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“Practice does not make perfect. Only perfect practice makes perfect.” Vince Lombardi1 

Executive summary: 

• Getting your head around XBRL-based accounting, reporting, auditing, and analysis can be 

mindboggling due to misinformation, myths, poorly implemented software, poorly created 

XBRL taxonomies, poorly created XBRL instances, lack of understanding of important 

background information, etc. 

• But understanding XBRL-based reporting does not have to be hard. 

• This document provides a number of incremental steps that will turn the reader into an 

XBRL Jedi Master! 

• This document is a first draft. 

• Ultimately, all the information referenced by this document will be consolidated into one 

document.  The information will be better summarized and synthesized. 

• Stay tuned! 

  

 
1 BrainyQuote, Vince Lombardi, https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/vince_lombardi_138158  
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Copyright (full and complete release of copyright) 

All content of this document is placed in the public domain. I hereby waive all claim of copyright in this 

work.  This work may be used, altered or unaltered, in any manner by anyone without attribution or 

notice to me.  To be clear, I am granting full permission to use any content in this work in any way you 

like. I fully and completely release all my rights to any copyright on this content. If you feel like 

distributing a copy of this work, you may do so without attribution or payment of any kind.  All that said, 

attribution is appreciated should one feel so compelled. The copyrights of other works referenced by 

this document are established by the referenced work. 
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Understanding XBRL-based accounting, reporting, auditing, and analysis does not need to be a 

struggle.  This document helps you sift through the myths, misinformation, poorly created XBRL 

taxonomies, poorly created XBRL instances, and helps you understand how to effectively use 

XBRL. 

None of this is based on opinion, rather this information is based on proven best practices, 

rigorous testing, sound engineering, and empirical evidence that you can get your head around. 

This document breaks your path to understanding into small, bite-sized incremental steps that 

you can get your head around. 

Currently I am in my brainstorming phase but the path is emerging.  This is a first draft.  In 

addition to a document, a series of videos will be created that will assist in the learning 

process2.  Note that some of these representations are the never version, others are older 

versions that will be reconfigured so that the pieces fit together better.  If you have not done 

so, it is strongly suggested that you read the document Artificial Intelligence and Knowledge 

Engineering in a Nutshell3 prior to proceeding further in this document.  That document has 

critical background information necessary for understanding this document. 

Accounting Equation Representation4 
The first step in your journey is a simple, basic, easy to get your head around logical system.  

Every accountant and most business professionals understand the Accounting Equation.  The 

objective of this iteration is to introduce you to the notion of a logical system, help you 

understand what it takes for a logical system to be properly functioning, and teach you some 

basic information about representing information using the XBRL technical syntax. 

To perform this step, read this document: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-ae/Documentation.pdf 

Use these files: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-ae/ 

The primary takeaway from this example an understanding of this simple, basic properly functioning 

logical system and why it is considered to be properly functioning: 

 
2 YouTube.com, Mastering XBRL-based Digital Financial Reporting, 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLqMZRUzQ64B44jXcayBd2jIZp8o2ei6is  
3 Charles Hoffman, CPA, Artificial Intelligence and Knowledge Engineering in a Nutshell, 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Library/KnowledgeEngineeringInNutShell.pdf 
4 Accounting Equation Representation, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-ae/ 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-ae/Documentation.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-ae/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLqMZRUzQ64B44jXcayBd2jIZp8o2ei6is
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Library/KnowledgeEngineeringInNutShell.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-ae/
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A secondary takeaway is all the things that can cause a logical system to be inconsistent, 

incomplete, and/or imprecise: 

 

 

SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements 

Representation5 
While the accounting equation example is relatively easy to get your head around because it 

only has three terms (assets, liabilities, equity), one assertion, (assets = liabilities + equity), one 

structure (balance sheet), and a handful of other logical statements; the FASB’s SFAC 6 

 
5 SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements Representation, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/  

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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CC0 1.0 Universal (CC0 1.0) Public Domain Dedication https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/ 

5 
 

Elements of Financial Statements representation is still relatively small, but expands on the 

accounting equation enough to make some new points and point out additional details. 

To perform this step, read this document: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/Documentation.pdf  

Use these files: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/  

The primary takeaway from this example is an increased knowledge of the notion of the terms, 

associations, assertions (a.k.a. rules), structures, and facts that make up a logical system and 

additional insight as to what you have to do to keep such a logical system properly functioning. 

 

 

A secondary takeaway is an expanding understanding of structures, how structures are used to 

adapt the models of the reports of economic entities to the allowed intermediate components 

(i.e. subtotals) of financial reports.  Also, the important notion of articulation is introduced. 

 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/Documentation.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/
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SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements PLUS 

Representation6 
In the initial representation of SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements, I represented ONLY the 

for-profit elements in order to keep the example as small as possible.  It is worth while to 

provide another representation where the for-profit and the not-for-profit representations are 

combined because this really helps to understand the notion of different structures.  And thus, 

this SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements PLUS representation. 

To perform this step, read this document: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6plus/Documentation.pdf  

Use these files: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6plus/  

The primary takeaway from this example is an increased knowledge of the notion of the 

structures and how they are used. For-profit financial reporting and not-for-profit financial 

reporting use different “models”.  Those different models can be represented using different 

structures to make statements about the associations between terms, assertions, etc. 

 

Common Elements of Financial Statements 

Representation7 
The SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements representation was still quite small but was still 

easy to get your head around.  However, you cannot really represent a complete set of financial 

statements with that example.   

The Common Elements of Financial Statements representation adds 16 additional concepts to 

the 10 provided by SFAC 6 and allows for all four core financial statements to be represented.  

It also adds a number of additional structures, additional rules, and you can now begin to get 

your head around how to properly represent a financial statement using the XBRL technical 

syntax, Prolog, or any other technical syntax that is the current fad, trend, or preference.  

Whatever syntax you use, you see what has to be represented to keep the financial report a 

properly functioning logical system. 

 
6 SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements Representation, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/  
7 SFAC 6 Elements of Financial Statements Representation, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/  

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6plus/Documentation.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6plus/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-sfac6/
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To perform this step, read this document: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-

common/CommonElementsOfFinancialStatement.pdf  

Use these files: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-common/  

The primary takeaway from this representation is an appreciation for the number of 

mathematical relations that exist within a financial report and the rules that are necessary to 

make sure such reports are properly functioning logical systems: 

 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-common/CommonElementsOfFinancialStatement.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-common/CommonElementsOfFinancialStatement.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-common/
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Secondly, you should be becoming more comfortable with reviewing XBRL-based financial 

reports using tools such as XBRL Cloud’s Evidence Package8 or other quality tools of your 

choosing: 

 

 
8 XBRL Cloud Evidence Package, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-common/evidence-

package/contents/index.html#Rendering-BalanceSheet-common_BalanceSheetHypercube.html 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-common/evidence-package/contents/index.html#Rendering-BalanceSheet-common_BalanceSheetHypercube.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-common/evidence-package/contents/index.html#Rendering-BalanceSheet-common_BalanceSheetHypercube.html
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Proof Representation9 
The accounting equation, SFAC 6, and common elements of a financial report are good starting 

points but they do not contain all of the logical information patterns, particularly the 

mathematical relations that you would find in a real financial report.  The proof representation 

builds on the prior three examples by expanding them to include 100% of all the logical 

information patterns that you will ever run across within a financial report. 

To perform this step, read this document: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-proof/Proof.pdf 

Use these files: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-proof/  

The primary takeaway that you should get from the proof representation is an understanding of the 9 

foundational information organization patterns that you will run across which are: roll up, roll forward, 

set, adjustment, variance, roll forward info, text block, arithmetic expression, member aggregation.  

Understand that every XBRL-based financial report is some set of the permutations and combinations of 

those fundamental information patterns.  When you represent that information in XBRL, everything has 

to fit together effectively.  A good way to know that everything is working correctly is to (a) verify that 

you get consistent results from any XBRL processor or XBRL formula processor available and (b) 

everything is consistent with your expectation. 

 

There are two secondary takeaways.  The first secondary takeaway is gaining an appreciation 

for the value of the logical information provided by the forthcoming OMG Standard Business 

Report Model (SBRM).  You can enhance this understanding by (a) downloading a Microsoft 

Access database application that leverages the SBRM logical conceptualization of a financial 

 
9 Proof Representation, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-proof/   

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-proof/Proof.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-proof/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/core/master-proof/
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report and (b) understanding that that software application generated the entire proof 

representation by pressing one button.  While you do need to represent information using the 

XBRL Formula syntax, you don’t need to understand that underlying syntax because software 

hides that from you. For example, what is hard about this interface: 

 

The final takeaway from the proof representation is the notion that nothing about this process 

can be a black box.  Professional accountants making use of software need to be able to 

understand everything that is going on via properly implemented explanation and justification 

mechanisms. 

Trial Balance Representation10 
The trial balance representation is an example of what an internal financial report might look 

like.  This representation uses the foundational keystones of the prior examples, expands the 

examples to include common financial report line items, provides an accounting roll forward for 

every balance sheet account, represents a trial balance through which all transactions will pass 

for the financial statement.  Effectively, this representation lets you work back from the 

summary information in say a balance sheet, to the subitems in a disclosure, through the roll 

forward of each balance sheet account, and then to the trial balance transaction that would 

contain journal entries. 

To perform this step, read this document: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2018/RoboticFinance/TrialBalanceToReport.pdf  

Use these files: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-trialbalance/  

The primary takeaway from this representation is an understanding of how information must 

be represented in XBRL to keep the logical system working correctly.  Accounting is a double 

entry mechanism.  Every transaction impacts two roll forward. 

 
10 Trial Balance Representation, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-trialbalance/  

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2018/RoboticFinance/TrialBalanceToReport.pdf
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-trialbalance/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-trialbalance/
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A secondary takeaway is a realization that Inline XBRL is really more work.  Have you ever 

considered that it is possible for an automated process to generate a very effective 

presentation of information? 

 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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Perhaps autogenerated presentations are not pixel perfect enough for fancy external financial 

reports today, but ultimately, they will be. 

Trial Balance Plus Journal Entries Representation11 
The trial balance plus journal entries representation uses the trial balance as a base but then 

backfills and adds journal entries to the XBRL instance and XBRL taxonomy and then connects 

them directly to the financial report.  Think drill down from summarized information all the way 

to the journal entry. 

To perform this step, read this document (web page): 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-auditchain/ 

Use these files: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-journal/ 

Imagine having the capability to drill down from a line item on the balance sheet all the way to 

every journal entry using a global standard format.  Well, you really don’t need to imagine it; 

you can experience it for yourself: 

 

 
11 Trial Balance Plus Journal Entries Representation, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-journal/  

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-auditchain/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-journal/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/core/core-journal/
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The XBRL Cloud evidence package does not support drilldown because that is a static 

representation.  But the Pesseract working proof of concept has a dynamic interface and does 

let you drill down four different levels.  The last level to the actual journal entry is not standard 

off-the-shelf functionality because of the format of the journal entries.  But, drill down to that 

level can be implemented because 100% of the logic exists within the report. 

The primary takeaway is an understanding of what is necessary to implement drilldown and the 

notion of roll forward transaction codes. 

A secondary takeaway is the notion of type-subtype relations and how to control where 

concepts are used within structures and within specific relations within a structure.  Basically, 

this relates to the proper use of concepts. 

Mini Financial Reporting Scheme Representation12 
The Mini Financial Reporting Scheme is a rather small financial reporting scheme represented 

using modern approaches such as XBRL.  The reporting scheme represents about 30 disclosures 

and covers most of the information model patterns but not all.  Here is information for this 

representation: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Prototype/mini/documentation/Home.html 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Prototype/mini/documentation/Index.html 

http://xbrlsite-app.azurewebsites.net/Repository2/Reports.aspx 

The primary takeaway from this representation is the notion of a dashboard of information 

about any inconsistencies that all the reports in an entire repository might have and how that 

helps you (a) get XBRL taxonomies created correctly, (b) get regulators to specify disclosure 

requirements in a machine-readable formats and (c) why it is the case that the XBRL taxonomy 

information and machine-readable disclosure rules are directly correlated to how usable (i.e. 

extractable) information is from XBRL-based financial reports. 

 
12 Mini Financial Reporting Scheme, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Prototype/mini/documentation/Home.html  

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Prototype/mini/documentation/Home.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Prototype/mini/documentation/Index.html
http://xbrlsite-app.azurewebsites.net/Repository2/Reports.aspx
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2019/Prototype/mini/documentation/Home.html
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XASB Financial Reporting Scheme Representation13 
The XASB Financial Reporting Scheme is a little larger financial reporting scheme and also 

represents a modern approach to representing a financial reporting scheme.  This financial 

reporting scheme does contain 100% of the information models that you would ever run across 

in a financial report. 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/xasb/documentation/Home.html 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/xasb/documentation/Index.html 

The primary takeaway from the XASB financial reporting scheme is the notion of profiles to differentiate 

one reporting scheme from another where necessary but also the idea of one general implementation 

profile for XBRL-based financial reports.  Why does every regulator do things differently and usually 

make implementation mistakes in the process?  Something like the Standard Business Report Model 

(SBRM) should be followed consistently by all regulators unless there are specific compelling reasons not 

to follow global standard best practices.  Ignorance that you should follow global best practices is not a 

good reason. 

 

 
13 XASB Financial Reporting Scheme, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/xasb/documentation/Home.html 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/xasb/documentation/Home.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/xasb/documentation/Index.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/xasb/documentation/Home.html
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Microsoft 10-K Representation14 
Finally, we tie all of this to a real XBRL-based financial report provided by a public company to 

the Securities and Exchange Commission.  There are pros and cons related to using actual XBRL-

based reports.  First, they have lots of errors generally.  Those errors can mislead your 

understanding.  All things considered; the Microsoft reports are very good.  Another downside 

is that you see the same things over, and over, and over.  Finally, not all information model 

patterns are provided in all reports so it is hard to judge whether things are right or wrong 

relative to other information patterns that do not exist in a report. 

On the pro side, they are real.  The Microsoft 10-K has 194 individual structures that follow the 

9 fundamental information models discussed in this document.  But, Microsoft does not 

provide rules for most of the mathematical relations so (a) it is hard for them to tell if they got 

the relations right when they created the report and (b) it is hard to know if the numbers are 

right when you use information from the report. 

 
14 Summary of Human Readable Reports, http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/3/23/summary-of-human-readable-renderings.html 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/3/23/summary-of-human-readable-renderings.html
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To use the Microsoft report, see the following: 

SEC Filing page: 

https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/789019/000156459017014900/0001564590-17-014900-

index.htm 

XBRL instance: 

https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/789019/000156459017014900/msft-20170630.xml 

XBRL Cloud Evidence Package (Human readable review tool) 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2017/Prototypes/Microsoft2017/evidence-package/  

XBRL Cloud Reporting Checklist and Disclosure Mechanics Rules Validation: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2017/Prototypes/Microsoft2017/Disclosure%20Mechanics%20and%2

0Reporting%20Checklist.html 

http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/3/29/quarterly-xbrl-based-public-company-financial-report-

quality.html 

Microsoft 10-K Representation – Filling in the Missing 

Pieces Following SBRM15 
BONUS POINTS.  Complete the missing pieces of the Microsoft 10-K.  But, check all the things 

that Microsoft did not check using automated processes: 

Disclosure mechanics validation: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/Prototype/Microsoft/Microsoft2017_Discovery.jpg 

Disclosure mechanics rules: 

http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/us-gaap/disclosure-

mechanics/DisclosureMechanicsRulesInNaturalLanguage.html 

 
15 Microsoft following the SBRM Model, http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/master/msft/ 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/789019/000156459017014900/0001564590-17-014900-index.htm
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/789019/000156459017014900/0001564590-17-014900-index.htm
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/789019/000156459017014900/msft-20170630.xml
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2017/Prototypes/Microsoft2017/evidence-package/
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2017/Prototypes/Microsoft2017/Disclosure%20Mechanics%20and%20Reporting%20Checklist.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2017/Prototypes/Microsoft2017/Disclosure%20Mechanics%20and%20Reporting%20Checklist.html
http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/3/29/quarterly-xbrl-based-public-company-financial-report-quality.html
http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/3/29/quarterly-xbrl-based-public-company-financial-report-quality.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/Prototype/Microsoft/Microsoft2017_Discovery.jpg
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/us-gaap/disclosure-mechanics/DisclosureMechanicsRulesInNaturalLanguage.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/reporting-scheme/us-gaap/disclosure-mechanics/DisclosureMechanicsRulesInNaturalLanguage.html
http://xbrlsite.azurewebsites.net/2020/master/msft/
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Other Resources for Mastering XBRL-based Financial 

Reporting 
The many documents referenced by this resource contain many, many links to other important 

resources that are available to help you understand this information.  I would invite you to 

explore those additional resources.  They are helpful. 

There are two additional helpful resources.  The first is the collection of information that I call 

Intelligent XBRL-based Digital Financial Reporting16.  All the useful information that I collect 

ends up in that document ultimately. 

The second is a financial report taxonomies and other metadata for US GAAP, IFRS, and other 

financial reporting schemes17. Those are all instantiations of these ideas. 

 
16 Charles Hoffman, CPA and Rene van Egmond, Intelligent XBRL-based Digital Financial Reporting, http://xbrl.squarespace.com/intelligent-

xbrl/ 
17 Modern Approach to Creating a Financial Reporting Scheme, http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/12/19/modern-approach-to-

creating-a-financial-reporting-scheme.html 

https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://xbrl.squarespace.com/intelligent-xbrl/
http://xbrl.squarespace.com/intelligent-xbrl/
http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/12/19/modern-approach-to-creating-a-financial-reporting-scheme.html
http://xbrl.squarespace.com/journal/2019/12/19/modern-approach-to-creating-a-financial-reporting-scheme.html

