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Abstract: The topic of corporate reporting is very actual being subject of preoccupation of 
the main international regulatory and professional organisms in the accounting area. 
Hence, our study targets a priority research area. Its main objective is to discuss the 
concept of user needs and to emphasize how the needs of users of corporate financial 
reports have developed in time and how these needs are the main factors influencing the 
actual changes in the framework of the corporate reporting. In the nowadays society of 
knowledge, characterized by the variety and growing needs of corporate reports users, the 
regulatory organism are trying to respond. During time the concept of user of corporate 
reporting, referring here at financial reporting has changed from the owner of the business, 
to the manager and nowadays to a larger category of users. From the seven categories of 
users identified in 1975 by the Accounting Standard Steering Committee (investors, 
creditors, employees, the group of business partners, the state authority and the public), 
the most important seem to be the ones representing the capital providers. Analysing the 
latest IASB and the IIRC conceptual framework we could observe that both have a 
decision usefulness objective. Therefore, their main objective is to guide companies to 
make available reports that will help capital providers in the decision process. IR is 
considered to be a further step in the corporate reporting, therefore, by analysing it 
conceptual framework we observed how the needs also of the other categories of users 
are to be accomplished by using this type of reports. Also IR comes as a 
continuation/response of IASB framework, which recognizes its limits in the first 
paragraphs, saying that the financial information supplied by the companies in accordance 
with the framework is not sufficient and that the users’ needs to consult also other pertinent 
materials. Thus, the IR is composed from financial and non- financial information, and 
argues that is not representing more reporting, but better. 
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Introduction 
This paper aims to discuss the “user needs” concept as it is defined by the main 
conceptual frameworks and to show how the concept evolved. There will also be, some 
discussions about how these needs are really accomplished by the nowadays corporate 
reporting. 
The “user needs”, concept is a complex one, and represents the basis of the conceptual 
frameworks (McCartney, 2004). In the actual context of re-discussing the conceptual 
framework issued by the International Accounting Standard Board (IASB) in collaboration 
with the Financial Accounting Standard Board (FASB) in 2010, regarding the financial 
reporting. And, nevertheless the issue of the new conceptual framework regarding the 
integrated reporting by the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), there is a 
need of trying to clarify the concept of usefulness and of the users’ needs. There are 
question marks in what it concerns the conceptual framework and doubts that these are 
really preoccupied by the users’ needs. Is there a real need of conceptual frameworks? 
Which are responding better to the user needs? 
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Considering that the needs are different and that the usefulness is something that cannot 
be fully defined, what is useful for someone can be useless for someone else, to identify 
the users of corporate reporting and to define their need is a hard job, which arose and still 
arise the interest of many scholars.  
This article is based on the review of the literature and on the analysis of the IASB and 
IIRC frameworks in order to identify their perception of user needs. The paper is composed 
of three parts. In the first part there is a review of the evolution of the user concept, 
continuing with a second part which identifies the categories of users as they are defined 
by the special literature, and in different international organizations documents, and 
identifies their interest. In the third part of the paper there is the analysis of the user 
concept in the two conceptual frameworks. We finish with some conclusion.  
 

1. Evolution of user concept 

In the first book of accounting written in Romanian language, Nechifor, the author of the 
book from 1837, states his motivation: “to put in the hands of my fellows a book in the 
Wallach language, made in Austrian way”. His motivation was actually to teach the 
Romanian merchants the rules of the commerce and how to keep track of their accounts 
using the double entry bookkeeping system. This was actually, also the intention of the first 
author from the accounting history literature, Pacioli, to help merchants from the early ages 
(15

th
 century) to know their business. Starting from these accounting history facts we want 

to emphasize that accounting was born as a necessity for a group of persons. In the first 
century of using accounting these people were the owner of the business. Therefore, 
during the nineteenth century the users of the accounting information were the owners.   
Together with the changes in the business environment and its increasing complexity the 
users of accounting results and reports have changed. The business transformed from a 
simple fact of commerce to corporations with complex activity of production, selling, using 
complex financial transactions, that needs to have managers and/or committees of 
directors. For the early 20

th
 century, Fraser and Nobes (1985) were clearly showing in their 

study that the managers of the corporation are the main users of financial statements  (the 
stewardship concept). During the 20

th
 century and coming to nowadays the group of users 

of accounting results, namely reports, have diversified and the corporation reporting has 
developed from simple financial reports to supplementary non-financial components.  
Who are the users then? Accordingly to McCartney (2004), the user is whoever is 
interested and finds the financial reporting of the company useful for its interest. 
The user concept gain a central importance once that the first conceptual frameworks were 
issued. Accounting reporting needed to establish its role therefore accomplishing the 
“users’ needs” was the main declared purpose (McCartney, 2004; Zeff, 2014).  
These were based on the presumption that the financial reports are responding to the 
users’ needs, nevertheless the first conceptual framework projects offered the reader a self 
acompli, an evident truth, with no theoretical justification. These was not actually the case, 
the first frameworks were very ambiguous and lacking important elements, such as 
defining the user, defining the needs, etc. (McCartney, 2004; Zeff, 2014). Therefore, the 
user needs were not identified and accomplished.  
Accordingly with the special literature, the concept of user, as it is now presented by the 
IASB conceptual framework is modeled by two objectives: a decision one (creditors) and 
stewardship (Gebhardt, Mora and Wagenhofer, 2014). The main users of the financial 
reports, as it will be seen next, are the providers of capital (investors and creditors) and no 
more the owner of the business, nor the managers. 
In what it folowes we extracted from the literature the groups of users and identified their 
interest in the corporate reporting. 
 
 



 

941 

2. Users and their interest 
In 1975, the Accounting Standard Steering Committee (ASSC), from UK, has identified a 
list of users with the right to obtain information about the corporation (Sabau, 2013): 

· the group of investors – including shareholders and the holders of securities; 

· the group of creditors – including existing and potential holders of bonds and loans 
for stocks and short-term secured and unsecured loan providers; 

· the group of employees – including current, prospective and former employees; 

· the group of advisors, analysts – including financial analysts, economists, 
journalists, statisticians, researchers and other providers of advisory services; 

· the group of business partners – including customers, suppliers and competitors, 
those interested in mergers and acquisitions; 

· state authorities – including the tax authorities and organizations responsible for 
oversight of industry and commerce and local authorities; 

· the public – including tax and fee payers, political parties, companies dealing with 
customer protection. 

To these seven categories, there are studies that add also the accounting academics as 
users of corporate reports (Deegan and Rankin, 1997). This is a reality because they use 
the financial and non-financial reports, in order to study and notice different issues. 
Therefore, the users are many and different, they are not a homogenous category and 
their needs are different.  
Some categories of users are privileged before others by the conceptual frameworks.  The 
IASB and FASB, when they started their work together regarding the conceptual 
framework for financial reporting, in their discussion paper from 2006, have identified the 
primary users of the financial corporate reporting as being: investors, lenders and related 
advisors (PAAinE, 2009). Hence the most important category of users became the capital 
provider, as we will also see in the analysis of the framework. In this regards, McCartney 
(2004) was arguing that: “the real purpose of financial statements is not to meet user 
needs per se, but to provide ‘information that can be used...[to] make decisions that affect 
the allocation of capital resources’ (Miller et al., 1994, p. 12), in which case the only users 
who matter are the ones making those decisions.” 
Moreover, in the Guiding Principles of the Corporate Reporting Users’ Forum (CRUF) it is 
emphasize that: “Accounting standards that govern the preparation of corporate reports 
should principles-based and comprehensible to the financially literates. These standards 
should not result in outputs that are at odds with economic reality”.”Corporate reports 
should be prepared with the objective of providing a fundamental source of information for 
investors and creditors on which to base their decision” (CRUF, 2006). 
 
 
3. Discussion on the “user needs” concept in the IASB and IIRC conceptual 
frameworks 
For this part of our paper we used the IASB conceptual framework from 2014, and the 
integrated reporting framework. 
The IASB conceptual framework “sets out the concepts that underlie the preparation and 
presentation of financial statements for external users.” (IASB framework, 2014) 
Commenting on this conceptual framework, Gebhardt, Mora and Wagenhofer (2014) were 
arguing that: “An ideal framework needs to be sufficiently flexible to promote the evolution 
of standards. Thus, it should be comprehensive, but not too detailed in its prescriptions. 
Consistency between standards and the Conceptual Framework is desirable…” This is 
indeed desirable, but still not real. 
A very important element which is found in the framework is the objectives and the uses of 
the financial reporting. The main objective of the financial reporting as it is defined by the 
revised framework of IASB is the decision usefulness for the capital providers: “The 
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objective of general purpose financial reporting is to provide financial information about the 
reporting entity that is useful to existing and potential investors, lenders and other creditors 
in making decisions about providing resources to the entity. Those decisions involve 
buying, selling or holding equity and debt instruments, and providing or settling loans and 
other forms of credit.” 
The stewardship is left behind. But as is also commented by Gebhardt, Mora and 
Wagenhofer (2014), the two objectives can require different accounting informations. The 
decission usefulness will require information which helps improve price efficency on the 
market and on the other hand, stewardship require information wich can help economic 
efficency improvment (Gebhardt, Mora and Wagenhofer, 2014). In a way this choice of the 
IASB is argued by the fact that “many existing and potential investors, lenders and other 
creditors cannot require reporting entities to provide information directly to them and must 
rely on general purpose financial reports for much of the financial information they need. 
Consequently, they are the primary users to whom general purpose financial reports are 
directed.” Therefore, the main users as defined by the framework are the investors, lenders 
and creditors, and they can obtain information needed for their decisions from the financial 
reports. The other types of users as they are mentioned in the framework (regulators, 
members of the public) could use the financial reports only if they find them useful. It is 
assumed that these other groups can obtain information from entities not only from the 
financial reports, but on demand or on the basis of a contract.  
What we would like to mention here is that in the framework is mention the fact that the 
financial reports “do not and cannot provide all of the information that existing and potential 
investors, lenders and other creditors need. Therefore those users need to consider 
pertinent information from other sources.”(IASB conceptual framework, 2014) This means 
that a user needs not only the financial reports, for this reason non-financial reporting, such 
as the environment reports, followed by sustainability reports and corporate social 
responsibility reports, had developed in the last century. 
The IASB conceptual framework defines also the qualitative characteristics of the 
information provided in the financial reports. Therefore, “If financial information is to be 
useful, it must be relevant (ie must have predictive value and confirmatory value, based on 
the nature or magnitude, or both, of the item to which the information relates in the context 
of an individual entity’s financial report) and faithfully represents what it purports to 
represent (ie information must be complete, neutral and free from error). The usefulness of 
financial information is enhanced if it is comparable, verifiable, timely and understandable.” 
Thus, here is defined the concept of usefulness by the framework, and it takes into account 
the information needed by the capital providers. 
As it was mentioned previously, in the IASB framework, the information provided in the 
financial reports of the corporations are sometimes not sufficient for the users. There are 
specialist that are saying that the financial reports are too technical or too long and that 
there is a lack of connectivity between the information provided in the financial reports and 
the strategy of the company (William and Laing, 2009; Murphy, 2014). As a consequence, 
in 2013 it was issued by the International Integrated Reporting Committee the first draft of 
the conceptual framework for Integrated Reporting. 
The IIRC framework mentions in its first paragraph that: “This Framework identifies 
information to be included in an integrated report for use in assessing an organization’s 
ability to create value….” (IIRC framework, 2013 available online at 
http://www.theiirc.org/international-ir-framework/) The IIRC specifies on its website that the 
purpose of IR framework “is about better reporting, not more reporting” 
(http://www.theiirc.org/the-iirc/about/). Therefore, IR defines its primary purpose as being 
the explanation to the providers of capital on how an organization creates value over time. 
This type of reporting will contain financial and non-financial information. Even if the main 
purpose of IR addresses to the providers of capital, then the framework  mentions also 
that: “An integrated report benefits all stakeholders interested in an organization’s ability to 
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create value over time, including employees, customers, suppliers, business partners, local 
communities, legislators, regulators and policy-makers.” Therefore, IR addresses to all 
categories of users, one of its guiding principle being the stakeholder relationship. This 
means that an organization using IR will not only present figures that can provide 
information about future cash flows, for example, but also will show how understands the 
needs of its stakeholders and how it responds to them. The IR conceptual framework lets 
more space of interpretation; therefore, some of the concepts are not understood in the 
same way by all the corporations that want to publish IR.  
 
Conclusion 

Corporate reporting has change over time influenced by the changes in society but also at 
the request of the users. Many times the corporate reports were arguing that address 
users needs but instead the information contained it was too technical and hard to be 
understood (Sinnett and Laing, 2009; Murphy, 2014).  
Even if during time, there were identified seven categories of users, the main attention in 
the actual conceptual frameworks is given to the capital providers. As the users are not a 
homogenous category, the conceptual framework issued by IASB for the financial reporting 
has chosen to address to the capital providers being sure that this is the category that 
mostly uses the financial reports.  
IR conceptual framework presents also the capital providers as the main users of the 
corporation reports, but it take into consideration also the other categories of users, the 
stakeholders of the company.  
The analysis of users needs is an endless story. What is sure is the fact that the reporting 
has change at the requirements of the users. The international regulation organism have 
discussed again and again their conceptual framework in order to get the public consent.  
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