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No. 105

Since the passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act in
2002, the Financial Accounting Standards Board
has passed rules that it promises will make corpo-
rate accounting more transparent. In fact, its
revised Generally Accepted Accounting Principles
have made it difficult for investors—or even CEOs—
to understand a company’s financial report.

The first step in the wrong direction came
when FASB mandated that companies list
“intangibles” such as “goodwill” as corporate
assets, artificially inflating balance sheets. After
that, FASB meddled with the revenue recogni-
tion rules, in some cases not allowing companies

to report revenue from cash payments received
from a customer for a delivered product. Finally,
and worst by far, FASB mandated punitive and
nonsensical rules for so-called expensing of
stock options.

These accounting burdens, combined with the
onerous yet ineffective mandates of the Sarbanes-
Oxley Act, are starting to take a real toll on
American businesses and markets. In 2007, only
$8.5 billion or 7.7 percent of the total $109 billion
in issuances of Initial Public Offerings were
launched on U.S. stock exchanges, down from
60.8 percent a decade ago.
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Indecipherable
Financial Statements Harm

Business, Markets
I first noticed the misleading nature of

Generally Accepted Accounting Principles a
few years ago when an investor called to com-
plain about the small amount of cash on our
balance sheet. Since we had plenty of cash, I
decided to quickly quote the correct figures
from our latest financial report. But to my sur-
prise, I could not tell how much cash we had
either. With its usual—and almost always
incorrect—claim of making financial reporting
“more transparent,” the Financial Accounting
Standards Board had made it difficult for a
CEO to read his own financial report.

FASB is a group of seven theoretical
accountants based in Norwalk, Connecticut.
Its website shows that no FASB member ever
started or ran a successful business and that
only one member has even held a senior posi-
tion in a prominent public company other
than an accounting firm. Yet, FASB mandates
the Generally Accepted Accounting Principles
that corporations must use to report to their
shareholders. The Securities and Exchange
Commission enforces FASB mandates with
the threat of criminal prosecution.

Although GAAP reports became more com-
plex and less transparent during the 1990s, by
2001 GAAP accounting was good enough to
enable companies to report accurately, both
internally for control purposes and externally
to shareholders. Since then the FASB-mandat-
ed GAAP reports have become nearly useless. I
no longer bother to read the financial reports
of companies I follow because I would literally
need an analyst to decipher them for me.

One big step in the wrong direction came
when FASB mandated that after an acquisi-
tion, companies list “intangibles” such as
“goodwill” as corporate assets, artificially
inflating balance sheets. After that, FASB
meddled with the revenue recognition rules, in
some cases not allowing companies to report
revenue from cash payments received from a
customer for a delivered product. Finally, and

worse by far, FASB mandated punitive and
nonsensical rules for so-called expensing of
stock options.

These accounting burdens combined with
the onerous yet ineffective mandates of the
Sarbanes-Oxley Act are starting to take a real
toll on American businesses and markets. In
2007 only $8.5 billion, or 7.7 percent of the
total $109 billion in issuances of Initial Public
Offerings, was launched on U.S. stock
exchanges, down from 60.8 percent a decade
ago. FASB rarely considers the bureaucratic
burdens it imposes on companies. And it’s get-
ting worse. Duncan Niederauer, the CEO of
the New York Stock Exchange, reports that as
of July 1, 2008, “only four sponsor-backed
deals (those with either venture capital or pri-
vate equity investors) raised a mere U.S. $1.7
billon,” down 90 percent from the 2007 fig-
ures. The increased regulation burden makes
it less attractive for venture capitalists to fund
small startup companies—an economic disas-
ter for Silicon Valley, the most prolific produc-
er of America’s technology successes. On July
7, the president of the National Venture
Capital Association, Mark Heesen, addressed
the same IPO drought by stating, “We need to
put regulators, legislators, presidential candi-
dates and the private sector on notice that this
situation represents a serious problem that
will have long-reaching economic implica-
tions if not addressed. We view this quarter as
the canary in the coal mine.”

The case of my company’s confusing cash
report was explained by a GAAP accounting
rule that mandated spreading the liquid assets
on our balance sheet into three categories: cash
and cash equivalents; short-term investments;
and “other assets,” a category containing both
liquid investments, like Intel stock, and illiquid
investments, like the stock of a startup compa-
ny. My company’s actual cash position is infer-
able from our official 172-page 10-K report,
but only by those willing to dig into the 74
pages of footnotes. Few investors would have
the time to do that exercise for one stock, let
alone a portfolio. Consequently, I present the
first of nine rules on the unfortunate realities
of GAAP financial reports. Rule 1: GAAP reports
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do not allow the average investor to know how much
cash a company has.

My most recent encounter with inaccurate
GAAP reporting came as I prepared to write
the President’s Letter for Cypress’s 2007 annu-
al report by reading our SEC-mandated Proxy
Statement, which said that I had earned $11.3
million in 2007—a number that seemed not
only wrong to me, but wrong by a factor of
two. That night, my wife and domestic CFO
reported to me that I had taken home $4.7
million in 2007: $1.5 million in salary and
bonus; a $1.2 million special stock bonus
awarded for the success of our solar energy
company, SunPower; and a $2.0 million gain
from exercising a decade-old 1997 stock
option grant that was about to expire. For a
tiebreaker, I went to our tax department the
next day to find out how much they thought I
earned. Both they and the IRS said I earned
$4.7 million in 2007—in direct contradiction
to our Proxy Statement.

How did GAAP accounting distort my
reported 2007 income? One error comes from
the accounting for my retirement account,
which contains tax-deferred income I earned
and saved over my career. The account grew by
$1.7 million in 2007 because it held stock that
appreciated during the year. I neither own nor
can borrow against that retirement account,
but GAAP and SEC rules required that the
$1.7 million gain in it be reported as my 2007
personal income. Rule 2: Old income can be
reported two times—or more.

My apparent 2007 income was also inflat-
ed by the phantom income I did not receive
that is attributable to my company’s having to
“expense” stock options that vested during the
year. I neither bought any options at a dis-
count nor sold any for a gain. I simply received
the right to buy some options. If I died or my
company performed poorly, the potential val-
ue in those unexercised options would never
be realized, yet my company was forced to
declare them as actual 2007 income for me
and a “loss” for the company.

According to FASB, I “earned” an extra $4.9
million in 2007 without putting a penny in
the bank because at option granting, the

GAAP rules simply mandated that my unvested
shares had a built-in gain of at least 60 percent
of their face value, which I received as the
options vested. The GAAP rules further
required that one-fifth of that unpaid “gain”
be reported as income each year. This consti-
tutes another supposedly transparent FASB
accounting rule: Hypothetical income is calcu-
lated on a stock option that an employee does
not own and is counted against corporate
earnings. Moreover, that one-time calculation
of CEO pay (and corporate loss) is locked in
for five years—even if the stock goes down and
the options are never even exercised.

Of course, the IRS would never dare tax me
on the phantom income without losing the
case in tax court. The errors and misrepresen-
tations can get extreme. Ian Cockwell, CEO of
Brookfield Homes, was reported as “earning”
a negative $2.3 million in 2007 in his compa-
ny’s proxy statement. It seems that some of the
“income” from prior years, which he never
took home, did not materialize according to
FASB’s one-size-fits-all formula and had to be
subtracted from his 2007 reported income.
Rule 3: Due to the faulty logic embedded in GAAP
stock option expensing rules, companies overreport
their CEOs’ earnings and, worse yet, underreport
corporate earnings. In many cases, the errors are
large.

In 2001, presumably to prevent a few com-
panies from generating the appearance of
growth through serial acquisitions, FASB
decided to make acquisitions less financially
appealing by implementing the deeply flawed
concept of forcing acquiring companies to put
intangible assets—assets that do not exist and
have no value—on their balance sheets. Here is
an example of the theory behind this nonsense:
When one company acquires another, say for
$2 billion, the acquiring company puts the val-
ue, say $1 billion, of the acquired company’s
real assets on its books. In this example, the
acquiring company would then be required to
put the remainder of the $2 billion acquisition
price on its books as a $1 billion intangible
asset. With this FASB edict, the real assets of
U.S. corporations—cash, buildings, trucks and
the like—were mixed deceptively with intangi-
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ble assets on balance sheets. Rule 4: A company
can be broke but still appear to have big assets.

In the original version of this hallucinogenic
accounting rule, the intangible assets were
“amortized,” taken as quarterly losses in equal
amounts over a period such as five years. Thus,
in the example above, the “amortization of
intangibles” created a phony loss for the acquir-
er of $200 million per year for five years. What
do you get when you merge two identical com-
panies, each like the one described above—val-
ued at $2 billion, with $1 billion in real assets
and $100 million per year in profit? Don’t say a
company valued at $4 billion with $2 billion in
real assets and $200 million in profit. The
answer, according to FASB, is a company valued
at $4 billion with $3 billion in assets—one-third
of them intangible—and zero profit.

Fortunately, the mystery losses caused by
amortized intangibles led to the rise of report-
ing non-GAAP earnings, in which the GAAP
phantom-asset distortions were excluded
from otherwise nominal GAAP reporting for
acquisitions. Today, my company and many
other publicly traded American companies are
judged by analysts and investors according to
non-GAAP earnings (approximating pre-2001
GAAP earnings).

The final saga in the Alice in Wonderland
“intangibles” accounting tale occurred in 2001,
when I testified at a hearing of the Senate com-
mittee, which was forced to deal with the
uproar over the evaporating GAAP earnings of
acquisitive companies. Since no one was sworn
in at that strange hearing, no one had to bear
responsibility for the outcome, a compromise
that kept intangible “assets” on the books.
However, the amortization of intangibles was
dropped in favor of an annual evaluation. Now,
once a year, all companies are required to review
their goodwill assets—to review the accounting
residuals of acquired companies that ceased to
exist years before—and debate whether the
evanescent assets have gone down in value, cre-
ating a phantom loss in GAAP earnings.

Institutional investors and analysts have
always ignored this folly, but FASB mandates
the foolish and expensive yearly exercise of
valuing things that don’t exist. And, as is true

with most government mandates, there is
now a camp following of firms which, for a
bargain price of tens of thousands of dollars,
will provide an opinion on the value of—
nothing. Rule 5: Beware of the balance sheet, it
contains things that do not exist.

Companies can fund themselves by bor-
rowing money or by selling stock. The cost of
selling stock is dilution, the loss of earnings
per share (EPS) due to a rising share count.
The cost of borrowing money is interest
expense that lowers EPS. One preferred form
of financing for technology companies is the
convertible debenture, a hybrid of debt and a
stock option, in which investors lend money
to companies. At the end of a typical five-year
convertible debenture, the borrowing compa-
ny must pay back the loan in cash with inter-
est—or, alternatively, if the company’s share
price is above a “conversion price,” pay off the
debt with stock at that price. If the share
price at settlement is well above the conver-
sion price, the investor has the option to take
stock and make a significant capital gain.

The accounting rule used to compute the
cost of a typical convertible debenture on its
issuer’s financial statements is conservative,
but reasonable. Companies calculate their
quarterly earnings both for the case of paying
back the convertible debenture in stock and
the case of paying it back in cash—and report
the less favorable outcome. By contrast, FASB’s
treatment of employee stock options is out-
right punitive. It requires companies to report
employee options in an unrealizable worst-case
scenario—both as EPS dilution and as an
expense that reduces EPS further. It seems that
FASB has gone out of its way to make employ-
ee stock options unaffordable by double-
counting their cost. Most unfortunately, this
change has caused many Silicon Valley compa-
nies to reduce or eliminate stock options given
to rank-and-file engineers. Rule 6: The profits of
companies that grant employee options are often
grossly understated by GAAP rules because of the
double counting of stock option losses. Without a deep
dive into complicated GAAP reports, investors can no
longer know what a technology company’s true
(cash) profits are.
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In a recent review of potential acquisition
candidates, I noted an obvious error in the
financial analysis of one very good target com-
pany. Its financial statements showed the com-
pany nearly breaking even, when I knew that it
consistently produced 20 percent pretax profit.
The disconnect came from the fact that the
young MBA doing the analysis used GAAP
financial statements that included all the
accounting distortions described above. We
adjourned the meeting until a useful analysis
could be completed. Rule 7: If a long-tenured CEO
of a New York Stock Exchange technology company
cannot decide whether to buy a company based on its
GAAP financials, neither can investors.

GAAP accounting even misrepresents the
revenue that some companies report. One
would think that if a company receives a cash
payment for delivering a product, it would rec-
ognize revenue and profit, and pay taxes. Not
so. As a board member reviewing financial
statements of a startup Silicon Valley data com-
munications company, I became very confused
by the company’s reported revenue, which was
factors below the company’s actual shipments.

The GAAP accounting theory behind this
problem is explained in the following exam-
ple: If a company ships a product for $1 mil-
lion and warranties the product for five years,
there is a possibility that the product will
have to be repaired or replaced. Under GAAP
accounting, the result might be stated by
reporting $700,000 in revenue immediately
and $300,000 in revenue over time as the
product warranty period winds down; for
example, $60,000 in revenue per year for five
years. Thus, the last $60,000 in revenue for a
system shipped in 2008 might not be report-
ed until 2013.

Unless returns and warranty expenses are
significant relative to revenue, the previous
and time-tested method for revenue recogni-
tion is to record revenue when a system is
shipped and to handle returns as they occur.
This method gives much more realistic picture
of a company’s performance to investors—and
to management. Under FASB’s “improved”
system, companies must keep two revenue
records to know what is actually going on

internally. While the splitting of revenue may
make sense to theoretical accountants, consid-
er the practical burden it puts on companies.
Think about shipping hundreds of different
products with different warranty terms to
thousands of customers with many different
contracts. In that environment, just calculat-
ing “revenue” can take weeks for a large group
of accountants. Furthermore, once a company
has built up a large reservoir of deferred rev-
enue, it can have a real revenue problem that is
obscured by the fact that it is still reporting
revenue from products shipped years before.
Rule 8: The investor often cannot decipher the true
revenue of high-tech systems companies by reading
their GAAP profit-and-loss statement.

GAAP accounting rules and the Sarbanes-
Oxley mandates are no longer just a source of
colorful stories; they are starting to cause tan-
gible harm to American businesses and mar-
kets. With the IPO revenue hurdle rising
because of bureaucratic costs, venture capital-
ists are now focusing on mega-startups that
can better bear the costs of government-man-
dated bureaucracy. Unfortunately, small star-
tups are a crucial component of the Silicon
Valley economic model—one that has consis-
tently prevailed over old-line companies in
Japan and Europe.

Silicon Valley always creates “too many”
innovative companies in each new technology
field—and later consolidates the intellectual
property and people of those companies into
dominant companies, like Cisco Systems, the
world’s leading data communications systems
company. The Valley’s winning formula is to
develop new technologies in many competing
startups, rather than the less effective practice
of developing technology in the form of a few
big projects in one or two big companies.
FASB is now forcing Silicon Valley down the
big-company path. Small companies with
great ideas often die unfunded. Rule 9: Despite
its theater of public hearings, FASB rarely considers
the bureaucratic burdens it imposes on companies
and seems incapable of understanding the impact its
utopian accounting schemes have on markets.

The Wall Street of Silicon Valley is Sand
Hill Road in Palo Alto, where one drives by
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tens of billions of venture capital dollars on
the way to Stanford University, the epicenter
of Silicon Valley. The premier venture firms on
Sand Hill Road always have all the money they
need. Indeed, in years past, many of them have
returned funds to investors because they felt
there were not enough good investment
opportunities. Thus, the GAAP rules that dis-
courage the venture funding of smaller com-
panies directly harm Silicon Valley’s economy.

Our company’s 215 accountants and I live
daily with indecipherable GAAP financial
reports and draconian Sarbanes-Oxley man-
dates. I have become firmly convinced that
we have given too much power to a board of
seven accountants who have a tendency to
regulate to death the wealth-creating compa-
nies that they themselves are incapable of cre-
ating—or even understanding.

When Wall Street is no longer the center of
the financial world and Sand Hill Road no
longer rules venture capital, all Americans will
be harmed—and we will wish we had demand-
ed simple common sense from the counter-
productive bureaucrats who control our
financial system.

Silicon Valley changes continuously. Over

time it became Personal Computer Valley,
Workstation Valley, Biotech Valley, Communi-
cations Valley, and Search Engine Valley. We
are now becoming Renewable Energy Valley.
This place runs on free markets, abundant
venture capital, and the unbridled entrepre-
neurial spirit of smart, hard-working, well-
educated people.

The underlying mechanism of our success
is a new economic social contract, under
which the economic pie is broadly distributed
to rank-and-file engineers, who can earn life-
changing wealth from the stock options. The
CEOs of Silicon Valley successes like Google
often brag about the dozens, or even hun-
dreds, of millionaires created by their compa-
nies. This spreading of wealth drives a differ-
ent work ethic in Silicon Valley.

A job in a startup company is a personal
mission, not a paycheck. Computers turn the
lights off in our buildings at 7:00 p.m. to
remind our employees that it’s time to go
home. It deeply angers me that government
lawyers and naive theoretical accountants
have been allowed to impair the economic
miracle that democratized the silicon chip, the
personal computer, and the Internet.

OTHER STUDIES IN THE BRIEFING PAPERS SERIES

104. A Fork in the Road: Obama, McCain, and Health Care by Michael Tanner
(July 29, 2008)

103. Asset Bubbles and Their Consequences by Gerald P. O'Driscoll Jr.
(May 20, 2008)

102. The Klein Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Polemics by Johan Norberg
(May 14, 2008)

101. WHO’s Fooling Who? The World Health Organization’s Problematic
Ranking of Health Care Systems by Glen Whitman (February 28, 2008)

100. Is the Gold Standard Still the Gold Standard among Monetary Systems?
by Lawrence H. White (February 8, 2008)

99. Sinking SCHIP: A First Step toward Stopping the Growth of
Government Health Programs by Michael F. Cannon (September 13, 2007)



98. Doublespeak and the War on Terrorism by Timothy Lynch (September 6,
2006)

97. No Miracle in Massachusetts: Why Governor Romney’s Health Care
Reform Won’t Work by Michael Tanner (June 6, 2006)

96. Free Speech and the 527 Prohibition by Stephen M. Hoersting (April 3, 2006)

95. Dispelling the Myths: The Truth about TABOR and Referendum C by Michael J.
New and Stephen Slivinski (October 24, 2005)

94. The Security Pretext: An Examination of the Growth of Federal Police
Agencies by Melanie Scarborough (June 29, 2005)

93. Keep the Cap: Why a Tax Increase Will Not Save Social Security by Michael Tanner
(June 8, 2005)

92. A Better Deal at Half the Cost: SSA Scoring of the Cato Social Security Reform
Plan by Michael Tanner (April 26, 2005)

91. Medicare Prescription Drugs: Medical Necessity Meets Fiscal Insanity by Joseph
Antos and Jagadeesh Gokhale (February 9, 2005)

90. Hydrogen’s Empty Environmental Promise by Donald Anthrop (December 7, 2004)

89. Caught Stealing: Debunking the Economic Case for D.C. Baseball by Dennis
Coates and Brad R. Humphreys (October 27, 2004)

88. Show Me the Money! Dividend Payouts after the Bush Tax Cut by Stephen Moore
and Phil Kerpen (October 11, 2004)

87. The Republican Spending Explosion by Veronique de Rugy (March 3, 2004)

86. School Choice in the District of Columbia: Saving Taxpayers Money, Increasing
Opportunities for Children by Casey J. Lartigue Jr. (September 19, 2003)

85. Smallpox and Bioterrorism: Why the Plan to Protect the Nation Is Stalled and
What to Do by William J. Bicknell, M.D., and Kenneth D. Bloem (September 5, 2003)

84. The Benefits of Campaign Spending by John J. Coleman (September 4, 2003)

83. Proposition 13 and State Budget Limitations: Past Successes and Future Options
by Michael J. New (June 19, 2003)

82. Failing by a Wide Margin: Methods and Findings in the 2003 Social Security
Trustees Report by Andrew G. Biggs (April 22, 2003)

81. Lessons from Florida: School Choice Gives Increased Opportunities to Children



with Special Needs by David F. Salisbury (March 20, 2003)

80. States Face Fiscal Crunch after 1990s Spending Surge by Chris Edwards, Stephen
Moore, and Phil Kerpen (February 12, 2003)

79. Is America Exporting Misguided Telecommunications Policy? The U.S.-Japan
Telecom Trade Negotiations and Beyond by Motohiro Tuschiya and Adam Thierer
(January 7, 2003)

78. This Is Reform? Predicting the Impact of the New Campaign Financing
Regulations by Patrick Basham (November 20, 2002)

77. Corporate Accounting: Congress and FASB Ignore Business Realities by T. J.
Rodgers (October 25, 2002)

76. Fat Cats and Thin Kittens: Are People Who Make Large Campaign Contribu-
tions Different? by John McAdams and John C. Green (September 25, 2002)

75. 10 Reasons to Oppose Virginia Sales Tax Increases by Chris Edwards and
Peter Ferrara (September 18, 2002)

74. Personal Accounts in a Down Market: How Recent Stock Market
Declines Affect the Social Security Reform Debate by Andrew Biggs
(September 10, 2002)

73. Campaign Finance Regulation: Lessons from Washington State by
Michael J. New (September 5, 2002)

72. Did Enron Pillage California? by Jerry Taylor and Peter VanDoren (August 22, 2002)

71. Caught in the Seamless Web: Does the Internet’s Global Reach Justify
Less Freedom of Speech? by Robert Corn-Revere (July 24, 2002)

70. Farm Subsidies at Record Levels As Congress Considers New Farm Bill
by Chris Edwards and Tad De Haven (October 18, 2001)

69. Watching You: Systematic Federal Surveillance of Ordinary Americans by
Charlotte Twight (October 17, 2001)

68. The Failed Critique of Personal Accounts by Peter Ferrara (October 8, 2001)

67. Lessons from Vermont: 32-Year-Old Voucher Program Rebuts Critics by
Libby Sternberg (September 10, 2001)

Published by the Cato Institute, Cato Briefing
Papers is a regular series evaluating government
policies and offering proposals for reform. Nothing in
Cato Briefing Papers should be construed as
necessarily reflecting the views of the Cato Institute or
as an attempt to aid or hinder the passage of any bill
before Congress.

Contact the Cato Institute for reprint permission.
Additional copies of Cato Briefing Papers are $2.00
each ($1.00 in bulk). To order, or for a complete
listing of available studies, write the Cato Institute,
1000 Massachusetts Avenue, N.W., Washington,
D.C. 20001. (202) 842-0200 FAX (202) 842-3490.


