
03 17



PwC's Public Sector Practice helps federal agencies solve 
complex business issues, manage risk and add value through 
our comprehensive service offerings in financial 
management; program management; human capital; 
enterprise effectiveness; governance, risk and compliance; 
and technology, all of which are delivered seamlessly 
throughout the world. To find out more, visit 
www.pwc.com/publicsector.

The Data Foundation is the nation’s first industry-focused 
open data research organization. Through research, 
education, and programming, the Foundation illuminates 
the benefits of transforming government information into 
standardized, open data. For more information, visit 
datafoundation.org.



Regulatory compliance imposes heavy costs on the private 
sector. A 2014 study commissioned by the National 
Association of Manufacturers, for example, estimated that 
U.S. federal regulations cost companies $2.028 trillion 
annually.1 A survey of manufacturing firms indicated that full-
time staff and consultants devoted to regulatory compliance 
represented the majority of these costs.2

Regulatory compliance imposes heavy costs on government, 
too. In fiscal year 2016, the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission estimated it would spend over half its budget 
to “foster and enforce compliance,”3 the Federal Reserve 
Board of Governors’ banking supervision and regulation 
division was its most expensive,4 the Internal Revenue 
Service planned to invest over one-third of its budget on 
enforcement,5  and the Census Bureau’s most expensive 
program, aside from the five- and ten-year economic and 
population censuses themselves, was the one charged with 
maintaining its Business Register, with information on over 
31 million U.S. business establishments.6

For the private sector, regulatory compliance involves 
compiling information and reporting it, at periodic intervals 
or when triggering events occur, to government agencies. 
For government, regulatory compliance involves receiving, 
reviewing, and acting on that information. For the private 
sector and government alike, these tasks involve a great 
deal of manual labor.

In all developed countries, including the United States, 
regulatory compliance is fragmented by industry and by 
purpose. Government agencies specialize in tax, securities, 
banking, statistics, workforce, environmental, and many 
other matters. Each agency, separately, has the legal 
authority to impose restrictions on, and collect information 
from, regulated companies and other entities.

Regulatory agencies’ reporting requirements overlap with 
one another. For example, a 2011 study found that a large 
U.S. company was obliged to report substantially the same 
information, packaged differently, to the Securities and 
Exchange Commission, Federal Reserve, Census Bureau, 
and Bureau of Economic Analysis.7

Evidence demonstrates similar challenges faced by 
companies in the European Union. A consultation 
conducted by the European Commission Directorate 
General Financial Stability, Financial Services and Capital 
Markets Union, between September 2015 and January 2016 
reveals that 288 respondents cited  “Reporting and 
disclosure obligations” and “Overlaps, duplications and 
inconsistencies” as major hurdles.8
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Around the world, governments are choosing to transform 
their information from disconnected documents into open 
data. For our purposes, the term open data refers to 
information that is made interoperable using standardized 
definitions and digital formats, and digitally published and 
freely available for use and reuse by its users.9 The key, of 
course, is interoperability, which allows diverse systems and 
organizations to exchange and use one another’s data 
without having to translate it. 

For companies as well as agencies, open data offers 
significant efficiencies by reducing processing time and 
costs. First, if government agencies standardize data fields 
and formats for the information they collect, rather than 
expressing that information as unstructured documents, 
reporting companies’ software can automatically compile 
and report it, reducing manual labor. Quality improves; 
human ‘fat fingering’ is eliminated.

Second, if multiple agencies align their fields and formats 
with one another by adopting universal standards for 
overlapping information, companies can submit the same 
information once, rather than multiple times to each agency. 

Meanwhile, open data promises to cut regulatory 
agencies’ costs and reduce their risks by allowing them to 
get and use regulatory information more quickly, 
shortening the processing required for data analysis. In 
the United States, for example, simple data matching 
could have revealed Bernie Madoff’s fraudulent activities 
before his financial firm collapsed,10 allowed agencies to 
quickly gauge the financial industry’s exposure to Lehman 
Brothers while deciding whether to initiate a bailout,11 
and indicated that the fuel cell manufacturer Solyndra was 
the riskiest recipient of a federal loan guarantee well 
before its 2011 bankruptcy – if the relevant information 
had been available in a consumable format and in a timely 
manner. But because Madoff’s securities reports, 
Lehman’s financial filings, and Solyndra’s energy and 
securities disclosures were available only as disconnected 
documents, not open data, these insights would have 
required expensive, time-consuming, and purpose-built 
analytics projects. 

[A] 2011 study found that a large U.S. 
company was obliged to report 
substantially the same information, 
packaged differently, to the Securities 
and Exchange Commission, Federal 
Reserve, Census Bureau, and Bureau 
of Economic Analysis.
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Most countries, including the United States, have not yet 
begun to apply open data to regulatory reporting. We 
will look at two prominent exceptions, the Netherlands 
and Australia, which have both embraced an approach 
known as Standard Business Reporting (SBR). SBR brings 
multiple government agencies together to define 
consistent data standards across their compliance 
requirements. In both the Netherlands and Australia, SBR 
reduces the manual labor of compliance, eliminates 
duplicated efforts of overlapping reporting requirements, 
and allows agencies to apply analytics.12

The Australian Tax Office estimated that Australia’s SBR 
program saved the government and companies $1.1 billion 
in compliance costs during the 2015-16 fiscal year.13

With Australia and the Netherlands showing the way 
forward, this paper defines SBR, surveys the histories and 
results of the Dutch and Australian SBR programs, and 
envisions how a U.S. SBR program might begin, grow, 
and succeed.

Defining Standard 
Business Reporting
Standard Business Reporting (SBR) 
refers to the adoption of a common 
data structure across multiple 
regulatory agencies’ reporting 
requirements. The path to SBR 
begins with creating that common 
structure, usually centered on a 
taxonomy, or shared dictionary of 
data fields.
In an SBR environment, multiple agencies cooperate and 
agree to define the terms in the taxonomy and use it to 
represent the information that they collect from their 
regulated entities. Regulated entities then submit their 
regulatory information electronically, using the taxonomy. 
In some countries, including Australia, the SBR program 
expands to also include harmonized processes and 

channels of data submission through shared government 
centers.

In an SBR environment, companies can fulfill multiple 
regulatory reporting requirements simultaneously, while 
regulatory agencies can reduce or eliminate duplicative 
reporting systems. Meanwhile, more timely data allows 
agency investigators to instantly explore regulatory 
information across multiple reporting regimes. Finally, 
standardization opens new worlds of searchable data to 
investors and markets.

In a 2009 paper introducing the concept to tax agencies, 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) defined SBR using four main steps:

First, SBR involves the creation of an open data taxonomy 
that captures the information that private-sector 
companies must report to government agencies. In 
developed countries, regulatory agencies typically collect 
information from companies using document-based 
forms. In the United States, some agencies have 
modernized their forms by replacing documents with 
open data formats that convey each piece of information 
in its own defined field. Other agencies continue to 
collect forms as documents, in which all information is 
simply conveyed as unstructured text.15

Under SBR, however, these modernization efforts move 
forward in a more coordinated fashion, with multiple 
agencies agreeing on the same data elements. The ideal 
result is that multiple agencies’ information collections  

Creating a national … taxonomy which can be 
used by business to report [regulatory] 
information to Government. That taxonomy 
could encompass all [regulatory] data from 
outset or be built up gradually [;]

Using the creation of that taxonomy to drive out 
unnecessary or duplicated data descriptions [;]

Enabling use of that taxonomy for financial 
reporting to Government and facilitating 
straight-through reporting for many types of 
report[s] direct from accounting and reporting 
software in use by business and their 
intermediaries; and

Creating supporting mechanisms to make SBR 
efficient where they do not already exist (a 
single Government reporting service or portal 
or gateway, etc.)[.]14
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eventually become interoperable with one another: one 
open data set. The SBR approach focuses on common 
data elements and properties, rather than harmonizing 
processes or establishing shared data warehouses. 
Therefore, SBR brings standardization across multiple 
regulatory agencies while still honoring operational 
variations.

From a practical standpoint, implementing SBR requires 
top-down support through a single government entity 
empowered to create, impose, and maintain a taxonomy. 
Without a single agency or other authority designated as 
the lead entity, no one regulatory agency has sufficient 
authority or expertise to build a data structure expressing 
other agencies’ reporting requirements. 

Second, the taxonomy should identify duplicative 
reporting requirements and overlapping concepts, and 
either eliminate or consolidate them to bring all reporting 
requirements together into a single structure.

For example, where two agencies are collecting the same 
piece of information – a company’s name, for instance – 
the taxonomy can reflect both with just one data field. 
Where two agencies are collecting substantially the same 
piece of information, the taxonomy might adopt a 
definition that can be used by both (or, in the case of 
mathematical relations, a business rule describing the 
mathematical difference).  Or suppose the taxonomy’s 
creators discover that two agencies are collecting similar 
pieces of information, but with some differences. This 
partial overlap is an opportunity to clarify the requirement 
and possibly eliminate it.

Third, companies must be required to comply with 
reporting requirements electronically, by submitting data 
encoded using the taxonomy. To this end, agencies 
participating in the SBR program must be prepared to 
accept reports electronically. Importantly, as in the case 
of the Dutch SBR program, the taxonomy may cover both 
requirements that are common across multiple agencies 
and those that are specific to just one agency.

Fourth, the lead entity should encourage the creation of 
supporting technologies, embracing public-private 
partnerships where necessary and practicable. These 
might include a single, government-wide electronic portal 
for regulatory reporting; platforms to integrate 
compliance with a company’s other business functions; or 
private-sector software tools enabling users to access and 
analyze regulatory data. 

The government of the Netherlands hosts the world’s 
oldest and, to date, most successful SBR program. The 
program’s roots date to 2002, when the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs initiated a public-private venture to use 
technological solutions to address the private sector’s 
compliance burdens.17 One of the solutions developed by 
this venture was a single, government-wide electronic 
address for the submission of regulatory filings, known as 
the Overheidstransactiepoort, or OTP.

Inspired by the OTP’s concept of electronically-
standardized reporting, the Ministries of Justice and 
Finance started the Netherlands Taxonomy Project (NTP) 
in 2004.18 The NTP released the first version of its 
Netherlands Taxonomy, covering companies’ financial 
and fiscal information, in June 2005. Despite efforts in the 
public and private sectors to move the concept forward, 
by the beginning of 2009, the Netherlands Taxonomy 
Project had not yet delivered the contemplated 
compliance savings. Fewer than 10,000 filings were being 
submitted annually using the Netherlands Taxonomy, out 
of the hundreds of thousands of regulatory submissions 
submitted each year by Dutch companies.19

The Dutch government concluded that the program was 
focusing on design over implementation, and refocused 
on implementing within just three agencies: the Chamber 
of Commerce, the Tax and Customs Administration, and 
Statistics Netherlands.20 In particular, “the Tax and 
Customs Administration presented a plan to start phasing 
out (from 2013 onwards) the information exchange 
channel that competed with SBR.”21

Meanwhile, the government adopted the term Standard 
Business Reporting to better communicate the program’s 

The OECD points out that the third and fourth steps “are 
essentially technology infrastructure-related [steps] for 
which there are proven solutions.”16 The core challenges 
of the first and second steps, by contrast, are 
organizational and programmatic, not technological.

Standard Business 
Reporting in the 
Netherlands



Semi-voluntary: When 
sending a credit report via 
paper, an enterprise must pay 
a fee. Using SBR is free.

Tax Administration

Central Bureau of Statistics

Banks

Semi-mandatory: SBR is the 
only way to file using a 
system-to-system connection. 
But there is an option to file 
manually using a web portal.

Voluntary

Ministry of Internal Affairs

Chamber of Commerce

Pilot-phase

Semi-mandatory: SBR is the 
only way to file using a 
system-to-system connection. 
But there is an option to file 
manually using a web portal.

Education Executive 
Agency

Mandatory using a web-
portal. System-to-system will 
be implemented in the near 
future.

Business Regulators Private Sector

DATA

Rembrandt
Logistics NL

Hallo
Technologieën

DATA

Data Standards In the Netherlands, 
companies can comply with 
tax, business, and statistical 

reporting requirements 
automatically and electron-
ically, using the same data. 

The Dutch SBR program 
includes voluntary, semi-

mandatory, and mandatory 
participation by agencies.22

Dutch 
Standard Business Reporting

Standard Business Reporting: Open Data to Cut Compliance Costs

04



Standard Business Reporting: Open Data to Cut Compliance Costs

05

meaning and purpose. In the fall of 2009, the SBR 
Council, a new steering committee representing the 
highest level of the agencies involved, was set up, and 
responsibility for implementation was centralized within 
the government’s digital service, now called Logius.23

Within two years nearly 100,000 annual regulatory filings 
– primarily tax and financial disclosures – were being 
submitted by companies to regulatory agencies using the 
taxonomy. 

However, “[t]he government agencies understood that 
complete adoption by the market and the step to proper 
service management could not be realised if SBR 
remained a voluntary solution for business reporting.”24 
Market participants acknowledged this as well.25 
Accordingly, in June 2011, the Tax and Customs 
Administration agreed to make the taxonomy semi-
mandatory26 for tax declarations by 2014.27 Tax declarations 
submitted directly from software packages were required 
to be encoded in the Netherlands Taxonomy. Companies 
could still manually submit tax declarations using a Tax & 
Customs Administration web portal that automatically 
converted the information into the taxonomy. 

In 2012, the Chamber of Commerce, which collects Dutch 
corporate financial disclosures, began to discourage 
companies from submitting financial statements in PDF 
and encourage them to submit financial statements using 
the taxonomy.28 In November 2015, the Dutch parliament 
enacted legislation to make financial reporting via the 
Netherlands Taxonomy semi-mandatory, in the same 
manner used for tax declarations, for smaller companies 
in 2017, medium-sized companies in 2017, and larger 
companies in 2019.29

Beyond the domains of tax and corporate finance 
reporting, the Netherlands Taxonomy has been extended 
to cover additional regulatory reporting regimes.  On 
September 8, 2015, Standard Business Commissioner 
Rob Kuipers laid out a vision for “business reporting in 
zero clicks”: the idea that all regulatory reporting should 
be automatic, with information automatically culled from 
companies’ software.30

The Netherlands Taxonomy has also been embraced 
beyond the regulatory sector for some business-to-
business reporting practices. On January 1, 2017, the 
country’s three largest banks finished converting their 
commercial credit reporting regimes to the Netherlands 
Taxonomy.31

The creation and development of the Netherlands

Taxonomy is a model of the first and second steps of SBR, 
as defined by the OECD. “In the first stage of taxonomy 
development 200,000 reporting data items were 
identified. After thorough analysis the number was 
reduced to 8,000 unique data items.”32  The number of 
unique data elements has been further reduced to 
approximately 4,500 through legislative reforms.33

The Dutch government has figuratively and literally 
written the book on SBR. Challenging the Chain: 
Governing the Automated Exchange and Processing of 
Business Information, which describes the history, 
challenges and approaches of the SBR program, is freely 
available online.34 The ‘chain’ of the title is an information 
chain – a collection of links of information connecting 
suppliers (such as regulated companies) and users 
(including regulatory agencies and other users). Each link 
represents an action on the data that contributes to the 
value of the process or deliverable, thus establishing a 
flow. Information chains are the specific focus of 
Challenging the Chain. The book provides a simple 
example of the concept:

When considering the production of a consumer 
good, such as a television, activities could involve 
its assemblage, production, inspection, 
packaging, transport and storage. These kinds of 
activities require inputs - human resources and 
raw materials - which are employed to add value 
and transport the flow elements to the next actor 
(or stage) in the chain.35

It is easy to imagine the information chains related to 
regulatory reporting processes. Regulated entities 
accumulate, validate, and report prescribed information 
to regulatory agencies, who then consume the 
information for analysis, enforcement, and oversight, and 
sometimes make it available to the public.  

By envisioning all of its regulatory reporting requirements 
as information chains, the Dutch government was able to 
develop a holistic view of its regulatory environment that 
is not dependent on any particular domain (tax, corporate 
finance, statistics, etc.).

Thanks to the Dutch SBR program, Dutch companies 
enjoy both benefits identified in the introduction to this 
paper. First, their software uses the Netherlands 
Taxonomy to automatically compile and submit tax 
declarations, financial statements, and other regulatory 
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Ledger” cluster, which receive taxation, financial and 
company reports from businesses, and the “Trade” 
cluster, which receive customs and international trade 
reports.

Initially, the SBR program’s leadership focused only on 
the “General Ledger” cluster of agencies.  Following the 
publication of the first version of the Standard Business 
Reporting Australia Taxonomy in 2010,40 the ATO, the 
Australian Securities & Investments Commission (ASIC), 
and the revenue offices of Australian states and territories 
began accepting filings using the taxonomy.41 The 
Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, which 
regulates banks, retirement funds, credit unions, and 
other financial entities, began accepting SBR filings the 
following year.42 The Australian Bureau of Statistics also 
participated in the program through the development of 
the taxonomy.

The number of software developers with SBR-enabled 
commercial software products fit for purpose and ready 
or available to be used by Australian companies steadily 
increased to 54 by mid-2014, covering 515 reporting 
obligations to the “General Ledger” agencies.43 By this 
time, a further 115 developers were licensed to develop 
SBR-enabled software for businesses to compile and 
submit reports using the taxonomy.44

The Australian SBR program has differed from the 
Netherlands’ program in that, with the sole exception of 
superannuation (retirement fund) transactions, which 
arose from a request by the industry, the use of SBR has 
not yet been mandated.

Like in the Netherlands, the Australian SBR program has 
begun to spread to business-to-business, as well as 
business-to-government, reporting. A pilot effort at the 
Australian Business Register (somewhat equivalent to U.S. 
corporate registers, which operate on the state, rather 
than federal, level) is aimed at standardizing electronic 
invoices issued by companies to one another, using new 
data elements in the same taxonomy.45

Also paralleling the Dutch experience, the creation of the 
Australian taxonomy reduced the number of data 
elements Australian companies report to the participating 
regulatory agencies. By 2014, “implementing the 
taxonomy … reduced the number of unique reporting 
terms used across the forms that [were] accessible 
through SBR from almost 35,000 to less than 7,000 
unique terms, a reduction of more than 80%.”46

To assist in expanding the scope of SBR to a wider 

filings. This saves time and money over manually 
preparing disclosure documents. Second, the taxonomy’s 
reduction in data elements from hundreds of thousands 
to just a few thousand allows companies to invest time 
and money just once to comply with multiple agencies’ 
requirements.

Meanwhile, by eliminating documents and PDFs from 
their intake, and replacing document-based reporting 
with open data, regulatory agencies in the Netherlands 
have gained the ability to deploy analytics without any 
translation.

Other stakeholders in the Netherlands recognized the 
value of open, electronically standardized data and have 
begun implementing the Netherlands Taxonomy for other 
purposes. For instance, ING Bank has reduced fees for 
small and medium companies, together with other 
benefits, if their financing applications include SBR-
enabled digital financial information.36

On October 12, 2005, Prime Minister John Howard’s 
Australian government appointed a task force “to identify 
practical options for alleviating the compliance burden on 
business from Government regulation.”37 The task force’s 
resulting report,38 issued on January 31, 2006, 
recommended that the government review all the “data 
collection and regulatory reporting obligations” imposed 
by its financial and economic agencies, with a view 
toward eliminating overlaps, and “establish an integrated 
data collection portal to ensure that regulated entities 
have to provide information only once.”39

To implement this recommendation, the Australian 
government established a Standard Business Reporting 
program in 2008, involving both federal and state/
territorial agencies, with the Australian Taxation Office 
(ATO) serving as the lead agency. While the initiative was 
ultimately projected to involve the “whole-of-
government,” consideration was given in the initial stages 
to the inclusion of two groups of agencies: the “General 
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“whole-of-government” context, the program’s 
leadership decided in 2015 to support a limited number 
of data formats, in addition to XBRL (eXtensible Business 
Reporting Language), which had been used since the 
program’s launch.  The decision to broaden SBR’s 
capabilities was made to support the implementation of 
different patterns of digital interaction in additional 
sectors of reporting to government.

“We stood on the shoulders of the Dutch efforts,” says 
John McAlister, the Assistant Commissioner, Stakeholder 
Engagement and Adoption (ABR and SBR), at the 
Australian Business Register.48 The results, as gathered 
from various Australian government sources, speak for 
themselves. In 2014-15, some AUS $400 million in 
compliance savings were recorded in Australia due to 
SBR across two spheres: business-to-business, and 
business-to-government.49 An ATO/Deloitte report 
estimated savings of AUS $1.1 billion for 2015-16; these 
savings are projected to increase substantially in future 
years as the SBR program further expands.50

Australian companies are reaping the same benefits as 
Dutch ones: automated reporting and reduced regulatory 
overlap. The Australian government benefits in the same 
way as its Dutch role model: standardized filings facilitate 
analytics.

In March 2006, Stanford Law School’s Rock 
Center for Corporate Governance announced 
the creation of the Open Source Corporate 
Governance Reporting System, a database of 
publicly-traded companies’ corporate-
governance data, which would “enable users 
to develop their own research and analytics.”53 

In May 2009, the Depository Trust & Clearing 
Corporation, which manages clearing services 
for most U.S. financial products, and the 
standards organizations SWIFT and XBRL US 
announced54 that it would build an open data 
taxonomy to express corporate actions, such 
as the issuance of dividends, rights offerings, 
and mergers. The taxonomy was completed 
in 2011 and updated in 2012, but is not in 
use.55 

In June 2016, State Street Bank completed 
the first successful pilot test of the Financial 
Industry Business Ontology (FIBO), which 
standardizes financial-industry concepts.56 
FIBO has been in development by the 
Enterprise Data Management Council since 
2011, but is not used in production systems 
or in official regulatory reporting.

Despite the early success of SBR in the Netherlands and 
Australia, and efforts underway in other countries,51 the 
concept is nearly unknown in the United States.52 
Admittedly, the U.S.’ regulatory landscape is more 
complicated than the Netherlands’ or Australia’s, its 
economy many times larger, and compliance costs 
correspondingly enormous. A U.S. SBR program would 
face greater challenges than its Dutch and Australian 
predecessors – but could also expect to generate even 
greater savings for the private sector and government.

On several occasions, the U.S. private sector has tried to 
build open data taxonomies to standardize regulatory 
information. 

None of these efforts has achieved market-wide savings 
in regulated entities’ compliance costs. Nor have any, 
more broadly, made information acquisition more 
efficient for the industries in which they operate. 

Since regulatory reporting requirements are driven by 
government, it makes sense that that any SBR initiative 
must be also led by government. This is not any easy task, 
given the cultural and political hurdles facing any change 
to regulatory practice. Nonetheless, there are significant 
economic benefits to be gained, along with the promise 
of better, more timely information.   

How would the US Government start down an SBR path, 
pursuing the four steps identified by the OECD? First, 
which U.S. government entity is best positioned to create 
a national taxonomy?

The United States is a constitutional republic rather than a 
parliamentary democracy like the Netherlands and 
Australia, with separate legislative and executive 
branches. A U.S. government-wide taxonomy creation 
project would need a formal, legal mandate from 
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Congress – and preferably informal support from both 
Congress and the White House – in order to move 
forward across multiple regulatory sectors.

In both the Netherlands and Australia, tax reporting is a 
centerpiece of SBR, and tax agencies have played a key 
role in taxonomy creation. But the U.S. Internal Revenue 
Service has characteristics that quite distinguish it from its 
Dutch and Australian counterparts: an institutional and 
statutory reluctance to share data and a cultural aloofness 
from other regulators. Likewise, there are also very strong 
traditions of independence associated with U.S. banking 
and securities regulators. 

Several existing entities and projects within the U.S. 
federal government have government-wide regulatory or 
data-related roles. Under the DATA Act of 2014, the 
Treasury Department has promulgated a government-
wide taxonomy for U.S. federal spending information. The 
White House Office of Management and Budget’s Office 
of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA) reviews 
government information collections under the Paperwork 
Reduction Act;57 the Financial Stability Oversight Council 
(FSOC) oversees all financial regulatory reporting, as 
mandated by the Dodd-Frank financial reform;58 and the 
National Information Exchange Model is the only 
government-wide, multi-domain data standardization 
project.59 However, none of these are currently capable of 
launching or sustaining a U.S. SBR program. The DATA 
Act mandate applies to spending information, not 
regulatory reports. OIRA focuses on document-based 
forms, not data, and its authority over independent, non-
Cabinet agencies is limited; the FSOC’s membership is 
restricted to financial regulatory agencies; and NIEM’s 
expansion is voluntary, not mandatory.

Since no U.S. government entity currently has the 
authority to create and impose an SBR taxonomy, a full-
scale SBR program cannot begin without a legislative 
reform, enacted by Congress, that either creates and 
empowers a new entity or else invests an existing one 
with new powers. Moreover, even with a legal mandate 
from Congress, such a complex project probably would 
still fail without enthusiastic support from the ‘bully pulpit’ 
of the Presidency. 

While the idea of central authority is important, it may be 
equally important to not assume that there will be just 
one SBR taxonomy, at least not initially. For example, the 
FSOC already has the authority to create and impose a 
taxonomy within the financial regulatory sector.

Second, how could a U.S. SBR taxonomy be wielded to 
consolidate duplicative requirements? The entity leading 
a U.S. SBR program must be assigned to investigate, and 
publish reports on, duplication across regulatory 
agencies’ reporting regimes revealed by the taxonomy. 
Agencies’ own constituencies – whether securities or 
retirement or tax – must be encouraged to advocate for 
those agencies to change local rules and reporting 
practices to eliminate duplication. Without a powerful 
mandate for consolidation, domain-specific and agency-
specific idiosyncrasies will rule the day.

Third, how could companies be required, or at least 
strongly encouraged, to file reports using a U.S. SBR 
taxonomy? Each agency participating in a U.S. SBR 
program could direct its regulated entities to do so – but 
a stronger centralized mandate might be required. 
Perhaps Congress should amend regulatory agencies’ 
governing laws to require each agency to direct its 
regulated entities to submit regulatory information using 
the SBR taxonomy.

Moving regulated entities to report under the SBR 
taxonomy is critical to step four in the OCED 
recommendations, i.e., having available the necessary 
tools for the compilation and submission of SBR reports, 
and for the analysis of standardized SBR data.  The 
technology industry will not invest in creating the 
necessary tools without the expectation of a market, and  
phased-in mandatory reporting would provide such 
notice.  Moreover, a U.S. SBR program cannot expect 
significant benefits without involving software providers, a 
lesson learned from the Dutch and Australian SBR 
experiences.

John Truzzolino, Director, Business Development for 
Global Capital Markets at RR Donnelley reinforced this 
necessity. “Through this process what is really the big 
differentiator ... what is challenging in the US ... [is that] 
the international markets are more open to presenting a 
true consortium of public and private stakeholders 
working in concert on a common objective. The Dutch 
program involved a covenant of cooperation [between 
government and industry].”60

Finally, are the U.S. government and private sector ready 
to embrace the challenge of SBR? One might assume that 
the immediate answer is ‘YES!’, especially considering the 
chaos and expense of the current regulatory compliance 
landscape, and recent related moves by the U.S. 
Congress and executive branch. But as noted earlier, 
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the first beneficiaries, as described above, will be 
regulated companies and regulatory agencies. 

As Danny Kermode puts it, “I think everyone agrees 
interactive data is the future, they just don’t understand 
how to get there.”63 Mr. Kermode is the Assistant 
Director of Water & Transportation for the Washington 
Utilities and Transportation Commission (UTC), and 
initiated a pilot program to adopt a standardized 
taxonomy for utilities’ financial reports. The UTC had 
been collecting financial reports in multiple formats, 
requiring both a PDF file and also the native format 
(Word, Excel, etc.) that produced the file, but it realized 
advantages from adopting the eXtensible Business 
Reporting Language (XBRL) format, which expresses the 
arithmetic relationships between data fields.

“I see the benefits for regulators as enormous,” said 
Kermode. “Recognizing that we have a lot of highly 
skilled professionals who spend a tremendous amount of 
time doing classic transcription[, standardized reporting] 
will allow these individuals to focus on analysis and spend 
time understanding the data, rather than transcribing.” At 
the same time, he noted that companies would be able to 
communicate the data internally to any element of their 
company using the same setup and technology.  

Aside from regulatory agencies and regulated companies, 
who else benefits? Information Week recently reported 
that IDC forecasts a 50% uptick in the sale of big data 
and business analytics software, hardware and services by 
2019, with sales reaching $187 billion.64 To the extent 
that SBR delivers an open data set covering information 
reported to multiple regulators, SBR will create new 
opportunities for:

Assuming, for the moment, that the United States 
initiates and executes an SBR program along similar lines 
to the pioneering ones of the Netherlands and Australia, 

agencies are slow to embrace change, especially change 
which suggests more transparency and better oversight.  
These are powerful agencies with powerful 
constituencies, both rich in tradition and culture, and to 
embrace this sort of change will require extraordinary 
leadership and vision.

One way to test the appetite for SBR is to track current 
related legislation. The U.S Congress is considering the 
Financial Transparency Act,61 which, if enacted as written 
currently, would require the eight major U.S. financial 
regulatory agencies to adopt standardized data fields and 
formats for the information they collect from public 
companies, banks, and financial firms. The Financial 
Transparency Act, if enacted, could have the effect of 
establishing a more modest version of SBR, limited to 
financial regulatory compliance regimes.

The U.S. government has embraced data standardization 
for its own internal financial reporting. Under the Digital 
Accountability and Transparency Act (DATA Act) of 
2014,62 by May 2017 every federal agency must begin 
reporting its spending using a standardized taxonomy 
created by the Treasury Department.

If the United States embraces SBR, we can expect 
benefits similar to those enjoyed already in the 
Netherlands and Australia. Companies will be able to 
automate the compilation and submission of their 
regulatory reports – and enjoy additional cost reduction 
from the ability to reuse efforts from one regulatory 
regime to another. Regulatory agencies will benefit from 
access to a standardized data source covering multiple 
regimes – a foundation for instant analytics to illuminate 
violations, errors, and fraud.

The Future of 
Standard Business 
Reporting

FINANCIAL TECHNOLOGY FIRMS - whether their 
goal is to work in concert with existing financial 
services firms or to disrupt them. As Kevin Roose 
wrote in New York magazine, “Undercutting big 
banks and speeding up processes might not be as 
sexy as, say, creating the next Snapchat, but it’s low-
hanging fruit for techies who want a way in to a 
lucrative market. After all, today’s megabanks are 
really just bundles of particular, loosely related 
services cobbled together by years of acquisitions 
and market-consolidation. If those bundles can be 
broken apart, the start-up world’s revolution looks a 
lot more plausible.”65
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EXISTING FINANCIAL FIRMS, like Citigroup, Wells 
Fargo, BBVA and others, who have made a point of 
increasing their focus on venture funding and 
acquisition of firms like the ones above, or who have 
or are developing massive internal engines to handle 
transaction data, portfolio and/or risk management 
and even client services (institutional or otherwise), in 
such a way that they will have access to proprietary 
big data that can drive major strategic initiatives.

THIRD-PARTY SOFTWARE AND SERVICE 
VENDORS, ranging from tax firms and auditors to 
compliance outsourcing or consulting firms such as 
8of9 or RIA in a Box, all of which are accustomed to 
helping clients navigate through unfamiliar process 
and technology as an element of their business 
model.

MARKET DATA FIRMS, who will no doubt be 
keeping a close eye on how new technologies - and 
the availability of extensive troves of public financial 
data - might affect them in the future, and who have 
the existing technology, expertise and branding to 
be associated with data as new models emerge.

SBR creates efficient, trusted, open data ecosystems – or 
information chains - involving regulatory agencies, 
regulated entities, and other organizations. Once 
standardized and trustworthy, these ecosystems (or 
chains) do not only serve existing stakeholders, but also 
contribute to the further generation of innovative 
information products and services. 

SBR is no longer new. The necessary technologies and 
governance structures have been tested and refined by 
the Dutch and Australian programs. All that is needed in 
the United States is the will to seize this opportunity. To 
realize savings for regulated companies and the 
regulators themselves, and to enable new growth in 
financial technology and market data, Congress and the 
executive branch must act. 
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