

 

ESEF is implemented in phases. Annual financial reports for financial years 2020 and 2021 in-

clude XHTML format document consisting of XBRL tagged group income statement and com-

prehensive income statement, statement of financial position, cash flow statement and group 

statement of changes in equity. Notes to consolidated annual financial report, annual report 

and parent company financial statements are included in the XHTML document without XBRL 

tagging. Starting from annual financial reports for year 2022, also notes to the consolidated 

financial report are required to be tagged with XBRL but only with block tags. This means that 

one note can be tagged with only one block tag. Block tagging is the ESEF minimum require-

ment but ESEF taxonomy allows to tag the notes also in more detail. (FIN-FSA 2020a) 

 

EU regulation does not currently require assurance on ESEF reports. However, issuers can con-

duct assurance on a voluntary basis. Because statutory audit does not cover the assurance of 

ESEF format reports, FIN-FSA recommends issuers to agree on a separate assurance arrange-

ment with the auditor to perform auditing according to the standards by Finnish Association 

of Authorised Public Accountants. (FIN-FSA 2020a) 

 

3.3 Impact of XBRL 

 

Previous literature has recognized benefits and challenges related to XBRL. Many stakehold-

ers, such as organizations, accounting companies, auditors, investors and analysts, stock ex-

changes and authorities, are suggested to benefit XBRL (Troshani & Rao 2007, 99; Steenkamp 

& Nel 2007, 411). However, the main intended consumers and beneficiaries for XBRL reports 

are thought to be the individual investors and analysts who have previously transformed the 

information from electronic format to suitable format for further analysis (Doolin & Troshani 

2004, 97). Bonson (2001) argues that the XBRL benefits will be greater in Europe because the 

use of IFRS creates a framework for financial reporting. 
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XBRL is intended to improve financial communication to stakeholders and reduce transferring 

data to different formats which benefits the financial report users (Jones & Willis 2003; Doolin 

& Troshani 2004). Troshani et al. (2019) research results suggest that many preparers of stand-

ardized digital reports do not identify benefits of XBRL adoption and find it more as a burden. 

The figure 7 illustrates the stakeholders and production of XBRL report. This section focuses 

on the benefits and challenges for the XBRL report preparer. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 XBRL Production and stakeholders (modified from Doolin and Troshani 2004, 96) 

 

 

According to Doolin & Troshani (2004, 97) international accounting companies, for example, 

KPMG and Ernst & Young, have significant impact on the development and implementation of 

XBRL globally and within jurisdictions. In addition, adoption of XBRL depend on software ven-

dors and their ability to provide solutions to support XBRL implementations (Doolin & Troshani 
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2004, 97). The following section focuses on the benefits and challenges for the XBRL report 

preparer. 

 

3.3.1 Benefits of XBRL 

Literature has recognized different benefits of XBRL implementation. However, literature has 

been focusing more on the benefits for the investors and analysts as those have been clearly 

communicated by regulators (Cohen 2009, 190). Cohen’s (2009, 191) research suggested that 

companies implement XBRL only for compliance reasons and with minimum disruption to op-

erations. 

 

XBRL may improve compliance, managing risks and internal controls related to business re-

porting. (Cohen 2009,191) XBRL may help in reporting standardization which may increase 

control over data flows within the company, and by eliminating redundant processes, XBRL 

can increase productivity and reduce costs. Adopting XBRL may also improve data reliability 

because of the standardization. (Cohen 2009, 199-200) As the errors decrease due to auto-

mated input, XBRL may improve internal controls (Liu et al. 2017). 

 

XBRL is considered to improve quality of reporting. Quality of reporting can be measured by 

consistency and comparability, reliability and accessibility, relevance, and transparency. XBRL 

can improve reporting quality given that the standard taxonomy is clearly defined and that 

the processes are mostly automated. (Baldwin et al. 2006, 105) The most relevant aspect con-

sidering the reporting quality is understanding the taxonomies and their complexity (Baldwin 

et al. 2006, 105; Locke et al. 2018, 2023). 

 

According to Baldwin et al. (2006, 101), XBRL will improve consistency of financial statements 

as XBRL tags reduce different interpretations. Comparability among different companies de-

pends on the relationship between company specific taxonomy and standardization. The 

standardized information would improve comparability. (Baldwin et al. 2006, 101) Improved 

comparability benefits the reporting company by allowing sector peer analysis (FIN-FSA 

2020a). However, XBRL does not reduce the different measurements allowed by accounting 

principles (Baldwin et al. 2006, 101).  
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The main advantage according to Nel and Steenkamp (2008, 81) is that XBRL eliminates trans-

ferring data manually. Because the data is not manually inputted but is automatically trans-

ferred, there are less errors in the data used for the analysis. In addition, the data is computer 

readable and can be retrieved instantly. This improves data reliability and access to the data 

as the data is available directly. (Baldwin et al. 2006, 102-103)  

 

According to Baldwin et al. (2006, 103), the most significant benefit of XBRL is timeliness. XBRL 

is considered to improve a company’s reporting process and thus, enabling faster financial 

reporting (Farewell 2006, 167). Companies can eliminate irrelevant steps in reporting process 

as they do not need to manually re-enter the data which allows them to report real-time in-

formation. (Baldwin et al. 2006, 103) Hence, XBRL can reduce the cost of financial reporting 

(Faboyede 2011).   

 

Reports tagged with XBRL give decision makers access to relevant information in a format that 

is most convenient. According to Baldwin et al. (2006, 105), XBRL improves the data analyzing 

and thus, helps in decision making. Furthermore, XBRL reporting benefits regulators who can 

access data faster. They are able to analyze more data and automate the review process and 

therefore, XBRL makes the decision making more efficient. (Baldwin et al. 2006, 103) XBRL 

may also reduce audit fees because analyzing the company data is easier because of the com-

puter readable reports which reduces the time an auditor needs for auditing (Nel & 

Steenkamp 2008, 81). 

 

XBRL adoption is assumed to increase transparency in business reporting because of the re-

porting process streamlining and improved information quality. In addition, XBRL adoption is 

assumed to support searching and analysis of the information by report users and improve 

disclosure to regulators. (Liu et al. 2017, 48) Because of improved transparency and lower cost 

of processing the information, companies may lower their cost of capital (Pinsker & Li 2008, 

50). Kaya and Pronobis (2016) and Chen et al. (2018) provide evidence that companies report-

ing with XBRL may have more favorable loan contracts because of the improved processing 

time. This relation is stronger for companies that use more standardized XBRL tags than those 

who use more extended tags (Chen et al. 2018). 
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Increased transparency is considered to result to lower information asymmetry (Liu et al. 

2017, 43). However, Liu et al. (2017, 43-44) reveal that empirical research of XBRL value crea-

tion in terms of information asymmetry have mixed findings. The association between adopt-

ing XBRL and information asymmetry has been both negative and positive depending on re-

search. In addition, in some research, the reporting quality and quantity has improved signifi-

cantly in the United States whereas in Chinese companies, information errors have decreased 

forecast accuracy (Liu et al. 2017, 44). Liu et al. (2017, 48) researched XBRL adoption in Bel-

gium and the results suggest that XBRL adoption improves company’s liquidity, especially in 

larger companies with good IT resources, and decreases information asymmetry. 

 

Most of these benefits addressed in literature are dependent on the implementation ap-

proach (Garbellotto 2009a, 56). According to Cohen (2009), many companies find implemen-

tation of XBRL only as a compliance exercise because of the lack of communication of the 

benefit for the preparers. Implementing XBRL does not automatically improve business pro-

cesses. To benefit XBRL implementation, companies need to recognize information value 

chain and align business strategies and processes (Alles & Piechocki 2012; Perdana et al. 2015). 

 

3.3.2 Challenges of XBRL 

In the previous sub chapter, the benefits of XBRL were discussed. However, the XBRL benefit 

of improved quality of reporting has been questioned. Felden (2011) argues that using XBRL 

does not guarantee accuracy automatically. Challenges of XBRL include incorrect tags used for 

financial items. Companies may select wrong tags for financial statement items intentionally 

or unintentionally which might mislead the financial statement user (Baldwin et al. 2006, 102-

103).  

 

Using IFRS and assigning XBRL tags require judgement which can produce risk of using incor-

rect tags which might lead to misrepresentation of financial information and decrease accu-

racy (Baldwin et al. 2006, 102-103). Inappropriate tagging is possible if the person responsible 

for tagging has limited knowledge on the business and taxonomy items as XBRL taxonomy 

includes multiple number of options for same concepts (Baldwin et al. 2006; Faboyede 2011). 
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Perdana et al. (2015) suggest that regulatory authorities and organizations should take into 

consideration both subjective and objective perspective when they work to improve XBRL 

data and information quality. 

 

Boritz and No (2008) and Debreceny et al. (2010) reveal in their studies that preparers are 

having technical and conceptual issues with XBRL tagging. According to research by Debreceny 

et al. (2010), around 25% of first round XBRL instance document submissions in the United 

States had data quality errors mostly because of incorrect application of debit and credit at-

tributes of tags or the reports were missing tags indicating the calculation relationships. Re-

search by Boritz and No (2008) also provided evidence on inconsistencies in XBRL instance 

documents and conceptual issues with XBRL taxonomy in the United States. Study by Locke et 

al. (2018, 2022) support these earlier findings of issues with selecting correct tags because 

many prepares were having fundamental mistakes. A critical aspect to reduce incorrect tag-

ging, is to monitor the process of assigning the XBRL tags (Nel and Steenkamp 2008, 82).  

 

Another risk is that a company uses wrong or outdated taxonomy. A company may use, for 

example, wrong industry taxonomy. Because taxonomies are evolving and updated, there is a 

risk that a company uses old taxonomy for tagging. (Nel & Steenkamp 2008, 82)  

 

Because companies differ from each other, there might not be appropriate tag available for 

every financial item in the standard taxonomy (Nel & Steenkamp 2008, 82). To adjust to dif-

ferent disclosures among different companies, companies may need to create complex exten-

sions to the XBRL taxonomy which in turn will reduce the accessibility of the reports and pro-

cess of analyzing the data will be less automatic. In addition, when companies create exten-

sions, comparability may decrease. (Baldwin et al. 2006, 101-103). 

 

Enofe and Amaria (2011, 87) argue that the cost of acquiring the software for XBRL reporting 

is a significant disadvantage of XBRL. XBRL implementation is also subjected to same risks as 

other technology implementation projects (Nel and Steenkamp 2008). However, Pinsker and 

Li’s (2008, 49) early evidence indicated that adopting XBRL is beneficial because benefits of 

adopting it are greater than costs related to adopting. 
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3.4 Implementation of XBRL 

 

According to Garner et al. (2013) study, many companies in the United States are unwilling to 

implement XBRL without regulatory obligation. In addition, these regulatory obligations usu-

ally concern only external reporting and not internal reporting which has led to different levels 

of XBRL adoption and use (Garner et al. 2013, 1). For example, Hsieh et al. (2019) find different 

factors in a recent study that affect the adoption level. One of the factors to adopt in-house 

solution, or disclosure management solution, is the higher perceived challenges in the report-

ing review process (Hsieh et al. 2019). 

 

The implementation of XBRL has been studied in prior literature and mainly, whether to out-

source it or retain the implementation within the organization (Perdana et al. 2015, 125). This 

decision is related to the implementation approach and adoption level but there are also dif-

ferences in the implementation process. Garner et al. (2013) studied the adoption levels in 

the United States, Garbellotto (2009a) studied the implementation approaches and Janvrin 

and No (2012) studied the implementation process. 

 

There are three main approaches to implement XBRL according to Garbellotto (2009a). A com-

pany may select bolt-on, built-in or deeply embedded approach to implement XBRL (Garbel-

lotto 2009a, 56). In comparison, Janvrin and No (2009) recognize outsourcing, bolt-on and 

built-in implementation strategies in their study. Moreover, Garner et al. (2013, 2) divide XBRL 

adopters to four categories: nonadopters, low adopters, medium adopters, and high adopters. 

However, nonadopters are not essentially using XBRL at all (Garner et al. 2013) and is there-

fore excluded in this study. 

 

3.4.1 Implementation strategies and adoption level 

Garner et al. (2013) study the XBRL implementation from adoption level point of view. The 

study aimed to understand the adoption and usage of XBRL in organizations and perceived 

benefits and costs. The adoption levels are compared in framework by Garner et al. (2013), 

illustrated in the table 1. 
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Table 1 XBRL adoption levels (modified from Garner et al. 2013, 2) 

 

 

 

The lowest adoption level is outsourcing in the Garner et al. (2013) research. Outsourcing de-

cision depends on many aspects and it is used frequently in business. Outsourcing decision is 

impacted by the cost of the implementation project, cost savings being the most common 

reason for outsourcing (Felden 2011; Zhu et al. 2001). But besides the cost savings, outsourc-

ing can be a strategic tool. Outsourcing can improve service, allow to focus on core business 

and enable access to expertise. (Zhu et al. 2001, 373) A company is more likely to outsource 

the XBRL implementation when the company has compliance issues with XBRL and longer de-

lay with announcing result. XBRL is more likely implemented inside the company if relevant 

and helpful official XBRL information and guidance material are available but also, if XBRL 

competences among employees are advanced. (Hsieh et al. 2019) 

 

Organizations that select low adoption often perceive outsourcing less expensive, lack the in-

house knowhow of XBRL tagging or are reluctant to purchase a mapping tool. Low adoption 

eliminates the need to alter processes or systems. (Garner et al. 2013) Garbellotto (2009a) 

identifies the low adoption as bolt-on approach. In this approach, the financial report is first 

created in the traditional form, and the tags are added to each financial item in the report 

afterwards. The XBRL conversion can be done internally using a mapping tool or an instance 

document application or it can be outsourced. (Garbellotto 2009a, 56-57)  
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According to Garbellotto (2009b, 56), the mapping tool used for conversion is usually an Excel 

add-on. Hence, using bolt-on approach does not promote change in the reporting process as 

the initial report is generated as before and the objective is only to meet the regulatory re-

quirements (Garbellotto 2009a, 56-57). The benefits for low adoption are faster implementa-

tion and simplicity of the approach, especially in the first years when requirements are not 

extensive (Garbellotto 2009a; Garner et al. 2013). However, when regulatory requirements 

concerning the amount of tagged content increase or compliance requirements change, more 

automated approach might be more beneficial (Garbellotto 2009a, 57). 

 

Garner et al. (2013) define medium adopters as companies that conduct the XBRL conversion 

in-house but do not use it for internal reporting. Medium adopters have more control over 

the conversion process while XBRL is not fully integrated to existing system (Garner et al. 2013, 

3). Garbelletto (2009a) introduces built-in approach where XBRL is built into the reporting 

process. Because the XBRL is built into the reporting process, a company can gain significant 

process benefits, for example, in data aggregation and producing the final report. Compared 

to Garner et al. (2013) medium adoption level, built-in approach allows a company to use XBRL 

also for internal reporting. However, the reporting system needs to support the XBRL taxon-

omy. (Garbellotto 2009a, 57) 

 

High adopters, introduced by Garner et al (2013), can gain full benefits from XBRL as the XBRL 

conversion is a natural part of the reporting process and does not require manual effort as the 

data is connected to the underlying system. Furthermore, high adopters can use XBRL in in-

ternal reporting. High adoption level also supports in establishing audit trail. (Garner et al. 

2013) Garbellotto (2009a) identifies deeply embedded approach, where XBRL GL taxonomy is 

used to standardize the data from which the financial reports are generated. In this approach, 

the full reporting process is XBRL enabled, and the instance document is a byproduct (Garbel-

lotto 2009a, 27).  

 

Prior research on adopting XBRL reporting suggest that XBRL awareness is low, considering 

benefits, functionality, and costs, which has led to slow adoption (Steenkamp & Nel 2012; 

Troshani & Rao 2007). Research by Felden (2011) indicate that social group influence and top 
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management leadership establish the level of adoption in a company. Garner et al. (2013) 

research results indicate that companies are careful with the adoption and want to wait until 

other companies have adopted XBRL and solved the issues related to the implementation as 

early adopters incur more costs and need to put more effort into the implementation. 

 

3.4.2 Implementation process 

Different implementation strategies impact the process of implementing XBRL. According to 

the framework by Janvrin and No (2012, 173), XBRL implementation process consists of four 

phases: organizing the implementation, tagging the financial items and producing taxonomy 

extensions, proving, assessing and delivering XBRL-related documents and finally, auditing 

and publishing XBRL documents. In addition, the process framework compares the three de-

fined implementation strategies. This process illustrated in figure 8.  

 

 

Figure 8 XBRL implementation process (modified from Janvrin and No 2012, 174) 
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First, organizing the implementation requires attaining the needed knowledge of XBRL and 

regulatory requirements, building the implementation team and creating the implementation 

plan (Janvrin & No 2012, 173). The implementation team should determine the functionalities 

wanted from the XBRL software (Janvrin & Mascha 2010, 13). The implementation team 

should include persons that have previously been involved with reporting and have needed 

system understanding. At this point, the team should decide whether the instance documents 

are done inside the company or if this process is outsourced to service provider. (Janvrin & No 

2012, 173) The team should identify what information in the annual financial report will be 

tagged (Janvrin & Mascha 2010, 13). The team should also share responsibilities and train the 

necessary people (Janvrin & No 2012, 173). 

 

The next two phases depend on the approach taken in the first phase whether the instance 

document creation is outsourced or done by the company itself. If the document creation is 

outsourced, tagging and developing the extensions are done by the service provider and the 

implementation team supervises this process to verify the correct tags are used. If the tagging 

of financial items is done by the company, the company can select to use bolt-on or built-in 

approach. (Janvrin & No 2012, 173) 

 

In the tagging the financial items and producing taxonomy extensions phase, the financial 

items are tagged individually with the taxonomy. If the used taxonomy does not have a suita-

ble tag, the taxonomy is extended if allowed. (Janvrin & No 2012, 173-175) After the items are 

tagged, the tagging process is validated to identify any errors in the file (Janvrin & Mascha 

2010, 14). Validation includes two stages; the markup is validated, and the calculations are 

validated (Phillips et al. 2008, 36). After the errors have been corrected, the company creates 

an instance document (Janvrin & Mascha 2010, 14). In the proving, assessing, and delivering 

XBRL-related documents phase, the company verifies that the documents are compliant with 

regulatory requirements and corrects possible errors. If the process is outsourced to service 

provider, they usually review that the documents are compliant. However, the company 

should also review the documents. (Janvrin & No 2012, 173-175) 
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In the auditing and publishing XBRL documents phase, auditor may be requested to provide 

assurance and verify that the XBRL document is according to the requirements and that the 

document matches to the original financial statement. (Janvrin & No 2012, 175) However, the 

need for auditing is argued in literature (Plumlee & Plumlee 2008; Bortiz & No 2008; Srivastava 

& Kogan 2010). 

 

To have reliable XBRL instance document, the tagging of the report should be audited by third-

party (Plumlee & Plumlee 2008). Assuring XBRL data ensures compliance with XBRL taxonomy 

and regulatory requirements (Plumlee & Plumlee 2008; Srivastava & Kogan 2010). Challenging 

element from assurance point of view is the companies’ possibility to create extensions. This 

may complicate auditing process. (Plumlee & Plumlee 2008) 

 

Srivastava and Kogan (2010) point out that regulators in the United States did not require 

assurance on XBRL instance document because preparers were encouraged to fulfill the reg-

ulatory requirements without incurring additional costs. This lack of mandatory assurance has 

been visible in the filings. Boritz and No (2008) and Plumlee and Plumlee (2008) studied po-

tential issues with XBRL assurance in the United States. Many assurance issues were identified, 

such as great number of extensions were used affecting comparability and reliability, created 

inconsistencies with other documents (Boritz & No 2008).  

 

Literature has emphasized the importance of assurance in terms of integrity and reliability of 

XBRL documents (Boritz & No 2008; Plumlee & Plumlee 2008; Srivastava & Kogan 2010). Boritz 

and No (2008) point out that some of the issues could be solved by providing guidance on 

instance document preparations, starting from the XBRL software selection to instance docu-

ment creation. In addition, regulators should constantly improve quality of the taxonomies 

used for tagging the financial statements (Boritz & No 2008). Alles and Gray (2012, 115) point 

out that the preparer can also benefit from the assurance, such as lowered reputational and 

litigation risks considering that the assurance is provided on reasonable cost. 

 

Finally, the instance document can be created (Phillips et al. 2008, 37). The XBRL tagged doc-

uments are published for investor relation purposes and for regulatory filings (Janvrin & No 
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2012, 175). External stakeholders can analyze company performance from instance document 

by using XBRL reader software (Janvrin & Mascha 2010). 

 

In conclusion, XBRL implementation process is subject to the selected approach which also 

determines the needed resources for the implementation. The selected approach also impacts 

the extent of changes in the reporting process and is driven by the organization’s aspiration 

to streamline processes. In addition, the XBRL implementation requires understanding of the 

technology and the regulatory requirements to be able to conduct successful implementation. 

However, the degree of needed knowledge may vary between different implementation ap-

proaches. Assurance of instance documents is seen as an important method of reducing in-

consistencies in XBRL reporting, but also proper guidance on preparing instance documents 

may improve quality of documents. 
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4. RESEARCH METHOD AND DATA  

In this section, the methodological options for the empirical part of the study are reviewed. 

This section reviews the research method, research strategy, data collection and finally the 

reliability and validity are assessed. This study researches the adoption of ESEF reporting in a 

Finnish listed company. This is done by researching the implementation strategy of XBRL, tag-

ging process of financial statements and changes in the reporting process. The empirical part 

of this study was conducted using qualitative research method.   

 

Methodology can be defined broadly as quantitative and qualitative methodologies or more 

precisely to different approaches such as case study. Data can be collected from, for example, 

interviews and observations and data can be analyzed by using, for example, content analysis. 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 15–16) Many qualitative research methods are aimed to inter-

pretate and understand while many quantitative research methods are aimed to explain, test 

hypothesis and to deal with statistical analysis. Quantitative research provides descriptions in 

numerical format whereas qualitative research can provide detailed descriptions of a phe-

nomenon (Creswell 2014). According to Hirsjärvi, Remes and Sajavaara (2007), qualitative re-

search results are conditional interpretations that are limited to time and place.  

 

Qualitative research is suitable method for researching new topics which lack detailed evi-

dence (Hirsjärvi, Remes and Sajavaara 2007). The purpose of the research is to find and reveal 

facts rather than verify existing claims. There is limited evidence on ESEF reporting adoption, 

because of the novelty of the mandate, and because of this, qualitative research is suitable 

approach for this study. In addition, the objective is to find and reveal facts about the ESEF 

reporting adoption in a Finnish listed company which also promotes qualitative research ap-

proach. Therefore, the selected research method for this study is qualitative. According to 

Eriksson and Kovalainen (2017, 33), qualitative research is iterative by nature, and therefore, 

the theoretical framework, as well as research questions, were reassessed after the empirical 

research was performed. 
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4.1 Research strategy 

 

According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008), case study is suitable for observing meanings. 

This study researches the implications of ESEF reporting adoption as phenomenon. Because 

of this, the selected research strategy was case study. 

 

The objective of a case study is to understand or solve a specific case. The research questions 

are aimed to understand the phenomenon of the case and learn more about it. Case study is 

frequently used in business research because it has the ability to represent complex business 

problems in more understandable format and companies’ success factors and failures are of-

ten demonstrated using cases. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 115-116) This study aims to pro-

duce further understanding on ESEF reporting adoption phenomenon and because the stud-

ied phenomenon is complex, case study is suitable research strategy. In addition, research 

demonstrated the key factors and issues in the process through relevant case. 

 

In the definitions of case study, the emphasis is on production of detailed and holistic infor-

mation which is based on multiple information source analysis in rich context. Case study can 

be conducted by multiple ways depending on the nature of the research problem. However, 

too simplistic research plan should be avoided when conducting a case study. (Eriksson & Ko-

valainen 2008, 117-118) Stoecker (1991) divides case study to two types: intensive case study 

and extensive case study. Intensive case study refers to study that aims to understand unique 

case from internal point of view producing strong, holistic and contextual description of the 

case which can be theoretically informed. Extensive case study research aims to deal with the 

case in more detail and test or create theoretical constructions by analyzing multiple cases. 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 117-118) This study produced intensive and contextualized de-

scription of phenomenon in an organization, based on existing theory, to gain comprehensive 

view on it. 

 

Case study has been criticized for their purpose to help managers achieve operational control 

in organizations (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 116). However, Humphrey and Scapens (1996) 

disagree with this view. According to them, case study can be used to achieve better under-
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standing on normal and changing business practices in their social context that is not con-

trolled by the managerial perspective. This study aims to understand the adoption of XBRL 

and ESEF mandate in the case company. 

 

4.2 Data collection and analysis 

 

Empirical data can be collected from one or multiple sources in a case study. Empirical data of 

case study can be divided to existing data and data that has been produced in the research 

project. Existing data refers to, for example, documents, archives, and digital material. Some 

of the existing data can be public whereas some material can be impossible to attain. When 

using existing data, the original purpose and usage of the material should be considered. 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 125-126)  

 

Data produced in the research project can be interviews, minutes of meetings, and direct ob-

servations. Primary source for empirical data is usually in-depth interviews and other sources 

are used to complement it. Though, in terms of evidence, other sources might sometimes be 

better. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 125-126) According to Gillham (2000), semi-structured 

interviews are the most important format of interview and it can be the richest source of data 

if it is done carefully. In semi-structured interviews, the interviewer has outlined the topics or 

themes, but the interviewer can still change the order of the questions during the interview. 

The tone of the interviews should be conversational and informal, while the interview mate-

rials are comprehensive and systematic. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 82) The primary mate-

rial for the study was generated from the semi-structured interviewees and observations from 

internal meetings and meetings with the XBRL software provider and auditors.  

 

The interviews relied on the interview guide but did not necessarily proceed accordingly. The 

interviewer asked additional questions arising from an answer by an interviewee or asked 

questions in other order than defined in the interview guide. The interviewer discussed the 

pre-defined themes but might have also diverge from them to lead the discussion. However, 

the interviews were continued by going back to the interview guide and refocusing the discus-

sion.  
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A semi-structured interview guide was based on the literature review. Three interview guides 

were made for different audiences, for case company, auditor and the service provider. The 

interview plans consisted of open-ended questions to create discussion. The case company 

specific interview guide included two themes, XBRL implementation and the second theme 

concern ESEF reporting. The first theme was dived to three sections XBRL project, XBRL imple-

mentation process and results of the project.  The auditor and service provider interview plans 

only consisted of ESEF reporting. The interview guides can be found from the appendices 1-3. 

 

The interviews were conducted in March 2021 when the case company had published their 

first ESEF report. Observations were collected from meetings between September 2020 to 

February 2021. The list of meetings can be found from appendix 4. The case company was in 

the manufacturing industry. Auditor was in Finland and service provider was located in the 

United States. Interviews lasted from 25 minutes to 55 minutes. All the interviewees were 

promised anonymity at the beginning of the interview for more open discussion. The names, 

companies and titles are therefore anonymized. In table 2, summary of the interviews is pre-

sented. 

 

Table 2 Summary of the interviews 

 

 

 

Total of six people were interviewed. Three of them worked in the case company in imple-

mentation project. Three of the interviewees were outside stakeholders for the project and 
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included an ESEF assurance provider and two interviewees worked for the service provider 

with ESEF regulation. Interviewees were contacted by email with short introduction about the 

research project. All the interviews were conducted through Microsoft Teams -call.  

 

The interviews were held in Finnish except for the interview with the service provider, which 

was held in English. The interviews were recorded and transcribed by the interviewer. The 

transcribing was done word-for-word but for the purpose of translating the texts, spoken lan-

guage and dialects were cleared for better readability. Therefore, quotations obtained from 

the interviews are in standard language. 

 

The material from the interviews were analyzed by using content analysis method. Content 

analysis method is used for analyzing the data systematically and objectively. The method is 

used to obtain compressed description of a phenomenon in an informative format and com-

bine the results to wider context. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018, 87) An inductive or deductive ap-

proach can be used in qualitative content analysis (Elo et al. 2014, 1). The difference between 

inductive and deductive approach is that the inductive approach proceeds from an individual 

event to theory, meaning that the analysis is based on the material from the research. Deduc-

tive approach, on the other hand, proceeds from general concept to an individual event, uti-

lizing a theoretical framework for the analysis. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018, 80) The analysis ap-

proach used in this study is the deductive approach. 

 

Content analysis consists of three main steps which are preparations, organizing and reporting 

the results (Elo et al. 2014, 1). In the data analysis, the data is prepared for analysis and famil-

iarized with, then the data is coded and categorized into themes and then combined and in-

terpreted (Creswell 2014; Fossey et al. 2002, 728). In deductive approach, the data is catego-

rized based on the existing knowledge (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). 
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4.3 Reliability and validity 

 

Assessing trustworthiness is a central part of a research.  Trustworthiness of a qualitative re-

search can be assessed using reliability and validity. However, researchers have different opin-

ions whether reliability and validity can be used for assessing qualitative research. (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen 2008, 292). Kirk and Miller (1986) note that reliability in qualitative research can 

be assessed by three steps. In the first step, the reliability is assessed by considering the envi-

ronment in which the method is trustworthy and consistent. In the second step, the reliability 

of time is assessed. In the last step, consistency of the results is analyzed. (Kirk & Miller 1986, 

41-42) 

 

In this study, reliability is intended to be verified by using open-ended questions in the inter-

views which do not have predictable answers. Reliability is evaluated also in time context. The 

studied phenomenon is time sensitive, and technology related which is evolving constantly so 

the stability of the results is fairly weak. Reliability is also intended to be validate by analyzing 

the consistency of the results. Plenty of technological development and XBRL theory exist, to 

which results can be linked. In addition, reliability is strengthened by interviewing external 

stakeholders. 

 

Validity of a qualitative research aims to ensure that the reporting or description is correct 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 292-293). In this research, the material was collected by semi-

structured interviews and observations. Using different sources for the material gave con-

sistency to the results. In addition, the results were discussed within the company for any 

errors.  

 

Interviews involve general limitations as a method for data collection as the interviewer’s 

presence might impact the responses and communication skills of the interviewees might dif-

fer (Creswell 2014). All the interviewees were promised anonymity in the beginning of the 

interview to gain truthful answers. In addition, the responses and identity were ensured to be 

treated confidentially.  
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5. RESULTS 

This section outlines the results from the empirical research. This section is divided to three 

subsections which each aim to give evidence on the research sub questions. XBRL implemen-

tation sub section focuses on the plan implementation -phase of the process and ESEF taxon-

omy adoption focuses on the tagging, validation and review and audit phases of the process. 

In the summary section, the results are summarized to gather the key findings.  

 

5.1 XBRL implementation and adoption level 

 

One of the research sub questions was to know how XBRL was implemented in the case com-

pany as this would partially determine how the ESEF taxonomy would be adopted and how 

the adoption process proceeds. This subsection describes the XBRL implementation process 

and the level of adoption.  

 

5.1.1 Preparing for the ESEF mandate 

Interviewee 1 said that the know-how of the XBRL and the mandate was very limited at first 

and because the mandate was new, Interviewee 1 felt that FIN-FSA did not have clear practical 

information about the mandate. When the project for the XBRL implementation was started 

the know-how increased throughout the project. Interviewee 1 noted that new information 

was obtained until the publishing of the annual financial report. Interviewee 1 oversaw the 

implementation phase of the project. 

 

“I had zero knowledge of [the subject]. [Interviewee 2] presented this new requirement [to 

us], [and since then] the knowledge of [the mandate] started to increase little by little and 

right up to the annual financial reporting, there was still something new coming up.” (Inter-

viewee 1, 2021) 
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Interviewee 2 was the initiator for adopting the regulation in the case company. The first 

knowledge of the new mandate was from a seminar, arranged by a university, which the In-

terviewee 2 participated in 2018. The actual project was started in the early fall of 2019 when 

potential service providers options were searched. The service provider and the XBRL tool 

search was led by Interviewee 2. The knowledge of the regulation was high-level information 

before the actual project was started but Interviewee 2 noted that the topic was so unfamiliar 

that it was difficult to even look for relevant information. Interviewee 2 pointed out that when 

the preparations for the project was started, there was little information available regarding 

what the regulation would mean in practice.  

 

Interviewee 3 said that the initial knowledge was that the mandate was going to effective for 

2020 annual financial reports but what it meant in practice realized quite late in the process. 

The knowledge was acquired from service providers’ events where the service providers’ own 

tools and solutions to meet the requirements were presented. Interviewee 3 felt that there 

was no independent information available and because the other companies were in the same 

situation, the comparison how others have done the reporting and publishing was limited. 

 

“In the big picture, I knew what [the ESEF mandate] meant, but what it then practically 

meant realized to me at a pretty late stage [of the process].” (Interviewee 3, 2021) 

 

At the assurance provider, Auditor said that they started the preparation to the mandate in 

2019 by studying the topic. Auditor was familiar with the XBRL technology and had been in-

volved with the technology already in 2009 but the ESEF mandate was new. Auditor was in-

volved with selecting the validation tool for assurance purposes which was not yet available 

in 2019. Auditor had contacted multiple service providers and further discussed the assurance 

tool validation requirements with two service providers. Auditor also said that they arranged 

webinars to share knowledge of the upcoming mandate and that companies should prepare 

for it. They also helped their clients with the tool by narrowing the selection based on the 

clients starting point. Auditor also noted that same tool has been selected by many companies 

and the market in Finland is quite centralized regarding the XBRL tool. 
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At the service provider, Service provider 2 oversaw the technical side of the mandate. The 

service provider was located in the United States where XBRL filings had been done for many 

years, so the XBRL technology itself was not a new thing for them. Service provider 2 pointed 

out they had good understanding of the technology because of this. Service provider 2 said 

that they went through the regulation and built additional validation requirements and con-

cepts, such as linking concept unique to the ESEF mandate, into the tool.  

 

Service provider 1 worked as the trainer internally for the ESEF mandate and was trained by 

Service provider 2 after the software was ready. Service provider 1 pointed out that the tech-

nology is the same, only the requirements of ESEF clients are different, for example, anchoring 

link role as a concept does not exist in US GAAP yet. Service provider 1 noted that they needed 

to understand the differences between SEC and ESEF filings, and what ESEF clients would 

need. 

 

“I mean, iXBRL is iXBRL and the fact that [ESEF] uses one taxonomy, […] IFRS, it is not that 

unique.” (Service provider 2, 2021) 

 

5.1.2 Selection process 

Interviewee 1 said that the project was started in August 2019. The team consisted of Inter-

viewee 1 and Interviewee 2 from the group reporting team, who were involved with statutory 

reporting, investor relations (IR) and information technology (IT) within the case company. 

However, group reporting was the main driver in the project and set the objectives for the 

tool. The CFO was notified of the selected tool and approved the tool and budget for the tool 

but was not actively involved in the project. 

 

Interviewee 1 noted that investor relations department was involved with the tool selection, 

but they did not have strong role. They were in the service provider meetings and asked ques-

tions but were content with group reporting’s choice of tool. IT department was also involved 

in the implementation process when the tool was initially selected. IT department ensured 

that the tool was suitable from technology perspective for the company. Interviewee 1 men-

tioned that one criteria IT department had for the tool was that the tool would use the same 
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credentials which were used to log into the company’s systems. Because this was not possible 

from service provider’s side, IT department and service provider agreed on double verification 

log in. 

 

“[Investor relations] was involved [in the tool selection] but they did not take a strong role. 

They were mostly listening in and of course asked questions [...] but they were quite happy 

with all [the tools] that were presented to us. […]. IR was involved [in the project] so that they 

knew what was selected, what was happening and what was required from them.” (Inter-

viewee 1, 2021) 

 

 

Interviewee 2 said the project budget was based mainly on the yearly software expenses. The 

resourcing for the project was done with limited knowledge but the most suitable resources 

and internal stakeholders were involved in the project. From the beginning, the project stake-

holders had been the group reporting team, IR and IT and during the implementation phase, 

service provider’s role increased. Interviewee 2 noted that the time used for the project was 

not tracked as the company did not have time entry system. Interviewee 2 was the project 

manager for the XBRL tool selection and Interviewee 1 took over for the implementation. 

 

5.1.3 Objectives  

Initial task was to decide what were the objectives for the XBRL tool. Interviewee 1 said that 

the first objective was to fulfill the ESMA’s requirements regarding the tagging, but another 

significant objective was to automate company’s external financial reporting. Interviewee 1 

said that the process had previously been very manual and error-prone process regarding in-

terim and annual reporting. The mandate was seen as an opportunity to change old ways of 

working and enhance the reporting process. 

 

Interviewee 2 noted that the compliance with the mandate was the main objective for imple-

menting the tool.  However, automation objective was clear from very early on and that the 

external reporting could be improved at the same time. Interviewee 2 had discussed the man-

date with colleagues from other companies who had already adopted reporting tool to 
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streamline their reporting prior the mandate. The discussions supported the idea of utilizing 

the regulation to improve reporting processes by selecting a reporting tool also for automating 

processes and not only comply with the mandate.  

 

Interviewee 3 noted, from investor relations perspective, that they did not have specific ob-

jectives for the tool, only to obtain a report out of the system. Interviewee 3 wondered if there 

should had been some objectives regarding for example the layout. However, the most im-

portant aspect for the investor relations was to have any kind of report. 

 

”First of all, the objective was to fulfill the ESMA’s requirements regarding the tagging but a 

big component was also the automation of our external reporting. We have had very manual 

processes and [thus], risk of errors in our interim and annual reporting, so we wanted to clar-

ify and automate those [processes]; that was also a big objective [in the project].” (Inter-

viewee 1, 2021) 

 

 

Interviewee 1 noted that selecting the service provider and the tool was linked with the pro-

ject objectives; the tool needed to fulfill the automation criteria and hence, the service pro-

viders that only did the tagging on top of the financial statement and did not have automation 

capabilities, were out of scope. Especially the price compared to functionalities in the tool was 

an important aspect when the tool was selected. Some service providers had expensive but 

diverse and advanced features and functionalities in their tools, but Interviewee 1 found that 

some of the features were not necessary to be able to automate processes but only “nice to 

have” features. 

 

Three system providers were compared by features, services, price, and document format. 

Interviewee 2 said that the most important criteria was that the tool could produce a ESEF 

compliant report but also the price-quality ratio, regarding the automation and that the min-

imum requirements could be reached with low costs. This was also impacted by the fact that 

the group reporting team was quite small, so advanced features were not seen cost-efficient. 

Selection criteria included applicability with Microsoft Office software so that the tool would 

be easy to use and adapt as Microsoft Office tools had been recently adopted in the company. 
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The support from the vendor, especially concerning tagging, was seen as an important service. 

The case company had decided that the tagging would be outsource and would be done by 

the XBRL tool vendor. The selected service provider’s tool was cloud solution, and it was the 

most cost-efficient solution compared to other service providers’ solutions; features sup-

ported automation, document format was Word and Excel, and tagging service was included 

in the proposal price. The tagging was outsourced because of the efficiency compared to the 

cost and the lack of needed skills and resources within the organization.  

 

“The objective was also to conduct [the project] as cost-efficiently as possible so the price 

was a significant part of [the selection] and especially the price-quality ratio. Our needs were 

maybe not as big as in some bigger companies where big teams […] need advanced tool to 

ease collaboration. We wanted to reach our minimum requirements cost-efficiently. Of 

course, there was more advanced tools available but, at this point, we did not have needs for 

all the advanced features.” (Interviewee 2, 2021) 

 

 

5.1.4 Implementation 

The implementation of the XBRL tool was started in the spring of 2020. Interviewee 1 made 

the implementation plan from the case company perspective to ensure the successful adop-

tion. The tool was implemented for the half yearly interim reporting in 2020. Interviewee 2 

said that the implementation process was mainly outsourced to the service provider and they 

created the implementation process. The service provider supported the implementation and 

provided expertise and content knowledge to the project. The implementation itself was 

mainly linking of interim and annual financial report tables to the tool. However, some linking 

of figures was done by the Interviewee 1. Interviewee 2 noted that there were no significant 

issues with the tool, and the implementation of the tool was quite straightforward. 

 

“Implementation was started for quarter two interim reporting 2020 [and] we were able to 

compose it with the new tool. It was a practice round where we were able to see how the 

tool and [consolidation tool] linking worked.” (Interviewee 1, 2021) 
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Interviewee 1 said that the full access users were trained by the service provider in the begin-

ning of June and the other users who had only read and commenting ability were trained by 

the Interviewee 1. The training for other users mostly consisted of the basic knowledge of the 

tool; how to log in, how to open the file and how to comment.  The interim reporting with the 

XBRL tool was seen as the practice round to see how everything worked. This was found ben-

eficial way of familiarizing with the tool and to adjust the process in interim reporting for quar-

ter three before annual financial reporting. The tool was found intuitive and easy to use.  

 

5.1.5 Internal use 

Internal use of the XBRL tool was not the initial objective for the project. However, Interviewee 

1 said that the management reporting had been planned to be automated by utilizing the tool. 

At the time, management reporting processes were manual and monthly reports included 

copy-pasting figures from one Excel to another. The automation proposal had come from CFO 

and one resource from the team was looking into the possibility of utilizing the XBRL tool for 

that. 

 

Interviewee 2 said that there was probably a possibility to utilize the tool in internal reporting. 

Interviewee 2 pointed out that during the tool selection, some tools were able to refresh an-

nual financial reports for group units. Standardized and automated reporting and utilizing the 

tool also in other reports than interim and annual financial reports seemed interesting devel-

opment objective. 

 

Interviewee 3 said that the tool was at the time used only for interim reporting besides the 

annual financial reporting. Even though the reports prepared by investor relations department 

were based on the figures from the consolidation system, they did manual calculations on top 

of those figures and some key figures required modeling in Excel. The challenge according to 

Interviewee 3 regarding the utilization of the XBRL tool for internal reporting was that, for 

example, board reports included data that was not available in the consolidation tool so gath-

ering the data required manual work and automating them might be challenging. 
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5.2 ESEF taxonomy adoption and publication 

 

This subsection aims to understand the ESEF taxonomy adoption and answer the sub question 

how is ESEF taxonomy embedded to annual financial report. This subsection outlines the pro-

cess of tagging the annual financial reporting. Outsourcing decision is also described. 

 

5.2.1 Outsourcing  

The tagging of the figures was outsourced to the service provider. This decision was driven by 

the price as it was included in the XBRL tool price but also the access to expertise was an 

important aspect in the decision. Interviewee 1 pointed out that the company’s figures were 

quite generic in a sense that they would not require in-house expertise and understanding to 

be able to tag them. Overall, outsourcing the tagging was seen cost-efficient solution. In addi-

tion, the service provider had many years of expertise of XBRL tagging.  

 

Interviewee 2 also pointed out the efficiency because there was no internal expertise, and 

because of the small project team, there was no resources to familiarize with the tagging in 

practice. The tagging service was already included into the price of the tool, so outsourcing 

was also cost-efficient. The service provider had very good technical expertise of XBRL and 

defined processes which was also seen to improve efficiency. 

 

“One reason [for outsourcing the tagging] was the price. The tagging was included in the 

price [of the tool], so it was thought to be more efficient. And after a conversation with the 

service provider about the tagging, we got the impression that they have a very solid experi-

ence and they had done the tagging for [different] companies. [They] had a long experience 

of [the tagging] and advertised that they have good knowledge of it, so we thought that it 

would be better in terms of efficiency that they would then do it.” (Interviewee 1, 2021) 

 

 

Auditor noted that the technical quality of tags was often better when the tagging had been 

outsourced. Service providers had usually multiple clients for whom they were doing the tag-

ging and they were able to see different scenarios regarding the tagging and gain experience. 
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However, the quality was affected by the skills and experience of the person who was doing 

the tagging at the service provider. Furthermore, when the tagging had been done internally, 

the understanding of the financial statements and the business was often better. 

 

“When the service provider has these [..] skilled personnel, the technical quality is usually bet-

ter. This is obvious because they do [the tagging] for multiple companies. [Because of this], 

they notice things that a person, who is only doing the tagging for own company, might not 

necessarily understand.” (Auditor, 2021) 

 

 

5.2.2 Preparing for annual financial reporting 

The process for the tagging and publishing the ESEF report was discussed with service provider 

in September 2020. The participants in the meeting decided that the annual financial report 

file would be created to the XBRL tool in the beginning of October 2020 by the service pro-

vider. The workflow for the tagging was also discussed whether the ESEF file package included 

the stylized version created by design agency to which the tags would be embedded after-

wards or if the whole process would be conducted in the XBRL tool and the stylized commu-

nication report would be done separately without tags. The meeting participants decided that 

there would be two versions for the annual financial report and that the whole process for the 

ESEF report would be done in the XBRL tool. Doing the tagging in the XBRL tool was seen more 

convenient and the process could be streamlined. 

 

The actual tagging process of the financial statements started in November 2020 with an hour 

online training session with the service provider who was responsible for the tagging for the 

company. The session included introduction to tagging with the XBRL tool by showing the ini-

tially tagged report. The trainer explained the logics behind the tagging and how to navigate 

within the system. Even though the tagging was outsourced to the software vendor, the train-

ing was important in a sense that the tagging needed to be reviewed and approved in order 

to ensure that the tags were correct after the vendor had made the initial tagging.  
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Interviewee 2 noted that the company was responsible for the correctness of the tags and 

reviewing the tags was essential. Because the tagging was outsourced, familiarizing with the 

taxonomy and tagging occurred during the reviewing of the tags so that the tags could be 

validated. The tag reviewers did not have much knowledge regarding the taxonomy and tag-

ging beforehand and because of this, the review part of the process was challenging. 

 

Interviewee 1 pointed out that the training session focused on the functions concerning re-

viewing of the tags in a very general level and not on the tagging itself or how to validate the 

tags. Interviewee 1 said that the service provider was active and the support from them was 

available throughout the process. Because of the extensive knowledge and experience on the 

XBRL tagging, the processes for tagging were clear and thought through. The validation re-

quired some self-learning during the process and some understanding how the figures had 

been tagged. Interviewee 1 thought that the training regarding the tagging in detail might be 

good to arrange in the future. 

 

“We received an initial training for the tagging from the service provider. They made the ini-

tial tagging and showed us who it looks and how we are able to run those tags to the report. 

There was not actual training for the tagging, and that might be one thing good to have. The 

training was on very high level. We needed to study [tagging] while validating the tags within 

our team. […]. The training was very limited as they did the tagging for us as a service.” (In-

terviewee 1, 2021) 

 

5.2.3 Tagging process 

The service provider had well thought processes because of the experience from SEC filings in 

the United States. Service provider 1 said that the tagging process itself was similar to filings 

in the United States but they needed to make sure that they were using the correct taxonomy. 

Service provider 2 noted that some of their clients were filing SEC filings with IFRS taxonomy 

so the taxonomy was also the same. Service provider 2 said that they had internal in-depth 

experience of IFRS taxonomy, and the technical side of the tagging was very familiar to the 

service provider. 
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The service provider 1 mentioned that the most time-consuming part of the process was the 

mapping of the tags. Mapping of tags was a manual process as the machines were not yet able 

to make the decision of correct tags. In the mapping of tags, the correct tags were selected 

from the IFRS taxonomy to match with the client’s disclosures. The disclosures were reviewed 

line by line and the tag was selected from the taxonomy and put in the order of the document. 

After the tags were selected, applying the tags was quick.  

 

“The tagging process itself is not all that time consuming, it is pretty quick. The process that 

is the most time consuming is what we call mapping […] and that is where we are actually 

lining out those tags and selecting those tags from IFRS taxonomy to match [client’s] disclo-

sure. That is the human component. Machines are not smart enough […], to select the correct 

tag out of the taxonomy for us.” (Service provider 1, 2021) 

  

 

Service provider 1 said that they determined the correct tag by looking at multiple attributes 

in a tag. First, Service provider 1 looked for the tag name and the definition of the tag and if 

those fit to the represented value, the Service provider 1 then looked at the other attributes 

of the tag. These attributes were mainly balance type and element type. In addition, Service 

provider 1 looked at where in the taxonomy the tag was located, for example, under balance 

sheet or cash flow section. If the taxonomy did not include a suitable tag, the Service provider 

1 created an extension. When the Service provider 1 thought the correct tag had been se-

lected, they gave the document to the client to review that the tag was actually suitable and 

corresponded the disclosed figure. Service provider 1 described the process of selecting the 

correct tag: 

 

“Often times our first stop is to look at the tag name but then also the definition […] We are 

reading the documentation label and if that definition seems to fit that is a good starting 

point but that is not the end of how we decide [a correct tag]. We are also going to look at 

the balance type of that element, so if the balance type and taxonomy is a debit and client is 

definitely disclosing a debit that is another clue for us that is the right tag […]. Other things 

we would look at is the item type of the element. If the element of the tag had item type of 

shares but we know we are looking for a tag that is monetary dollars or euros, then we know 
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we have selected a wrong tag. Other things that help us too is where the tag falls in the tax-

onomy. […]. Then we will select the tag and that is when we turn it over to our clients to re-

view, to make sure that the definition and the tag we have selected is truly what is being rep-

resented. If we are not able to find a suitable tag, there is a concept that is unique to that cli-

ent, that is when we’ll create an extension.” (Service provider 1, 2021) 

 

 

Internal workshops were arranged to review the tags in November 2020. Reviewing of the 

tagging was time consuming because each tag needed to be reviewed manually, and the tax-

onomy descriptions of the tags needed to be compared with what was actually reported on 

the lines. In addition, the balance types and extensions were reviewed in detail. Extensions 

were created by the software vendor who did not have detailed understanding what was re-

ported in the lines and they relied on the naming of the line in the financial statement when 

deciding the tags. When the tags were reviewed internally, extensions were compared with 

existing IFRS taxonomy to make sure that the IFRS taxonomy did not already include a suitable 

tag. 

 

During the internal tag review workshops in November 2020, a challenge was that all the tags 

were reviewed one by one and the overview of the calculation relations between tags was 

more difficult to review. This caused errors in instance document balance types and reviewing 

the calculation level balances. In addition, reviewing of extension anchoring was found diffi-

cult with the tool and it was not clear if the anchors used were wider or narrow anchors. The 

observations were communicated with service provider in a meeting in November 2020 and 

via email. In addition, internal meetings were held in January 2021 to discuss the content and 

tags of the annual financial report. 

 

The most complex financial statement to tag and to review was equity statement. Interviewee 

1 noted that the XBRL tool itself did not have clear visibility how the figures had been tagged 

because the table formed a matrix and each figure had line and axis member tags. In addition, 

cash flow statement was challenging because of the balance types and how they reflect to 

what was being represented.  
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“The changes in equity were pretty challenging to go through and we felt that the tool, […] 

made the reading of those tags pretty difficult. And [equity statement] had a slightly differ-

ent logic than these other tags.” (Interviewee 1, 2021) 

 

 

Interviewee 2 also recalls that the equity statement required more time to figure out the logic 

but also the represented topics were more complex in the equity statement. The logic in the 

equity statement were different from the other financial statements. Other financial state-

ments, especially income statement and balance sheet were found easy to review.  

 

Service provider 1 did the tagging for the financial statements and said that the tagging itself 

was not difficult as they had been doing it for many years but noted that the equity statement 

was the most complex to tag. Even though the tool had been designed to tag dimensional 

contexts, equity statement had an added complexity to it because of the dimensionality. Ser-

vice provider 1 said that close second in complexity was cash flow statement because of the 

balance types. Service provider 1 described the cash flow complexity as follows: 

 

“A close second sometimes is cash flow statement just because the way that things work in 

the cash flow statement. You got balances going every which way, sometimes the tags them-

selves do not give us the balance type, they leave that balance type open, so it is not debit or 

credit, it is just a tag.” (Service provider 1, 2021) 

 

 

Auditor pointed out that even though balance type was not a challenge for the assurance pro-

vider, many of the clients were having challenges with the correct balance type. Auditor noted 

that sometimes the balance type had been difficult to understand. Especially the balance type 

had been an issue with the cash flow statement.  

 

5.2.4 Challenges 

Interviewee 2 said that the biggest risk concerning the ESEF tagging was that it could not be 

completed on time. Interviewee 2 noted that the outsourcing the tagging ensured that the 
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tagging would be completed on time. Surprising was that the reviewing of the tags was time-

consuming, and that a lot of work and corrections needed to be done before all the tags were 

accordingly tagged. Interviewee 2 also pointed out that the tagging will be done once a year, 

so it will require effort to go through the tags at the end of the year and recall the logic behind 

the tagging.  

 

“Maybe I personally thought, as [the service provider] highlighted quite a lot their ESEF 

know-how, that the [tagged document] would have been more ready and we would not have 

needed to do that much work. Because the service was outsourced, in principle, it could be 

assumed that we would receive almost completed document [from them]. The review and 

corrections did, however, take some time from our team.” (Interviewee 2, 2021) 

 

 

Interviewee 3 thought that the challenge with ESEF reporting was the additional effort when 

comply with the requirements for the first time but also the worry of doing everything cor-

rectly. Because the practices were not yet fully formed, preparers needed to interpret the 

requirements. Interviewee 3 expects that in a long run, the mandate will improve compara-

bility and quality of information but because of the first-time adoption, there were uncertainty 

with the practices. 

 

Service provider 2 said that from XBRL point of view, the main challenge was to get the man-

date in place and that the rules and validations within the tool were working as they should. 

Unrelated to XBRL technology itself, Service provider 2 pointed out that the ESEF file itself was 

a little bit different from SEC file. The service provider needed to do some development work 

regarding that, but the biggest challenge was the stylistic elements of the documents. ESEF 

clients wanted to include stylistic elements to the XBRL document as opposed to the SEC fil-

ings. ESEF clients had published stylized PDF documents in the past using design tools such as 

InDesign but now that the format had changed to xHTML, the ability to create as stylized re-

ports was limited. Service provider 2 thought that the stylistic elements had been one of the 

most time-consuming steps in the process and a challenge for the tool and for them to be able 

to support and help clients to design and format the document. 
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5.2.5 Assurance  

The case company decided to acquire assurance on the ESEF report even though assurance 

was not mandatory. Interviewee 2 noted that the decision to acquire assurance was impacted 

by the recommendation by FIN-FSA. Assurance was acquired because the annual financial re-

port with ESEF taxonomy would be the official document and the company wanted to ensure 

that the file was correct. The assurance was acquired in the fall 2020 before the announce-

ment of postponement of ESEF reporting. The first meeting with the assurance provider was 

in November 2020. The ESEF requirements were outlined, and the assurance process was de-

fined in the meeting. 

 

”Of course it was clear from the beginning that we are responsible for reviewing [the tags] 

and we also discussed if we needed assurance from auditors. And when Finnish Financial Su-

pervisory Authority recommended assurance, it was quite clear that we would also acquire 

it.” (Interviewee 2, 2021) 

 

 

Interviewee 1 said that the assurance was beneficial because the mandate and the process 

was adopted for the first time. Interviewee 1 noted that the assurance gave them confidence 

that the tags were correct as internal expertise of tagging was limited. Interviewee 1 noted 

that the tag review brought out questions which also outlined the advantages of the assur-

ance. In addition, because the process was new and some mistakes were found during the 

review, the assurance added value to the case company. Interviewee 1 also mentioned that 

the auditors had their own tool for validation, which the case company did not have, which 

helped to indicate possible validation errors. 

 

Interviewee 2 said that assurance was useful, especially because the internal tag review re-

quired a lot of work and because there were some questions that could then be discussed 

with the auditor and get support. The fact that also the auditor had gone through the same 

tags gave confidence that the tags were correct. Interviewee 2 thought that at first, when the 

assurance was first discussed, whether the assurance would add any value to the process as 

the tagging was outsourced and the service provider had ESEF know-how. But as the tagged 
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document was not finalized when the service provider initially provided the zip-file, Inter-

viewee 2 noted that it was useful that the document was internally reviewed but also the 

auditor reviewed it.  

 

“We noticed that the auditors were also doing [ESEF assurance] for the first time and not 

everything was clear for them either. But of course, the fact that [auditors] probably do [as-

surance] for multiple companies at the same time, their experience increases quite a lot dur-

ing the assurance process.” (Interviewee 2, 2021) 

 

 

Auditor said that they started the actual assurance projects in August 2020 and Auditor noted 

there were some processes that needed to be re-evaluated and changed. The validation tool 

produced all the documentation needed for the assurance. Auditor pointed out that the tool 

will probably later next year produce 85% of the documentation for statutory auditing. 

 

The main objective in the assurance, according to the Auditor, was that the reader of the an-

nual financial report gave accurate view of the company. Auditor also pointed out that ensur-

ing the technical quality was at good level was also important. However, the technical quality 

will be focused more next year and improved further. A big challenge was that the files were 

technically in different stages. 

 

In November 2020, a meeting was arranged to define the ESEF process together with the as-

surance provider. The key stakeholders were defined, and the process was mapped out in the 

meeting. The key stakeholders in the ESEF process were group reporting, service provider, IR 

and auditor. Auditor pointed out that they went through and validated the previous year fig-

ures in the ESEF file during the fall so that the workload in the beginning of the next year could 

be reduced and validating the file would be easier. Auditor described the validation process 

as follows: 

 

“The system takes [the document] from the zip-file and then the system makes certain tech-

nical validations that have been defined in the system. Then we need to do manual checking 
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against audited annual financial report. So, we assure that the figures both in xHTML-docu-

ment, which is in the zip-file, and the audited in annual financial report are the same.” (Audi-

tor, 2021) 

 

 

The first XBRL zip-file was sent to the assurance provider after the initial tagging was done by 

the software vendor. The observations were discussed in a meeting in November 2020. The 

most common mistake was the balance type but also the correctness of the tags and sugges-

tions for more suitable tags were discussed.  The meeting was continued in December 2020 

to go through issues in cash flow and equity statement. The observations from the two meet-

ings were discussed with the service provider in December 2020. The observations from as-

surance provider and comments from service provider were discussed internally in a meeting 

in December 2020. Last issues regarding the ESEF file were discussed with the assurance pro-

vider in a meeting in January 2021 and the observations were sent to the service provider to 

be fixed. In February 2021, the assurance provider noted that the tags were correct, and the 

file was technically valid. This was also communicated to IR department and decision to pub-

lish the ESEF report as the official document was discussed. 

 

Auditor noted that the ESEF files that had multiple errors, in comparison to the files that were 

correctly tagged, were the most time-consuming part in the assurance process.  Auditor added 

that tags that were included in the IFRS taxonomy were quite easy to validate but unusual tags 

and reviewing cash flow statement could be time-consuming. Auditor noted that every com-

pany had their own issues, and some issues were related to the same service provider but, at 

the time, no recurring problems had been identified and analysis regarding them was still on-

going. 

 

“We will probably come forward at some point what we have experienced [to be challenges]. 

But we have not had time yet [to analyze them]. We are still conducting [assurance] work so 

it is too early to have analysis on the most general [issues].” (Auditor, 2021) 

 



59 
 

 

Auditor said that the mandatory tags regarding company details should be discussed in na-

tional level, for example, what should be included in them, and to unify the tagging and re-

porting. Because the mandatory tags are linked to the RTS, every company interpreted it as 

well as they could as no clear instructions were available. Auditor also noted that the incon-

sistencies were going to be discussed in the future. Furthermore, practices regarding ESEF 

reporting will evolve and will be defined in the coming years regarding this. 

 

Auditor mentioned that the extension’s anchoring had been conducted in different ways and 

depended on the service provider. The detail level in which the anchoring had been done dif-

fered between service providers and companies. In addition, some service provider systems 

had challenges with the anchoring. Auditor noted that materiality of the anchoring and prac-

tical implementation will be more defined in the future. Auditor also hoped that more exam-

ples regarding anchoring would become available, especially from more complex issues. 

 

“Anchoring regarding extensions is like a wild west still and it feels that some service provid-

ers have their own view how it is done. In some places all of the anchors are combinations, 

and, in some places, there are less anchors. Then there are of course service providers that 

have technical challenges with anchoring in [their] systems.” (Auditor, 2021) 

 

5.2.6 Postponement 

Postponement of the ESEF reporting was discussed with auditor in a meeting in January 2021. 

Postponement meant that companies had three options; to report annual financial report as 

before as a PDF report and not to publish an ESEF report; to publish ESEF report but not as the 

official annual financial report; or to publish ESEF report as the official annual financial report. 

The case company published the ESEF annual financial report as the official document. 

 

Interviewee 1 said that the reason for publishing the ESEF report as the official document was 

that the whole project was started with the undersanding that the ESEF report would be the 

official document. The confirmed postponement decision for the mandate in Finland came in 

the end of the project and a lot of work had already been prepared at that point. Because of 

this, publishing the ESEF report was clear. The decision to publish the ESEF report as the official 
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document was impacted by the assurance and the confidence that the tags and validations 

were correct. 

 

“Originally, we had started [the project] thinking that the [ESEF] was the official requirement 

and that the ESEF annual financial report needed to be published as the official document. 

But at the very end of the project came this [information] that maybe it did not need to be 

published after all. But as we had already gone so far with the process at that point and all 

the preparations had been basically done so we decided then that [the process] would be 

good to finalize with the original plan and publish [ESEF report] officially, maybe as a practice 

for the future.” (Interviewee 1, 2021) 

 

 

Interviewee 2 said that the decision to publish the ESEF report as the official document was 

impacted by the fact that the project was completed in time, the ESEF file was according to 

the mandate and the ESEF file had been audited. The publication was done according to the 

initial plan as the company did not see any reason not to publish the ESEF report as the official 

document. In addition, the whole process with each step had been done as it will be done also 

in the future. The postponement did not impact the process after all. 

 

Interviewee 3 noted that the postponement brought uncertainty, how to handle the post-

ponement. Companies had already prepared for the mandate and the postponement created 

a question whether the ESEF report should be published official or not to publish it at all. In-

terviewee 3 discussed the postponement and the publication with colleagues from other com-

panies and the decision to publish the ESEF report was unclear to everyone. Interviewee 3 felt 

that the postponement announcement was surprising and internally the decision of publishing 

the ESEF report as the official document was discussed with CFO until the publishing. In the 

end, Interviewee 3 said that it was good decision to publish the ESEF report as the official 

document as a practice for next year. 

 

“Especially, when thinking in a bigger picture [about the postponement and publishing ESEF 

report], the question was what [other] companies are planning to do and will there be official 
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guideline [what to do]. I, personally, would have wanted to have a guideline what is recom-

mended after all [regarding the publishing].” (Interviewee 3, 2021) 

 

 

Service provider 2 commented that different jurisdictions in EU treated the mandate differ-

ently and the processes were still evolving as the ESEF process was new. There were no har-

monized processes yet regarding the ESEF. And in many jurisdictions companies had post-

poned the publication of the ESEF report by a year. Service provider 2 described it as follows: 

 

“Right now, the ESEF process is very new, so you have got different regulators in different 

countries reading it a little bit differently. You have the auditors who are treating it very dif-

ferently, some are highly engaged in the process and some are not nearly as engaged in the 

process. And I think you will start to see maybe as this continues to develop a little more cen-

tralization […]. But right now, it is kind a like wild west out there. We have seen a lot of varia-

tions in the process between different jurisdictions. And many jurisdictions postponed it by a 

year.” (Service provider 2, 2021) 

 

 

Service provider 1 pointed out that the mandate adoption depended on the jurisdiction in 

which their client was located which created a challenge for them to understand how the 

mandate was treated. The service provider needed to treat each jurisdiction as its own process 

as there was not yet harmonization between different jurisdictions. Service provider 1 noted 

that, in Finland, their client companies did not postpone the publication of ESEF report as 

opposed to other clients in other that have postponed the publication. 

 

5.2.7 Future plans 

Interviewee 1 noted that the preparations for the following year’s annual financial report 

process needed to be started in the fall 2021 at latest. The process were going to be similar 

to the 2020 as the block tags were not required yet for the 2021 reports. Interviewee 1 also 

pointed out that training for the tagging would be requested from the service provider so 

that there would be in-house know-how how to create them.  



62 
 

 

 

The tagging was planned to be outsourced also for the next year because of the efficiency. 

However, Interviewee 1 said that some single figures could be tagged by the group reporting 

team so that there would not be a need to wait over night for the tagging, as the service pro-

vider is in the United States. Interviewee 1 also noted that especially during the year-end 

closing, new figures might need to be tagged and being able to perform the tagging them-

selves, the documents could be sent, for example, to auditors, faster. Interviewee 2 noted 

that tagging single figures could be beneficial. 

 
Service provider 1 said that they were going monitor the changes in taxonomy as new taxon-

omy was usually updated every year. Service provider 1 pointed out that they were going to 

make sure that the system could handle the next version of the taxonomy, update it, and 

move clients to the new taxonomy. For the next few years, updating the taxonomy was the 

only revising the service provider was going to do unless the ESEF mandate changed. 

 
Service provider 2 noted that eventually, ESEF mandate was going to include tagging of all 

the footnote figures individually, not only with block tags. The tagged values were going to 

increase significantly which was going to increase complexity of the process. Service provider 

2 noted that when the footnote figures were going to be required to be tagged by figure, 

that was going to be a big adjustment for companies. 

 

“What is going to really be a game changer is when ESEF companies that are going to start 

tagging individual detail within financial footnote, which is what SEC companies do today. 

And that add a lot of complexity into the process, not necessarily from technology side but 

from process side. Imagine a client tagging 4 finished financial statements, there is probably 

300 tags. Addition of text blocks maybe add another 30 or 40, not a big deal. But when [com-

panies] start to tag detailed footnotes, all of a sudden [tagged figures] go from maybe 500 

fact values to 3500 fact values. The amount of data that gets tagged dramatically increases. 

It is something that is going to be eventually coming and that is going to be a big challenge 

or pretty big adjustment for companies to be able to get that additional data tagged.“ (Ser-

vice provider 2, 2021) 
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Interviewee 3 said that the variation regarding the publishing and adoptions of the mandate 

had differed depending on a company. Interviewee 3 felt that the adoption of the new man-

date was still incoherent. However, Interviewee 3 noted that the practices, regarding how the 

reporting was done and in what format, was likely going to be unified and become clearer in 

the future. 

 

5.3 Changes in process  

 

Implementing new technology should lead to redesign of processes. One of the objectives of 

this study was to understand the changes that take place in the reporting process of adopting 

ESEF reporting. This subsection discusses the changes between the process prior to the adop-

tion and the current process after the adoption and how automation has impacted the exter-

nal reporting.  

 

Interviewee 1 described the process prior the adoption of XBRL that the process of producing 

annual financial report had been highly manual. Most of the data had been retrieved from the 

consolidation tool to multiple spreadsheet files and those files had been sent to the design 

agency for layout and producing the design for the annual financial report. In the past, the 

company had been collaborating with the design agency very intensely. However, some of the 

figures had not been available in the consolidation system and those had been calculated 

manually in spreadsheets. Any corrections to the figures required correcting the figure to mul-

tiple files and resending the files to agency. 

 

Interviewee 1 pointed out that around 20 spreadsheet files had been sent to the design agency 

prior the adoption of the XBRL tool. The agency had made the first drafts of the annual finan-

cial report in January and after this, the file had been reviewed for correctness. This process 

had been repeated multiple times during the year-end closing for layout reasons but also be-

cause of last minute changes to the bookings. Some of the corrections to the numbers had 

been manually made into the layout version which had not transferred to the other files or to 

the system. When the same figure had been used in multiple places in the annual financial 

report, all the figures had needed to be separately and manually changed. This process had 
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been exposed to errors and relied on the caution of employees. In addition, because the man-

ually changed figures had not transferred to the system, those figures had needed to be in-

putted manually also the next year when the figures had been used as comparison year fig-

ures. 

 

“In the past, we have had almost 20 different Excel reports, from which the figures were copy 

pasted into another Excel. […] We have been working very closely with our design agency and 

they have supplied us with several different layout versions since January to review.” (Inter-

viewee 1, 2021) 

 

Interviewee 1 said that the reporting process had also changed as the company prepares two 

reports, an ESEF report and a communication report. In the new process, the company itself 

prepared the report from start to end. In the new process, the company could complete the 

ESEF report in-house and then sent it to the design agency for the communication report lay-

out. Interviewee 3, who was responsible for the publication, noted that the publication did 

not change at all for IR. The zip-file and pdf-file were filed to the OAM but the process and 

timetable for publishing did not change.  

 

Interviewee 2 said that the publication process had changed significantly from group reporting 

perspective. In the new process, manually created Excels were automated as far as possible 

and the data was collected to one Excel file. Consolidation tool and XBRL tool had been linked 

with the Excel file. The XBRL tool created the ESEF report, and the communication version was 

sent to the design agency for styling after the reporting process had been finished in the XBRL 

tool. Interviewee 2 noted that the ESEF report, created in the XBRL tool, was the official annual 

financial report which was signed by the board of directors.  

 

After the adoption of XBRL tool, many steps of the process were automated. In order to reach 

the automation objective set for the project, many calculative figures were built into consoli-

dation system so that the number of manual inputs decreased. Interviewee 1 estimated that 

95-99% of the figures were now retrievable from the system. The figures were retrieved 

straight from the consolidation system to a Excel file from where they were linked to the XBRL 

tool. The XBRL tool created a Word file to which the tables and figures were linked from the 
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Excel file. Tables were marked as name ranges and figures included in the texts were named 

cells in the Excel and these name ranges and cells were used to link them to the online Word 

file. The Word file was divided to sections and each section could be individually locked for 

editing or commenting.  

 

“If I remember correctly, the interim report had already over 200 of those linked figures [with 

the new tool]. All the tables and figures within text have been entered manually from almost 

20 reports in the past, so [the tool] has indeed streamlined [the process] substantially and of 

course, the risk of error has decreased significantly.” (Interviewee 1, 2021) 

 

 

The XBRL tool has automated the process by automatically running any changes to the final 

published report. The process had become more straightforward by eliminating steps in the 

process. Interviewee 1 said that copy-pasting step in the process had been almost entirely 

eliminated. Any changes in the figures in the system run automatically to the spreadsheet 

once refreshed and from there to the annual financial report. 

 

 Interviewee 1 noted that automating the process had saved resources and time in the process 

as there used to be a dedicated person to coordinate the manual inputs and the collaboration 

with the design agency. After the implementation of the XBRL tool, there had not been a need 

for the resource. Furthermore, not only had the tool saved time in producing the figures, time 

had been saved also in the reviewing the correctness of the figures process. However, Inter-

viewee 2 noted that figures had still been reviewed very carefully and when the trust on the 

tool and processes increases, even more time could be saved in the reviewing process. 

 

“At the same time, when we started to automate the reporting, we also developed other pro-

cess steps, for example, some key figures which we were not able to get from the [consolida-

tion] system were built into the system so that we could automate them. In practice, we were 

able to eliminate manual steps that have been done previously in Excels.” (Interviewee 2, 

2021) 
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The first report done with the XBRL tool was for half yearly report 2020. According to Inter-

viewee 1, there was some minor issues in the process that needed to be fixed on the first 

round but for the next quarterly reporting, there was far less errors and time used for review-

ing the figures had been decreased. By the annual financial reporting, the XBRL-tool and the 

process were familiar to the users. However, Interviewee 1 noted that roles and responsibili-

ties between IR and group reporting teams in the annual financial reporting needed to be 

more defined in the future. Interviewee noted that IR was responsible for the layout of the 

ESEF report and that created some challenges for them. 

 

Interviewee 1 assessed that the results of the project regarding the automation had been 

reached very well. In addition, the process had streamlined because the data had been col-

lected to one file. Interviewee 2 also noted that the main objectives for the project were 

reached regarding the ESEF compliant reporting and automation. Interviewee 2 pointed out 

that the XBRL tool had clarified the process and decreased the workload by automation. In the 

past, the company employees needed to have access to the design agency’s tools to be able 

to change figures manually in the tool. Correcting figures manually in the design agency’s tool 

had been completely eliminated. However, Interviewee 2 note that there were still areas re-

garding the automation and process that could be improved to have the most efficient pro-

cess. 

 

Interviewee 3 pointed out that the XBRL-tool supported the development of the reporting 

process and enabled a standardized format. The report was created automatically concerning 

the tables and the figures in text. However, Interviewee 3 noted that automatization did not 

eliminate the reviewing of the figures, but the time used for the reviewing could be decreased 

when the confidence on the tool increases.  

 

5.4 Summary of findings 

 

In the previous chapter the results from the study were described. This section summarizes 

the main findings. The section has been divided to discuss the findings about the adoption 

level and the XBRL implementation process. 
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Adoption level 

 

The interviewees within the case company had limited knowledge of the ESEF mandate and 

XBRL before the implementation. The main knowledge came from seminars by service pro-

viders and university. The information in the seminars was high level and practical infor-

mation was lacking. Assurance provider initial aim was to spread the knowledge of the new 

mandate and what it required. 

 

The objectives were clear from the beginning. The most important objective was to meet the 

regulatory requirements but also to improve reporting processes in external financial report-

ing by automating it. The external financial reporting had been very manual process in the 

past, including coping data from one file to another.  

 

The mandate was also discussed with other companies which had used the regulatory re-

quirement to develop reporting processes and automate them. Experience of other compa-

nies supported the idea of utilizing the mandate to automate and renew processes. Internal 

use was not the initial objective of the project, but it had been discussed and assessed the 

possibility of utilizing the XBRL tool for internal use. 

 

In line with the objectives, the case company selected the tool that fulfilled the compliance 

objective as well as the automation objectives. The objectives delimited the selection to 

tools that had the functionalities to automate the financial reporting. This meant that tools 

that could only be used for tagging were out of scope. Selecting a tool that enabled automa-

tion, gave the case company control over the whole process, from collecting the data from 

group units to the finished ESEF report. 

 

The budget for the project consisted of mainly of the software expenses. The software was 

cloud-based and had annual pricing. The price-quality ratio was an important selection crite-

rion. The selected tool price offer included services such as linking the Excel file to the XBRL 

tool and tagging of the figures. 
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The case company decided to outsource tagging process because of the cost-efficiency and 

because it was included in the price of the XBRL tool. Outsourcing the tagging was also par-

tially impacted by the fact that the case company had limited resources and knowledge of 

the tagging. However, the reviewing of the tags required some level of in-house understand-

ing of the tagging and taxonomy. 

 

The objectives regarding the regulatory requirements and automation were reached very 

well in the case company. The company published the ESEF report as the official document 

regardless of the postponement. The automation was also successful, and the case company 

was able to eliminate unnecessary and manual steps in the process. This impacted the 

needed resources, quality of figures and streamlined the whole external financial reporting. 

 

XBRL implementation process 

 

Implementation of the XBRL tool was started in the fall of 2019. The project team was 

formed and consisted of group reporting, IR and IT. The group reporting oversaw the project 

and set the objectives and timetable for it. The XBRL implementation approach for tagging 

was determined to be outsourced to the service provider. ESEF requirements determined 

what needed to be tagged in the annual financial report which were the primary financial 

statements and legal entity information.  

 

Because of the outsourcing, the service provider’s role was significant during the annual fi-

nancial report tagging. Service provider was responsible for tagging the financial items and 

creating taxonomy extensions. The service provider was located in the United States where 

they had been filing XBRL documents for many years and therefore, they had experience on 

the tagging process and the XBRL technology. The service provider mapped the tags from 

the taxonomy manually and then tagged the financial statements with the mapped tags. If 

the taxonomy did not have a correct tag, an extension was created. 

 

The most complex primary financial statement to tag and to review was the equity state-

ment because of the dimensionality. In addition, cash flow statement was found challenging 

to tag and review because of the balance types. The case company reviewed the tags and 
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validated the correctness of the tag from content perspective. The case company assisted 

the service provider during the tagging process and monitored the process by reviewing and 

approving the tags.  

 

The tag review process was iterative process. The review of the tags was also supported by 

the assurance provider with whom the case company had observation meeting during the 

end of the year 2020 and in the beginning of year 2021. Findings by the assurance provider 

and the case company where then communicated to the service provider who made the 

changes. The service provider validated the instance document and oversaw the technical 

issues. 

 

Acquiring assurance was seen very beneficial within the case company. Because the filing 

with the XBRL tool was done for the first time, the case company wanted to ensure that the 

tagging had been done correctly. In addition, assurance provider acted as a source for infor-

mation and support. Assurance provider also validated the file before the publication. IR is-

sued the zip-file to OAM along with the communication version of the annual financial re-

port. 

 

The case company, service provider and assurance provider had own challenges in the pro-

cesses because of the first-time adoption of the ESEF mandate. All the stakeholders men-

tioned the lack of common and established practices regarding the mandate. The assurance 

provider pointed out for example differences in anchoring and mandatory tags among differ-

ent companies and service provider. The service provider pointed out the differences be-

tween jurisdictions in Europe and how they needed to create different processes to each ju-

risdiction.  The case company pointed out the unclear practices and differences in published 

ESEF reports. All the stakeholders emphasized that the practices will probably evolve in the 

following years and harmonization in national but also in the EU level was probably going to 

discussed. 
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis aimed to give detailed evidence of the XBRL implementation process in regulatory 

context from a Finnish listed company. Firstly, the study examined how XBRL is implemented. 

Secondly, the study outlined how the ESEF taxonomy is embedded to annual financial report 

and understand the process of producing ESEF report. Thirdly, the study aimed to discover the 

changes in the financial reporting triggered by the ESEF requirements. This section concludes 

the study by discussing the main findings from the empirical study and reflects them to the 

theoretical background. Finally, the limitations of the study and recommendations for further 

research are outlined. 

 

6.1 Answers to the research questions 

 

The main research question of the study was aimed to understand, how ESEF reporting is im-

plemented in a Finnish listed company. The main research question was attempted to answer 

with sub questions, first one being “How is XBRL implemented?”. Results gathered from the 

study indicate that XBRL is implemented by acquiring a XBRL tool as a web-based tool to meet 

the compliance and automation objectives. The objective to meet regulatory requirements 

was the driver for the XBRL tool implementation but the objective to automate the reporting 

process determined the needed tool functions. Besides the tool functions, the tool selection 

was impacted by price and the characteristics of the company’s reporting team. The XBRL tool 

was implemented as cost-efficiently as possible with minimum functionalities needed to reach 

the objectives set for the project. 

 

Adoption approach determines whether the XBRL is outsourced, acquired as a tool, or em-

bedded into the existing tool. The study suggests that automation of the reporting process 

excludes the option to completely outsource the XBRL reporting process because the process 

would remain the same. Outsourcing the conversion to XBRL would only help to meet the 

regulatory requirements while acquiring a XBRL tool or embedding XBRL into the existing tool 

enable the XBRL conversion to be part of the reporting process.  
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The implementation process was started by first acknowledging the regulatory need. The re-

sults from the study indicate information was gathered from seminars by different service 

providers and discussions with other companies but practical information of the requirements 

was limited. The implementation project was started in the fall of 2019 by forming the project 

team and comparing different service providers. The implementation was done during the 

spring of 2020 and the tool was first used for half-yearly reporting without XBRL tagging. The 

implementation was supported by the service provider and linking between the consolidation 

tool and XBRL tool using an Excel file was performed by the service provider. 

 

The second sub question of the study was “How is ESEF taxonomy embedded to financial 

statements?”. The results from the study indicate that ESEF taxonomy is embedded to finan-

cial statements by outsourcing the process to service provider. The outsourcing decision is 

impacted by the cost-efficiency but also the limited knowledge and resources within the com-

pany. In addition, results indicate that instance documents where the tagging has been done 

by a service provider, the technical quality is often better. 

 

In this study, the tagging of the financial statements was conducted by a service provider. The 

selected service provider had offered the tool and tagging services in the United States for 

many years, so the service provider had solid understanding of the technology. However, the 

service provider needed to make some adjustments to the tool and build validations required 

by the ESEF mandate to comply with the mandate. The process of tagging started from up-

loading the ESEF taxonomy to the XBRL tool from which the service provider selected the cor-

rect tags for the document. When the tags had been selected from the taxonomy, the docu-

ment was tagged with these tags. If the taxonomy did not have suitable tag for an financial 

item, the service provider created an extension and anchored it to closest concepts in the ESEF 

taxonomy. 

 

After the initial tagging was done, the tagged document was reviewed by the company. The 

results indicate that the tag reviewing process is the most time-consuming phase for the com-

pany when the tagging is outsourced. The reviewing requires understanding of the taxonomy 

and some XBRL knowledge. The reporting company is responsible for the correctness of the 

tags, but the reviewing process is supported by the service provider and assurance provider. 
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Challenges regarding ESEF taxonomy and tagging included the lack of practical instructions 

and examples. The results suggest that the first-time adoption was challenging for preparers 

and other stakeholders. The interpretation and execution of the mandate depended on the 

preparer because the practices had not yet been formed. 

 

The third sub question was “What changes take place in annual financial reporting process?”. 

The results indicate that previously very manual reporting process has changed to automated 

process where figures update automatically if any changes are made to the data because of 

the XBRL tool implementation. The XBRL tool had enabled automation and improved control 

over the reporting process by allowing the company to conduct the reporting process from 

collecting the data from group units until the publication of the report. Before implementation 

of the XBRL tool, the company had collected the data to multiple spreadsheet files and sent 

them to design agency who had prepared the annual financial report. Now, the company col-

lects all the data to one Excel which has been linked to the XBRL tool. The complete ESEF 

report is prepared in the XBRL tool. The layout version is prepared from the ESEF report after-

wards. 

 

The company had been able to eliminate steps in the reporting process. The results suggest 

that the company had been able to save time and streamline the reporting process. The pro-

ject of implementing XBRL tool had also indirectly driven changes to the reporting process. 

The case company built previously manual figures to the consolidation tool from where they 

could be retrieved automatically. By the automation, the resources needed for the annual 

financial reporting had decreased significantly and the company believed that in the future, 

even more time can be saved in the annual financial reporting process when the trust on the 

XBRL tool increases and the process stabilizes.   

 

6.2 Conclusions 

 

The results from the study gave evidence how regulatory requirements are adopted and how 

it impacts the processes within a company.  Findings indicate that the regulatory requirements 
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encouraged the case company to develop their financial reporting process which had been a 

manual process in the past. Adopting the new requirements promoted automation and mak-

ing changes to the reporting process while complying with the regulation.  

 

Garner et al. (2013) described different adoption levels by dividing the adopters to low, me-

dium, or high adopters. In the context of this study, the XBRL adoption level of the case com-

pany was medium adoption but the tagging process was outsourced. According to Garner et 

al. (2013) medium adopters data conversion to XBRL is performed in-house but not fully inte-

grated to the existing system. This was the case with the case company as they acquired a 

separate XBRL tool to prepare the report in xHTML format and tag the financial statements 

with ESEF taxonomy. The case company had discussed the adoption of the XBRL tool with 

peers which also affected the decision to adopt the tool to be part of the reporting process. 

This correspond to research because Felden (2011) noted that adoption level is impacted by 

social groups.  

 

The strategy for implementation XBRL selected by the case company was built-in approach, 

which, as defined by Garbelletto (2009a), means that the XBRL is built into the process. More-

over, the company can gain process benefits such as data aggregation and produce final re-

port. The case company benefitted from the selected approach by being able to produce the 

final report with the tool and being able to build in the tool to the financial reporting process 

and furthermore, automate some parts of the process. According to the process framework 

by Janvrin & No (2012), the adoption approach was outsourced because of the outsourced 

tagging process. However, the case company has capability to do the tagging themselves in 

the XBRL tool and use bolt-on approach but, at the moment of this study, the case company 

did not have intention to fully tag the XBRL document themselves in the coming years. 

 

The case company outsourced the tagging process to service provider because of cost-effi-

ciency and limited resources and knowledge. Cost-saving and access to expertise are common 

reasons for outsourcing (Zhu et al 2001; Felden 2011). Despite outsourcing, the case company 

was responsible for correctness of the tags which made reviewing the tags essential. Review-

ing the tags required knowledge of the tagging and ESEF taxonomy which was acquired during 

the review process. The review process was time-consuming. Research by Janvrin and No 
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(2012) had also suggested that even though the tagging process is outsourced, and the service 

provider validates the document, a company should also review the tags. In-house knowledge 

regarding the financial report content is often better than the knowledge of outsourced ser-

vice providers which can lead to incorrect use of tagging. As Baldwin et al. (2006) and Fa-

boyede (2011) noted, inappropriate tagging is possible if the person responsible of the tagging 

has limited knowledge of the business. 

 

As noted in the prior research, XBRL technology has enabled automation and automated pro-

cess by standardizing data (Faboyede 2011; Hoffman & Rodriguez 2013; Locke et al. 2018; 

Troshani et al. 2018). However, XBRL itself does not automatically improve business processes 

but is dependent on the implementation level and approach (Alles & Piecocki 2012; Perdana 

et al. 2015; Garbeletto 2009a). For the case company, the objective of automating was clear 

from the beginning and the tool was selected accordingly. In addition to the tool selection, 

the case company made other changes to the process to further automate it. This included 

adding key figures to the consolidation system which had been manually entered in the past.  

 

The case company automated the financial reporting process by acquiring a XBRL tool. The 

financial reporting process had been manual and iterative in the past because of the manual 

corrections to the figures. As Moffitt et al. (2018) and Frey & Osborne (2017) mentioned, au-

tomating processes is often suitable especially for recurring and manual processes. By auto-

mating the process, the case company has been able to eliminate process steps and reduced 

resources and time used for preparing financial report. This corresponds prior research be-

cause XBRL has been found to eliminate redundant steps, increase productivity and reduce 

costs (Cohen 2009). In addition, the benefits of XBRL included timeliness, improved business 

processes, elimination of manual data transfer and transparency (e.g. Baldwin et al. 2006; 

Farewell 2006; Liu et al. 2017). 

 

One of the biggest challenges in adopting the ESEF requirements found in this study was the 

lack of practical instructions and alignment with the reporting. Study found that practices re-

lated to tagging and publishing differ among ESEF report preparers and jurisdictions in the EU 

interpret the mandate differently. These challenges may impact the quality of reporting 

(Felden 2011). Regarding the publishing, postponement of the mandate created uncertainty 
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in the case company even though it did not impact the process in the end. The process was 

performed according to the original plan. 

 

This study focused on first time adoption of ESEF reporting requirements because they were 

intended to become effective for 2020 annual financial reports. Because of the novelty of the 

mandate, previous research on the subject is limited. Focusing on the case company allowed 

to describe the implementation process in detail and understand the impact of the regulatory 

requirements in a process level because of the qualitative research approach. The findings 

from this study presented information and understanding for the legislators of the process to 

develop the guidance and XBRL policies. This study may also provide information to other 

companies who are planning to implement XBRL and file according to ESEF requirements in 

the future and help to understand the process better. 

 

6.3 Limitations and directions for further research 

 

This study is limited to the case company. The results represent answers from the case com-

pany, and external stakeholders related to the case company and the XBRL project. Because 

of this, the results cannot be generalized. Because the thesis studied the first-time implemen-

tation and adoption of ESEF reporting and is time sensitive, some of the results may not be 

lasting and may change over time. Practices and regulation regarding the ESEF reporting will 

probably evolve in the future. In addition, technological development will continue to change 

accounting field and new technologies will emerge. 

 

Besides conducting similar study in different jurisdiction to discover differences and similari-

ties or in a case company that has selected high level adoption, further research could focus 

on service providers in Finland, how they have adapted to the new regulation and what chal-

lenges they have met. Another future research could be conducted with auditors and how 

XBRL tool can benefit auditing process and analyzing the data. In addition, because of the in-

dicated differences between jurisdictions, quantitative research based on the ESEF reports 

could be interesting, for example, assessing the differences in using extensions and anchoring. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1. Semi-structured theme interview for case company  

Introductions  
Basic information  
 
Theme 1: XBRL implementation strategy and process  

XBRL project  
• When was the planning for the XBRL tool started?  
• What goals were set for the XBRL project?  
• How was the resourcing planned for the project? (Timeline/costs/staffing)  
• How was the project team built? (units/internal/external)  
• How were the requirements for the XBRL tool determined?  
• What were the criteria for deciding the implementation strategy? (outsourcing/in-house)  
 
Implementation process  
• How was implementation planned?  
• What kind of support was offered and received from the service supplier?  
• What were considered as the main challenges or risks for implementation?  
• How was the plan rolled out?  
• How was training organized?  
 
Results  
• How was the existing system and the new implemented tool linked?  
• How were the goals set for the project achieved?  
• How has external financial reporting process changed?  
• What were the most challenging steps in the process?  
• What was the strategy to utilize XBRL after implementation?  
 

Theme 2: ESEF reporting  
• Before ESEF reporting was introduced, what kind of information and training did you get 
regarding the ESEF requirements?  
• How was the tagging process planned?  
• How was the tagging strategy determined?  
• How were the tags reviewed?  
• Which of the primary financial statement tags were the most complex to review and why?  
• What have been the biggest challenges with the ESEF reporting?  
• If you acquired assurance for the ESEF tags, what are the main benefits of the assurance?  
• Did you publish the ESEF report file as official? Why/why not?  
• How has the publishing of the annual financial report changed?  
 
Something else important regarding the topic?  



 
 

 

Appendix 2. Semi-structured interview for service provider  

Introductions  
Basic information  
 
ESEF reporting  
• How did you prepare for the ESEF requirements?  
• How was the tagging process planned?  
• How do you document the tagging process?  
• How was the tagging process implemented?  
• How did you determine the correct tag for the figures?  
• Which of the primary financial statements were the most complex to tag and why?  
• What was the most difficult step in the process?  
• How do you update the taxonomy, if needed?  
 
Something else important regarding the topic? 

  



 
 

 

Appendix 3. Semi-structured interview for assurance provider 

Introductions 
Basic information 
 
ESEF reporting 
• How did you prepare for the ESEF requirements? 
• How was the tagging assurance process planned? 
• How do you document the tagging assurance process? 
• How did you determine if a figure is correctly/incorrectly tagged? 
• What is the most important aspect in the tagging process from auditor’s point of view? 
• Which of the primary financial statements were the most complex to review? 
• What was the most difficult step in the assurance process? 
 
Something else important regarding the topic? 
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